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Abstract 

This paper has attempted to accurately assess the impact of the disposable plastic 

grocery bag on the planet.  Based on the research findings, it has been concluded that 

disposable plastic grocery bags are not a necessity, are not justifiable on many reasonable 

grounds, are costly, and are a toxic detriment to our health and our environment.  The 

distribution of an educational executive briefing package attempted to influence retailers 

to avail of the opportunity (outlining potential profit, corporate image, and environmental 

benefits) of going bagless at the checkout, and to cease the use of disposable plastic bags 

in favour of the non-woven, polypropylene green bag.  A shift to this reusable green bag 

appears to represent an important and effective interim measure towards more noble and 

sustainable living.  Throughout this paper, the disposable plastic grocery bag will be 

considered through the lenses of morality, economics and the environment. 
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Chapter 1 

A few things motivated me to pursue the plastic bag as a topic of discussion.  As 

someone who grew up in the rural context, I became very accustomed to tranquility, and 

the natural aesthetic beauty of things.  My parents were anti-hunters (a heated dinner 

table debate to this day) and were able to foster within me at a young age a strong respect 

for nature, the seasons, and the cycles of life.  There appears to be a spirituality one can 

experience in nature, one that needs no pulpit, and no orator, altar or deity, just the sun, 

and the rich natural world that is made possible by it’s energy.   

Now fully grown (by most accounts anyway), my thoughts have matured into 

critical thought, and often concern, that the way we live, may not be sustainable.  The 

production, use, and disposal of plastic grocery bags provoked this concern further, the 

use of these bags appearing to me to be an unnecessary, and unsustainable practice that 

was negatively impacting our planet.  Humanity consumes somewhere between 500 

billion to 1 trillion plastic bags each year, 150 bags per year for every person on earth, or 

1 million every minute (New Scientist, 2004).  In the U.S. alone, an estimated 100 billion 

plastic bags are thrown away every year (Worldwatch Institute, n.d.).  Many of these bags 

will wind up in our environment and are now known to injure and kill many wildlife 

species - some conservationists estimate 100,000 mammals and birds each year - who 

mistake the bags for food, or become entangled in them (Britannica, n.d.).  Many of these 

wasted bags are made of non-renewable fossil fuels.  Consequently, we must initially 

expend fossil fuels to find and extract fossil fuels, and then we are required to utilize 

more fossil fuels to produce, transport to markets, and manage the disposal of these bags 

throughout their life cycle.  In considering the associated toxic pollution released during 
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bag production, as well as health care and cleanup costs born by all of us, it seemed like 

one heck of a price tag for a little convenience, especially when we could have easily 

brought our own bag from home.  Because of this growing awareness, I wanted to 

undertake something substantial and constructive in response that would help stimulate a 

change in thinking, and ultimately a behavioral change that would reduce disposable bag 

waste.     

This thesis research paper had the following goals pertaining to the disposable 

plastic grocery bag: to learn, to educate, to discuss, to influence, to recommend, and 

ultimately, to reduce.  

What is the true cost of convenience?  Is the plastic bag as big a problem as it 

seems?  Why is it that some grocery stores have stopped using disposable plastic bags at 

the checkout, while others continue giving them out as if the baggers were on 

commission?  Are we morally entitled to use a plastic bag at all?  To answer questions 

such as these, this paper will look at the disposable plastic grocery bag through three 

distinct lenses: morality, economics, and the environment.  

Background 

The plastic bag has indeed gone viral.  It has become a powerful symbol of 

consumption, and is evidence of myriad convenient transactions.  Most plastic bags are 

consumed within supermarkets, and as a result were the target of the original research 

data collection component of this paper (see Appendix A, Figure 1).  Discussion of the 

bag’s impact on the planet offers us a terrific vehicle with which we may explore many 

aspects of planetary sustainability.  The plastic bag can be considered a behavioral and 

paradigmatic weathervane.  Societal perception of the disposable plastic grocery bag 
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issue is perhaps where the rubber hits the road, and where talk of sustainability has an 

opportunity to become real action.  

As of July 22, 2009, Thrifty Foods in British Columbia stopped the use of 

disposable plastic grocery bags at its checkout counters, making it one of the first major 

grocery chains in Canada to go “bagless” (Thrifty Foods, n.d.).  Ikea Canada has also 

gone bagless, as have some Real Canadian Superstore locations (Parent company 

Loblaws is trial testing the idea) as well as Whole Foods.  Interestingly, when customers 

of the Langford Superstore location near Victoria, British Columbia were polled by radio 

station CFAX-1070, 56% were in favour of the new regime while 44% were not (C-FAX 

1070, n.d.).  It is curious then, that while these retailers have decided to stop using the 

disposable bag, seemingly in tune with the aforementioned consumer preference, others 

double bag customer’s goods appearing as if they were actually trying to use them up.  

The disposable plastic grocery bag however, appears to be under siege, perhaps 

having become a victim of its own success.  These days, one cannot open a newspaper 

without seeing a headline illuminating some store or municipality who is either 

considering, or has already legislated a penalty pertaining to the bag’s use.  There are 

good reasons for this infamous coverage in the press, as many things make the plastic bag 

newsworthy.  First off, we use a lot of them.  It is also a universally recognized item 

around the globe.  Shopping, particularly for groceries, is also a personal, and perhaps 

even a daily event.  And, interestingly, environmental issues now seem to have developed 

unprecedented staying power in the press, particularly, it seems, since the release of the 

rather damning IPCC Fourth Assessment Report (2007), which, in short, made two bold 

conclusions: that "Warming of the climate system is unequivocal,” and that "Most of the 
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observed increase in global average temperatures since the mid-20th century is very 

likely due to the observed increase in anthropogenic greenhouse gas concentrations" 

(IPCC, 2007).  The number of Hollywood celebrities championing environmental 

stewardship seems ever increasing, further fanning environmentalist flames.  In younger 

age groups, the re-usable bag has even become a pop-culture accessory, individuals 

visually announcing to the world that not only are they current and fashionable, but that 

they are also ethical, green, conscientious, and…(feel free to insert altruistic adjective 

here) as well.   

