The Cost of Free Plastic Bags

Many people understand the plastic bag to be free upon purchase of other goods.  In the current retail system, the consumer pays for the management of plastic bag waste rather than their utility, separating the bag from its true cost.  For example, California spends an estimate of $25 million to landfill plastic bags each year and $8.5 million on street clean up due to the littering of these ubiquitous bags.
 Nationally, Americans use approximately 1 billion shopping bags per year which responsible for 300,000 tons of landfill waste annually.
  For a city struggling with tough budget cut decisions, such as Philadelphia, a tax on bags will reduce the need for costly services including both waste management and street clean up, while improving environmental quality and longevity of our landfills.

The Recycling Myth
Recycling plastic bags is expensive and unsustainable.  Plastic bags do not biodegrade, they photodegrade into smaller and smaller particles that then contaminate the soil and water, both of which require expensive and difficult clean up processes. This problem suggests that recycling seems like the best solution to the disposal of plastic bags, in order to keep them from the photodegrading process.  However, less than 1% of plastic bags get recycled annually
 and recycling one ton of plastic bags costs $4,000 which can be resold on the market at $32.
  The recycling of plastic bags is obviously a highly subsidized (though important) process and points waste policy surrounding plastic bags to a zero waste solution, or significant reductions in demand.  
Addressing Demand for Plastic Bags
National and State governments as well as private companies and non-profit organizations have initiated different plastic bag policies in order to reduce dependency on and use of plastic bags.  Ireland’s PlasTax program reduced plastic bag consumption by 90% while generating  $9.6 million in its first year enacted.
 City governments are getting tough on the issue both on US and international soil. Seattle enacted a bag tax of its own but the strong plastic bag lobby hindered its impact. In January of 2009, New Delhi enacted a ban on plastic bags, placing a fine or jail time on people caught using plastic.  While this seems extreme, the actions of New Delhi show the understood importance of tackling the economically and environmentally unsound impacts of the plastic bag. Private companies see the benefit of plastic bag bans as well.  Retailers spend millions on plastic bags annually, and a city-wide bag tax would decrease their need to expend on these harmful and continuously cost burdensome bags. Whole Foods, Walmart, Aldi’s and IKEA all have bag policies in place to discourage generating plastic bag use and continue to thrive.  
In sum, the demand for plastic bags needs to be addressed.  Implementing a smart plastic bag tax policy that takes into account economic needs of citizens and retailers, such as Bill No. 090075, will increase revenue for the city while simultaneously decreasing expenditures on waste, street cleaning, and long term environmental problems. 
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