Entire countries like Brazil, France, Eritrea, India, Tanzania, China and Australia 

have already banned the thin-filmed grocery bag from use at checkouts (Earth911, n.d.), 

and some municipalities like Mumbai, India, are even using special police units to 

intercept the trade in, and dispensing of free bags (CBC, n.d.).  

Although plastic merchandise bags had already been adopted by retailing giants 

such as Sears, J.C. Penney, Montgomery Ward, Jordan Marsh, Allied, Federated and 

Hills in the mid-seventies, the bag’s use appears to have spread rapidly in the 80’s after 

Kroger and Safeway, both major grocery retailers in North America, phased out their use 

of craft sacks in favour of the plastic polyethylene bag.  By 1996, 4 out of 5 grocery bags 

were plastic (SPI, n.d.).  

These handy bags had an interesting rise to prominence.  For instance, as early as 

1957 they were dispensed from rolls as sandwich bags.  Soon, they were competing with 

brown paper bags in the dry-cleaning sector.  Then in 1966 they took 25-30 percent of the 

bread bag market while also beginning to appear as produce bags in grocery stores.  

Perhaps the most interesting juncture of the bag’s evolution was in 1969 when the New 
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York City Sanitation Department embarked on the “New York City Experiment” during 

which it was found that curbside pickup using plastic refuse bags was cleaner, safer and 

quieter than metal trash can pick-up, beginning what became a massive shift to plastic 

bag can liners among consumers (SPI, n.d.).  

What’s in the bag? 
 

The plastic grocery bag in North America is most often made of polyethylene, 

which consists of long, chainlike molecules, in which hydrogen atoms are connected to a 

carbon backbone.  These chains of polyethylene can be produced in linear high-density 

(HDPE) or branched low-density (LDPE) forms.  This polyethylene can be made from 

petroleum and natural gas, and can be made from more “renewable” sources like sugar 

cane, as is the case in a new joint venture between Dow Chemicals and Crystalsev, one of 

Brazil’s largest ethanol producers (Dow, n.d.). 

 The advent of the disposable grocery bag was indeed perceived to be a marvel.  

For example it had handles, it was lightweight, waterproof, easy to fill, resisted tearing, 

could appear out of nowhere like a magic trick, and was so cheap it seemed to be given 

away.   

Environmentally speaking, the plastic grocery bag has now been shown to have a 

much lower overall impact than its older kraft paper bag competitor (see Appendix A,  
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Table 1).  Consider also that bag for bag, plastic is lighter and therefore cheaper to ship 

around the world.  It also requires less material and water to produce and takes up less 

space in landfills (British Plastics Federation, n.d.).  Re-used plastic bags can also serve 

as being convenient bin liners for trash receptacles in the home.  

The plastic bag held much promise to grocery retailers as well.  Certainly, 

produce and meat departments and the checkout benefited from a level of convenience 

and sanitation likely unprecedented.  The customer was able to bring the items home 

without any cross contamination or leakage onto seats, fabrics, etc.  The plastic bags were 

also cheaper than the paper craft sacks to give out to the customers, reducing the store’s 

operational costs.  In addition, because customers could have their bags packed quicker, 

and proceed to carry groceries home with comfortable handles rain or shine without 

tearing, the shopping experience was enhanced.  Likely, colourful brand printing on the 

bags added further benefit in the name of brand recognition and promotion.    

The King of Convenience Comes at a Cost 

This disposable plastic grocery bag is not without its critics, however, who charge 

that the disposable grocery bag is wasteful and a menace to the planet.  Predominantly of 

non-renewable origins, low rates of recycling, wildlife kills and environmental litter, 

clogging of sewer and water drains, and the bioaccumulation of toxins in the food chain, 

represent a few of the major concerns.  Obviously, this issue is very complex, both sides 

coming equipped with convincing arguments and associated studies for and against 

plastic bag use.  It may be then appropriate to look more creatively at this issue, and to go 
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far beyond the question:  Paper or plastic?  The number games will always be around, 

one study pitted against another.  Proper dialectic discussion, however, although much 

more rare, may just lead us beyond the petty, and into the pretty.  The pretty being a more 

considerate, economic and sustainable regime, something that will be discussed 

throughout this paper using the lenses of morality, economics, and the environment.  

Concepts such as peak hydrocarbon, the daily solar energy budget, externalities, and 

others will be used to illustrate the universal impact of the bag on our planet.  

Chapter 2 - Energy, Economics, and the Environment 

Morality, Energy, and Scarcity   

For the most part, debates about the disposable plastic bag have tended to focus 

on competing technologies, paper vs. plastic, recyclable vs. biodegradable, for example, 

rather than on consumption itself.  The following entertains the moral question: Are we 

actually entitled to a disposable plastic bag at all?  

We use energy every day from a variety of sources, primarily to allow us to enjoy 

convenience.  Let us consider what might be a typical North American morning.  Likely, 

it starts with an immediate toilet flush, where most household water is used up (City of 

Richmond, n.d.), hot water for tea, a hot shower (warm or perhaps even cold for the 

energy conscious), a blow-dry, a straightening iron, a bowl of porridge and some toast, 

perhaps.  I personally enjoy a pureed smoothie made with frozen fruit kept in a freezer 

that will work diligently every day and every night, staying ice-cold for when I open it 

each morning.  Then it is in to a climate-controlled car (many of us anyway) dropping the 

kids off at school, on the way to work or to run errands, doing so effortlessly and 

comfortably, albeit occasionally enraged by heavy traffic found in the more urban 
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environs.  And, it is likely, that at some point in that day, at least one purchase will be 

made of a good or goods that will be presented to us in a complimentary plastic bag.  The 

common thread in all of these actions is energy.  And, for most of North America, this 

energy is derived mainly from fossil fuels (Energy Information Association, n.d.).  The 

bag too, requires energy, most often fossil fuels, to get produced, transported, consumed, 

and disposed of.  

Could the whole world live like this on a daily basis if it wanted to?  Can the 

morning activities mentioned above be considered “needs?”  How much energy from 

fossil fuels can we ethically, rightfully, and justly lay claim to?  Can our generation 

possibly be any more entitled to using up ever-dwindling fossil fuel reserves than the 

generations succeeding us?  Are future generations entitled to anything?  As Immanuel 

Kant asked in relation to the categorical imperative: “What if everyone did this?” 

(Buchanan, 2009).  

In a recent article published in the American University Law Review, Gerald 

Korngold writes: “Human experience and thought is replete with manifestations of 

concern for, and dedication to the welfare of, future generations.  Attributed to everything 

from the Darwinian imperative to abstract political philosophy, humans have sought to 

advance the human condition for their offspring” (Korngold, 2007).  Korngold points out 

that we have even legalized this notion of intergenerational obligation in the form of 

inheritance law in the United States.  In fact, in 2001, a symposium published in the 

Loyola of Los Angeles Law Review produced a number of interesting papers discussing 

broad issues of intergenerational justice.  More recently, another symposium was 

published in 2007 in the University of Chicago Law Review, which focused on the 
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question of discounting as it informs the debate over intergenerational equity.  Some 

academics like Neil Buchanan (2009), feel that we give too much to future generations, 

that most rewards in life are given based on some action taken, and yet future generations 

have not done anything to deserve anything.  Others like Theodore Seto (2001) feel that 

we do not give nearly enough.  Seto attempts to show the absurdity of prevalent cost-

benefit analysis and discount rates, and that if we had applied modern-day discounting 

throughout the ages, there would be no one living today.  The consideration of 

intergenerational obligation is obviously challenging.  For example, what if you decided 

to forgo having children because you felt their impact on the planet was too great?  Do 

you then still have an obligation to leave a certain condition for the benefit of others’ 

children? 

The scope of this thesis project does not allow us to adequately explore themes 

like the good, intergenerational justice, entitlement, and others as they relate to moral 

aspects of the disposable plastic grocery bag, but it would be foolish not to at least briefly 

outline some basic moral theoretical frameworks, as they are useful not only in 

ruminating on the ideas presented in this paper, but are also useful in further exploration 

should the reader decide to do so.     

 There are at least three predominant strains of moral philosophy relating to social 

organization and distributive justice, and they have been very succinctly outlined in an 

article by Lawrence B., Solum (2001) entitled: To Our Children’s Children’s Children: 

The Problems of Intergenerational Ethics.    

Egalitarianism: justice as fairness.  

 The Egalitarian perspective proceeds on the premise that “all human persons are 



Beyond The Plastic Bag  14 

equal in fundamental worth or moral status” (Arneson, n.d.).  “All social primary 

goods—liberty and opportunity, income and wealth, and the bases of self-respect—are to 

be distributed equally unless an unequal distribution of any or all of these goods is to the 

advantage of the least favored” (Solum, 2001).  Justice as fairness is perhaps the most 

prominent theory of egalitarian distributional justice, and was the phrase philosopher 

John Rawls used to refer to his Theory of Justice (1971), and builds upon this concept 

further in his Political Liberalism (1996), and in Justice as Fairness: A Restatement 

(2001).  Rawls added several key elements to egalitarian discourse, perhaps most notably 

the hypothetical original position, the difference principle, and the just savings principle. 

In the original position, it was thought by Rawls that individuals would be able to 

make objective and just selections.  From behind this veil of ignorance, which is to be 

assumed up front, the individual would not know what class or position that he or she 

currently resides in, and therefore, would find it virtually impossible to make selfish 

decisions based on personal interest or gain (Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, n.d.). 

Rawls felt that an individual in such a position would inevitably be led to two rational 

principles of justice: the first guarantees the equal basic rights and liberties needed to 

secure the fundamental interests of free and equal citizens and to pursue a wide range of 

conceptions of the good, the second provides fair equality of educational and 

employment opportunities enabling all to fairly compete for powers and prerogatives of 

office; and it secures for all a guaranteed minimum of the all-purpose means (including 

income and wealth) that individuals need to pursue their interests and to maintain their 

self-respect as free and equal persons (Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, n.d.).   

The difference principle requires that social and economic inequalities are to be 
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arranged so that they are to the greatest benefit of the least advantaged (Solum, 2001). 

Finally, the just savings principle is a response by Rawls to his acknowledgement 

that generations are spread out in time, and that actual economic benefits flow only in one 

direction.  The just savings principle was a safety mechanism to ensure that a current 

generation wouldn’t exploit all of the capital resources to make better those worst off, 

leaving nothing for future generation (Solum, 2001).      

Libertarianism: structure of liberty.  

Libertarianism holds that agents initially fully own themselves and have moral 

powers to acquire property rights in external things under certain conditions (Vallentyne, 

n.d.).   Solum (2001) adds further detail by stating that the relevant good to be distributed 

in this case is maximum liberty, and that it is implied that other goods such as wealth and 

income will not be distributed equally.  Solum uses as a benchmark, the example of 

Randy Barnett’s Theory The Structure of Liberty which features two rights: the right of 

first possession, and the right of several property.  The right of first possession specifies 

that property rights to unowned resources are acquired by being the first 

to establish control over them and to stake their claim.  The right of several property 

specifies a right to acquire, possess, use, and dispose of scarce physical resources, 

including their own bodies (Solum, 2001).  These principles seem to imply that future 

generations have no rights against their predecessors.  The caveat being, according to 

Solum, that the right to consume may be transferred to others, either by contract, or by 

leaving property fallow where it would be hence subjected to first appropriation (Solum, 

2001).  Within Libertarianism, there is to be very little role for government other than to 
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protect private property and to enforce contracts (Solum, 2001).   

 

Utilitarianism: average preference-satisfaction utilitarianism.  

Jeremy Bentham and John Stuart Mill developed perhaps the most well known 

utilitarian theories.  Utilitarianism holds that the right decision is the one that creates the 

greatest good or utility (Solum, 2001).  Solum expands that it is consequentialist (based 

on consequences of decisions), and not so much distributional in focus, and admits that 

due to the ambiguity of greatest good or utility, it is required that we answer a few crucial 

questions such as: What is the good or utility?  What unit of decision is to be evaluated?  

And, shall we seek to maximize the sum of utility or the average level of utility? (Solum, 

2001).  

In Relation to Intergenerational Justice. 

As we can see, and as Solum (2001) puts it: there are “thorny problems of 

intergenerational justice and morality.” 

However, should these three camps wish to forge ahead and consider the plight of 

unborn future generations, they may consider the following: The Egalitarian may call on 

Rawls’ just savings principle to ensure future generations have something to build upon.  

The Libertarians may utilize government to ensure that property is protected and 

contracts are honoured, where things (including the right to consume) can be legally 

passed on to the future generation (Solum, 2001).  And the Utilitarian, perhaps having the 

hardest time finding any solace in these terms as utility is certainly a here-and-now 

concept, may wish to explore eternalist preference-satisfaction utilitarianism, a form of 
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utilitarianism which accounts for individuals who are satisfied by events that occur after 

one is dead (Solum, 2001).  

In discussing intergenerational justice, the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy 

discusses a permanent asymmetrical power-relation between the living, and those who 

are yet to live.  For example, just by merely making decisions the present generation can 

make it costly for future generations to decide against continuing to pursue present 

generation projects (Meyer, n.d.).  Furthermore, if a present generation makes a poor 

decision involving natural resource management that has a negative long-term impact, in 

addition to the aforementioned costs associated with changing a particular course of 

action, the range of options available may also have been limited by the previous 

generation’s harmful policy (Meyer, n.d.).  Finally, and perhaps most importantly, 

present people can affect the very existence of future people, determining whether they 

will even exist at all.  This encyclopedia entry also makes the interesting point that we 

already know people today who have been negatively affected by historical injustices, 

and yet we (and they) must also admit, that these very conditions were in part necessary 

for their very existence.  Regarding intergenerational justice, the entry succinctly 

concludes: important concerns for future generations [that] many people share cannot be 

understood as duties of justice vis-à-vis future people; rather they are based on an 

understanding of the ethical significance of understanding ourselves as members of a 

transgenerational polity and community (Meyer, n.d.). 

For the sake of dialectic discussion this paper shall take the stance that we do 

indeed have certain moral obligations owing to future generations.  This comes as a result 

of our privilege of being present today.  To urge us on in this discussion, I wish to use a 
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simple example taken from Buchanan (2009): “If the generation before the current one 

had decided as a group that it did not care about future generations, and if some level of 

care is necessary for the next generation to exist (for example, the basic care that parents 

give to children), then the current generation would not exist.  Given that we want to 

exist, we should ensure the existence of future generations who will also be glad that they 

were allowed to exist” (Buchanan, 2009).  In fact, the entire sustainability movement 

could be evidence of our consideration of and obligation to future generations with 

respect to the environment.  

Peak hydrocarbon, peak cheap, peak miracle.  

 Imagine importing Middle Eastern oil, extracting Canada’s own expensive Tar 

Sand oil or natural gas, and turning these precious non-renewables into disposable plastic 

bags.  How far could we have driven?  What else could we have made?  What 

infrastructure could have been created to better educate our societies, or to power them 

with renewable energy?  Apparently, China saves 37 million barrels of oil each year as a 

result of banning the free plastic grocery bag (Scientific American, n.d.).  This is not just 

a huge triumph for China in terms of more responsible energy use and pollution 

reduction, but it is one for the entire planet, where airborne and waterborne pollution 

often do not distinguish between territorial boundaries.      

Geophysicist and Shell Oil Geologist M. King Hubbert first articulated the concept of 

peak oil in 1956.  Using his Hubbert Curve, a mathematical model of oil supply, he 

accurately predicted that crude oil production in the United States would peak between 

1966 and 1971, and then would begin declining (King, n.d.).  Global oil production, 
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however, has continued to rise, having more or less plateaued over the last few years (see 

Appendix A,  

 

 

 
 

 
 

 
Table 1). 

Another geologist by the name of Dave Hughes prefers the term peak 

hydrocarbon, which can account for oil, natural gas and coal reserves, currently among 

the most significant sources of global energy.  According to Hughes:  

“When I was born, back in 1950, the world had 95 percent of ultimate recoverable 

hydrocarbons remaining.  Today we’ve consumed about 40 percent of ultimate 

recoverable hydrocarbons.  If we keep consuming them as fast as we can produce them, 

80 percent will be gone by 2050.  And that’s a huge concern for future generations. 

Bottom line is we’ve gone through the easy stuff, and we’re getting into more and more 

difficult sources of these hydrocarbons” (Walrus Magazine, n.d.). 

Hughes worked for thirty-two years at the Geological Survey of Canada mapping 

the Nation’s coal reserves, and has most recently been consulting for the private sector 

when not giving his “talks” as they have become affectionately known.  Hughes puts an 

interesting spin on the fossil fuel discussion by stressing that we may not even get a 

chance to burn it all up as we squabble over future climate change targets, as economic 

restraints are already prohibiting us from affording its increasingly costly extraction. 
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Energy returned on energy invested (EROEI). 

In his talks Hughes spends some time on the concept of Energy Returned on 

Energy Invested (EROEI), one of the most important concepts in capturing the 

economics of resource extraction.  It used to be that, essentially, we could put a straw in 

the ground, and oil would spew out of it.  Such conventional oil, as was the case of the 

Ghawar well in Saudi Arabia in 1948, had an EROEI ratio of 100:1.  Deep water, 

horizontal wells, and 3-D seismic have a ratio of 25:1.  Tar sands surface mined bitumen 

as in Alberta is 6:1, and In-Situ Bitumen is 3:1” (Walrus Magazine, n.d.).  In considering 

these figures, we may be feeling nostalgic about the straw.  Interestingly, corn ethanol, 

despite having been heralded as part of the answer to foreign oil dependence, has a 

meager EROEI ratio ranging from .8:1 to 1.2:1 (Technology Review, n.d.). 

Actual numbers.  

One thing that is becoming clear, is that supply is tightening.  When it comes to 

oil forecasting, there is perhaps nothing as significant as proved oil reserves.  Proved 

reserves are generally taken to be those quantities that geological and engineering 

information indicates with reasonable certainty can be recovered in the future from 

known reservoirs under existing economic and operating conditions (BP, 2009).  

According to British Petroleum (BP), from 2007 to 2008, globally proved reserves 

showed the first ever decline since 1988 (see Appendix A,  

Table 4).  Global oil production barely grew at a rate of 0.4% from 2007 to 2008, 
having grown from 73538 thousand barrels per day in 1988 to 81820 thousand barrels per 
day in 2008 (see Appendix A, Table 2).  Meanwhile, consumption is projected to 
continue growing from 2007 to 2030 (see Appendix A,  
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Table 5).  Interestingly, in 1958, the United States consumed more oil than it 

produced, and this gap has been increasing every since, exacerbating foreign oil 

dependency.  

Cost of oil is also slated to continue rising.  Out of nine projections compiled by 

the Energy Information Administration (EIA), five show steady increases every 5 years 

from 2010 to 2030, while only two show a decrease during this period.  Put differently, 

seven of ten projections show higher per barrel cost in 2030 than in 2010 (see Appendix 

A,  

 

Table 5).   

Of particular interest and concern in discussing scarcity is the R/P or reserves-to-

production ratio.  At the end of any year when the number of reserves are divided by the 

production of that year, the outcome figure or R/P is the length of time in years that those 

remaining reserves would last if production were to continue at that rate (British 

Petroleum, 2009).  North America is the worst-off continental region, it’s R/P ratio figure 

estimated at 14.8 for 2008 (British Petroleum, 2009).  That is roughly 15 more years of 

production when considering available reserves.     

With the glory days of cheap oil seemingly behind us, reducing consumption 

levels may just be the next frontier of oil supply.  BP Group Chief Executive Tony 

Hayward had this to say: “Our data confirms that the world has enough proved reserves 

of oil, natural gas and coal to meet the world’s needs for decades to come.  The 

challenges the world faces in growing supplies to meet future demand are not below 
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ground, they are above ground. They are human, not geological” (British Petroleum, 

2009). 

Hydrocarbons and the flute. 

The previous scenario at the beginning of this section highlighted the Westerner’s 

energy consumption.  Amartya Sen in his book The Idea of Justice (2009) uses the 

following example to help us appreciate the complexities in understanding entitlement, 

where, instead of energy, a flute is the subject of discussion.  

Carla, Anne, and Bob are fighting over a flute.  They are children, who 

individually, each think that they are most entitled to it.  Carla claims that because she 

made the flute, that it should be hers.  Anne claims that because she is the only one who 

knows how to play the flute, that it should be hers.  And Bob, who comes from a very 

poor family, claims that it should be his because he is the most needy, and that the other 

children already have many other toys to play with.  So who should be the rightful owner 

of the flute? 

The plight of these three children can be used to represent the three 

aforementioned theories of moral philosophy.  Carla having made it, feels entitled to the 

fruits of her labour, and would be supported by the libertarian.  Anne, who is able to play 

it (maximum utility) would be supported by the utilitarian.  And Bob, most in need of it 

(no toys of his own and thus the “worst off”) would be supported by the egalitarian.  

Let us replace the flute with hydrocarbons in this example, where Carla has 

developed the discovery, extraction and refinement technologies, Anne has developed 

combustion technologies to actually utilize potential energy stored within hydrocarbons, 

and Bob needs it all, because without the burning of hydrocarbons to enable 
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infrastructure development, his community will continue kicking dirt, where poverty and 

a lack of access to information is proving to be a real hindrance to civilization. 

Has technology complicated such moral judgment?   

Renewable energy and the sun: “All flesh is grass” - Old 

Testament Isaiah 40:6. 

What about the sun?  Most of the world's energy resources are from the sun's rays 

hitting the earth.  Solar energy as measured by satellite is roughly 1366 watts per square 

meter (PhysOrg, n.d.).  “[…]more energy from the sun falls on the earth in one hour than 

is used by everyone in the world in one year” (NREL - Learning - solar energy basics, 

n.d.).  Put differently, 40,000 EJ (exajoules) of solar energy are incident on the United 

States every year, more than 400 times the total primary energy consumed during all of 

2002 (Tester, 2005).  Solar energy is also the source of many renewable energy sources 

including wind, ocean thermal, and bio-energy (Tester, 2005).  

And yet, despite the potential of this plentiful and renewable energy source, a 

major objective of the industrial economy has been to escape from energy dependence on 

the sun, preferring instead to pursue oil, gas, coal and nuclear (Ekins, 1992).  Of course, 

times have changed slightly since Ekins made this statement.  Sweden for example, is a 

country planning to break fossil fuel dependence by 2020 (Edie.net, n.d.).  Norway is 

planning to become carbon neutral in 2030, Tuvalu plans to run its economy entirely on 

renewable energy by 2020, and Costa Rica currently runs 80% of itself on hydroelectric 

power (Huffington Post, n.d.).  In stark contrast, Canada’s federally appointed Joint 

Review Panel recently approved the Mackenzie natural gas pipeline, a project estimated 

to cost $16.9 billion, once touted as being: “the biggest project in the history of free 
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enterprise” (CBC, n.d.).  We must also confront the reality that in 2007, still only 9.8% 

percent of the world’s primary energy supply was supplied by combustible renewables 

and waste, while 0.7% comprised geothermal, solar, wind, heat, etc. (IEA - key stats, 

2009), perhaps a testament to Ekins’ enduring statement.  

Grid parity.  

To further illustrate what has changed, consider the concept of grid parity.  Grid 

parity is the term used to describe the point on an x-y line graph where the cost of 

renewable energy (downward sloping curve) and cost of non-renewable energy (upward 

sloping curve) intersect, indicating that renewables are comparably priced, and should 

conditions stay steady, will become cheaper than more typical non-renewable grid energy 

(coal, nuclear, hydroelectric as common examples) (see Appendix A, Figure 2).   

Dennis Markatos (n.d.) writes that grid parity for solar and fossil fuels in the 

United States is so imminent, that it could occur in a matter of months.  He cites China’s 

LDK Solar production cost of solar wafers (modules) at roughly $1 per watt, while First 

Solar lowered production costs to 93 cents per watt in the first quarter.  Markatos also 

makes the point that as the recovering economy begins to raise the prices of natural gas, 

solar will become competitive with grid energy, and demand will soar (Markatos, n.d.).  

Grid parity has already been reached in Hawaii and northern California (BP Global - 

Reports and Publications - gaining on the grid, n.d.).  According to British Petroleum, in 

2008 BP Solar made its first ever profit, and industry watchers believe the market will 

grow to something like $30 billion a year by 2030 (BP Global - Reports and Publications 

- going for grid parity, n.d.).  It may just be that the sun’s daily energy is all we can 

rightfully lay claim to.  It is of little use to future generations, and will be largely wasted 
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if we do not harness it.  Consider this passage from Fritof Capra’s book Web of Life 

(1996): “Solar energy in its many forms - sunlight for solar heating, and photovoltaic 

electricity, wind and hydropower, biomass, and so on - is the only kind of energy that is 

renewable, economically efficient, and environmentally benign.  By disregarding this 

ecological fact, our political and corporate leaders again and again endanger the health 

and well-being of millions around the world.”  

Sun farmers. 

 The harvesting of solar energy does not require expensive silicon wafers either.  

This is perhaps best revealed when we consider something much more crucial to us – 

food.  Considering food also gives us another opportunity to include morality as we 

approach the challenges of resource scarcity and, ultimately, of sustainability.   

Cultural variations on diet are many, and within cultures, there is quite a range of 

foods, some cheap, some expensive, some in their natural form, and some perhaps 

processed beyond bodily recognition.  But one thing is certain: we all require a minimum 

amount of caloric intake to survive.  Assuming we can meet this requirement, we might 

then be in a position to ask questions like: “What kind of food should I eat?” and “How 

much should I be eating?”  

Michael Pollan sets out to answer such questions in his recent books The 

Omnivore’s Dilemma (2006), and In Defence of Food (2008).  In these, Pollan is able to 

bring morality and ethics to bear on the question of where our food should come from 

(Omnivore’s Dilemma) and what kind of food we should be eating (In Defence of Food).  

In Omnivore’s Dilemma, Allan Nation puts it very succinctly: “All Agriculture is at its 

heart a business of capturing free solar energy in a food product that can then be turned 
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into high-value human energy.  There are only two efficient ways to do this […] one is to 

walk out in your garden, pull a carrot and eat it.  This is a direct transfer of solar energy 

to human energy.  The second most efficient way is for you to send an animal out to 

gather this free solar food and then you eat the animal.  All other methods of harvest and 

transfer require higher capital and petroleum energy inputs and these necessarily lower 

the return to the farmer/rancher” (Pollan, 2006).  The point to be noted here is that grass 

farming is the simplest way to capture solar energy, energy that Carla, Anne and Bob 

could surely all feel entitled to regardless of their philosophical stripes.  

Summary. 

This section began by exploring three dominant perspectives of moral philosophy 

and intergenerational justice, and the apparent realities of hydrocarbon energy scarcity.  It 

was hoped that by considering the disposable plastic grocery bag within the context of 

hydrocarbon scarcity, upon which it mostly depends, we would be forced to face down an 

important moral dilemma. 

We are running out of the cheap stuff, particularly here in North America whether 

global peak oil globally has actually occurred or not.  Projected per barrel price increases 

to the year 2030 would tend to suggest a future shortage of supply if we are to follow 

supply and demand curve models.  Proved oil reserves appear to be leveling off, and yet 

the expectation of economic and population growth within countries continues.  With all 

that has been gained from cheap oil and fossil fuels over the years, we have become loyal 

addicts, tirelessly devising new methods of extraction despite obvious diminishing 

returns on investment, appearing to be in denial that the high is not what it used to be. 
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If it is the case that no other series of generations will get such a foot-up with 

regard to the latent energy and convenience of currently available fossil fuels, we must 

prepare to be judged for taking the low hanging fruit, and eating all of it.    

 

Economics: We can’t afford the bag 
 

Bag lifecycle externalities. 

Have you ever wondered how a disposable plastic bag could be so cheap that 

grocery stores could give them away for “free?”  This is largely because we all pay for 

the societal burdens of its lifecycle (production, consumption, and disposal) in the form 

of externality costs.  The externality is a term used by economists to describe an affect on 

other parties that is not reflected in the cost of the good or service (The New Oxford 

American Dictionary, 2008).  The bag is, in effect, subsidized.  In fact, Franklin 

Associates in 2004 estimated that the external social cost of production, transportation 

and disposal of the plastic grocery bag was 10.52 cents per bag (Akulian et al., n.d.). 

Production costs. 

Let us consider the production externality of air pollution from plastic bag 

production.  According to the United States Environmental Protection Agency (EPA): 

“35 of the 47 chemical plants ranked highest in carcinogenic emissions produce plastics” 

(Britannica Online Encyclopedia - ask natural life, n.d.).  Consider then the health care 

costs of cancer treatment for those affected by this toxic carcinogenic air pollution.  If 

this pollution can affect human tissue, it stands to reason that this pollution would also 

negatively impact entire ecosystems and the species therein.   
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Consumption costs. 

 Once these bags get produced, they must be transported to markets where they 

can be consumed, and, indeed, they are consumed.  In 2006, it is estimated that Ontario 

grocers and retailers distributed 4.32 billion carryout plastic bags to shoppers (Plastic Bag 

Task Group, n.d.).  That is one Province, of one country, of 192 comprising the globe as 

recognized by the United Nations.  Many bags come from China, and consequently, often 

must travel by ship (fossil fuels) - the most economic transportation to get these bags to 

market.  Once in port, they will likely be loaded into trains or transport trucks (more 

fossil fuels) for the final legs of their journey.  Once they arrive at the store, they will take 

up store space, space that requires heating and cooling, depending on the season (fossil 

fuels and grid energy), and wages will pay for the in-store management of these bags - 

everything from stocking the bagging stations, the bagging itself, and maintaining the bag 

recycling stations.    

Disposal costs. 

Once the plastic grocery bag reaches the end of its often dismally short useful life, 

it likely heads to a landfill in a fossil fuel powered vehicle, where it gets pushed around, 

compacted, then pushed around some more, all done with - you guessed it - a fossil-fuel-

powered machine.  After which the bag will wait patiently to be broken down into 

smaller and smaller pieces, and it appears to be a long wait, too.  The Garbage Project, 

which studied human waste in landfills over several decades, found that datable 40 year- 

old newspapers were still fully intact and readable (Rathje, 1992).  If plastics are 

generally anticipated to take much longer than paper to degrade, we now have a proven, 

relative, degradable benchmark for comparison.  Degradability estimates of the run-of-
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the-mill HDPE grocery bag are, however, as much as 1000 years (Smith, n.d.);  that’s a 

lot of pushing plastic. 

Should the bag be incinerated, which is more commonly practiced in European 

countries, toxins are released that must be collected via scrubbers (a cost), and land filled 

(Environmental Protection Agency, n.d.).  Without scrubbers, toxins would be absorbed 

by the environment at large where they would likely bioaccumulate in the tissues of 

organisms including humans, potentially causing complications like cancer, for example, 

where treatment costs must be borne by all of us. 

Landfill costs are formidable too, and they are increasing, largely due to improved 

standards of waste management and site development costs (Couth et al., 2003), space 

concerns, and transportation costs (McGill Tribune, n.d.).    

And finally, clean up costs are borne by everyone as well.  Litter has also been 

having an affect on things like property values and tourism.  In the Himalayan mountains 

in the Indian State of Himachal Pradesh, under a new law, anyone found even using a 

polyethylene bag could face up to seven years behind bars, or a fine of up to 100,000 

rupees ($2,000).  Politicians cite tourism, and choking of the soil as major motivating 

factors (BBC NEWS, n.d.).  Neighborhood garbage pickups can be fun, but surely, 

people don’t have to bond over garbage.  Wouldn’t they rather be making or doing 

something delightful rather than collecting and sorting trash that isn’t necessarily of their 

making?  

Opportunity cost: oil for bags. 

Most bags are made from fossil fuels, and throughout their lifecycle, they require 

the burning of more and more.  Fossil fuels represent potential energy.  Energy used to 
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make and host these bags throughout their life, represents energy that can no longer be 

used to do other work.  Much is made of the plastic bag’s efficiency and convenience.  

And, granted, the bag is relatively cheap to produce, easy to dispense, and is a very 

effective carrier.  The reality is, however, that if it were efficient at being a bag, then 

there is a good chance that it could have been efficient at being something else as well.  

According to a 2002 report completed for Environment Australia on plastic shopping 

bags, just 8.7 plastic checkout bags contain enough embodied petroleum energy to drive a 

car 1 kilometre (Plastic Bag Facts, n.d.).  This is an example of opportunity cost.  

Whether or not we are importing, or using our own oil and natural gas, energy is energy.  

It may be questionable that we should be making bags from fossil fuels, but to be 

throwing them away also, things that were justified as useful just moments ago, is to 

blatantly waste this energy.  Plastic film represented 4% of solid waste in Wisconsin in 

2000 (Wisconsin, 2002).  Making bags out of precious fossil fuels appears to be insulting 

to the economic concept of opportunity cost, something defined as “the loss of potential 

gain from other alternatives when one alternative is chosen” (New Oxford American 

Dictionary, 2008). 

Going bagless: an economic opportunity for the retailer. 
 

Profit and costs. 

There is a growing market in what we can generally call the conscientious consumer.  

In fact, in Ontario schools, there is a unit in Grade 10 Civics in the socially-based 

curriculum entitled: Globally Conscientious Consumer (Ontario Secondary School 

Teachers’ Federation, n.d.).  In it, students learn how their spending affects industry and 
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corporate practices, with an overview of economically linked global issues like corporate 

environmental responsibility (CER), human and animal rights, etc.  This demographic is 

increasingly making purchasing decisions based on a much more sophisticated set of 

criteria such as the accuracy of ingredient lists, legitimacy of organic and fair-trade 

certification and labeling, and the carbon footprint required to get food from seed, to their 

table.  This group can be fiercely informed, and consequently, can be powerful debaters, 

activists and lobbyists both privately and professionally - certainly a group worth having 

on-side it would appear.  This group will likely notice ethical inconsistencies: fair-trade 

coffee, but disposable plastic bags at the checkout, for example.  By catering to the 

conscientious consumer, the retailer can opportunistically tap into valuable free 

marketing by entering into social networks and complimentary social dialogue.  Some 

clever changes made now by retailers, can certainly lead to dividends in the future.     

Operational costs of using plastic bags are also worthy of note.  Giving away free 

bags costs US retailers an estimated $4 billion annually (Reusablebags, n.d.).  As 

mentioned earlier, we must also consider the cost of staff time to stock bag stations, and 

to maintain bag recycling facilities.  Store space is also valuable, and is being taken up by 

bag storage, dispensing and recycling.  What else could that store space have been used 

for?  This extra store space requires heating and cooling, which also costs.  And finally, 

we must consider the costs associated with transporting recycled bags to a viable 

recycling market.  Recycling of anything is often a challenge particularly in the rural 

context, where distances between communities are vast, and the volume of waste 

generated is relatively small.  Consequently, a recycling regime has difficulty taking 

advantage of economy of scale like a more populace region, and may not be, therefore, 
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cost-effective. 

Corporate image and shareholder interest.        

 In 2005 a report released jointly by the Pembina Institute and Pollution Probe 

articulated that: “Several forces are driving the evolution of CER [Corporate 

Environmental Responsibility] from a fringe consideration to a core business issue 

including consumer activism, shareholder and investor pressure, and competitive 

advantage.”   Add to this, the concept of sustainable investment.  The Dow Jones now has 

something called a Sustainability Index which uses economic, environmental, and social 

criteria to determine how sustainable businesses really are.  This rating system attempts 

to accomplish many things, not the least of which is to help investors choose sustainably 

profitable ventures, as well as to encourage businesses themselves to choose sustainable 

practices.  Corporate image really does stand for a lot these days, and with the rise of the 

internet and the subsequent availability of information, consumers are increasingly 

sharing ethically related details about: Where to shop, what to buy, and how much of it? 

Summary.  

Lionel Robbins put fourth in a truly economical definition of economics: 

"Economics is a science which studies human behavior as a relationship between ends 

and scarce means which have alternative uses” (Robbins, 1984).  Although referred to as 

the “dismal science” by historian Thomas Carlyle, we cannot deny our loyalty to, and 

widespread application of, economic theory in the developed West, particularly in its 

ability to support the continued hegemony of Capitalism itself.  
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Individuals, whether they like it or not, pay for their bags, either at the checkout, 

in the grocery prices themselves, or in the form of external costs.  If we are to continue 

basing much of human decision-making on economic rationale, and in considering the 

wide range of externality costs associated with the bag’s lifecycle, we seem to be 

confronted with the reality that we can no longer afford its convenience.    

The Environment  

Sustainability.  

What ought our environmental goal be?  Well, in rhetoric at least, it has become 

clear that the main goal for humans is now global sustainability.  In the early 1800’s, 

Thomas Jefferson asserted that: “the earth belongs in usufruct to the living” (From 

Revolution to Reconstruction, n.d.) - usufruct being “the right to enjoy the use and 

advantages of another's property short of the destruction or waste of its substance” (New 

Oxford American Dictionary, 2008).  Concern for the environment has finally gained 

prominence on the world’s political stage.  Although environmentalism is not exactly a 

new movement, a more sophisticated understanding of the degradation of the natural 

environment has certainly emerged, particularly after the reception in 1967 of Rachel 

Carson’s book Silent Spring.  Then, in 1987, the concept of sustainability was explicitly 

expressed in the report by the Brundtland Commission entitled Our Common Future.  

And certainly, although carbon has become the media’s environmental darling as of late, 

the environment as a whole certainly didn’t mind the exposure given to it by the 2007 

IPCC Fourth Assessment Report that conclusively linked most of the global increase in 

temperature to human activity.  
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Chapter 2 of Carson’s Silent Spring is entitled The Obligation to Endure.  In it, 

Carson reminds us that the history of life has been a history of interaction between living 

things and their surroundings, with the environment very much shaping the activities of 

the animal world.  The human animal, however, is arguably in process of reversing this 

reality, despite sharing, as with all living things, an obligation to endure.  The increasing 

popularity and use of sustainability, and sustainable development as terms and concepts, 

has largely grown out of an awareness of this reversing, and of the aforementioned 

increasing resource scarcity.  Attempting to respond appropriately to global resource 

depletion, the United Nations articulated sustainability as a regime that could “Meet the 

needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their 

own needs” (United Nations - Our Common Future, - Chapter 2, n.d.).  Increasingly we 

are now seeing governments with sustainability coordinators, environmental planners, 

and even sustainability ministers who oversee entire departments dedicated to issues 

relating to environmental sustainability and concern. 

Lifecycle.  

Let us consider a typical grocery bag life cycle.  Once the bag reaches its final 

destination, likely the kitchen counter where it is unpacked, the proud owner sorting and 

distributing items throughout the kitchen with excitement and satisfaction, and a newly 

dejected bag apprehensively looks on at the flurry of activity, awaiting its fate.  If it is 

lucky, it may have the high honour of lining a trash can, carrying wet clothes home from 

swimming lessons, or perhaps acting as an impromptu doggy-doo bag.  The odd bag even 

gets recycled, reincarnated perhaps as plastic decking or parking curbs.  Most likely, 

however, this bag gets unceremoniously stuffed away at the back of a dark cupboard 



Beyond The Plastic Bag  35 

already full with many others, stowed away perhaps in vain for the same reason - a 

potential future use.  We let the bag live rent-free in our cupboards, and in return, its 

tenancy helps us believe that we have done the right thing by saving it.  Whether or not it 

gets used again, remains to be seen.  And, perhaps, as more storage space is required in 

the kitchen, these bags will eventually get unfairly evicted, no tenant protection act for 

them.  If we are feeling benevolent we may take them to a store where there is still bag 

recycling, but they are declining too, as many stores are moving in favour of 

biodegradable or compostable bags, many of which can not be recycled with regular 

plastics.  And, if we are a senior citizen who lacks mobility to get to one of these stores, 

and whose apartment has free garbage disposal, we are likely to just throw the pesky 

things out.  

Waste = food. 

One of the cornerstones of environmental sustainability is the concept Waste 

Equals Food.  McDonough and Braungart explore this concept in their book Cradle to 

Cradle (2002) by illustrating that in nature, there is no waste, and that the processes of 

each organism contributes to the health of the whole ecosystem.  One organism’s waste is 

food for another, and nutrients flow indefinitely in cradle-to-cradle cycles of birth, decay, 

and rebirth (Cradle to Cradle, 2002).  And it would appear that nature’s resiliency is 

testament to the benefits of this closed loop regime.  So then what organism is salivating 

over the disposable plastic grocery bag?  Judging by the degradability estimates of 1000 

years, it isn’t exactly “street pizza.”    
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Solid pollution. 

Recycling. 

Solid pollution as result of our disposal of the plastic bag is wide ranging, from 

being dumped into a landfill, littering the countryside, or taking up space in people’s 

homes.  

A common argument put fourth, particularly by industry groups in favour of 

plastic bag use, is that the disposable plastic grocery bag can be recycled, removing it 

from the waste stream where it causes so many of the problems, and that, therefore, we 

should be working to maximize recycling efforts.  This is easier said than done, however.  

For example, apartment buildings and condominiums are not necessarily recycling or 

composting, and cities don’t necessarily provide such services to them either.  In the City 

of Toronto, apartments and condominiums recycle only 13% of their waste.  The 

remaining 87% goes to a landfill (City of Toronto, n.d.).  Furthermore, curbside plastic 

bag recycling is not available in many jurisdictions, making it even less efficient and 

viable.  A survey of 89 jurisdictions in Los Angeles County revealed that only 25 cities 

currently allow their residents to recycle their plastic carryout bags at the curbside 

(County of Los Angeles, 2007).  Slumping prices in commodity markets, partly as a 

result of the recent recession, are not helping to encourage recycling either. 

Let’s imagine optimistically, for the sake of argument, that the bag did get 

recycled, even though the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) estimated that only 

5.2 percent of the plastic bags and sacks in the U.S. municipal waste stream were 

recycled in 2005 (New York Times, n.d.).  In addition to a lack of recycling services, 

another problem with recycling is that, in practise, it is more like downcycling.  
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Downcycling is a term that describes the reality that most recycled materials lose 

viability or value during the recycling process, which means they can only be used in a 

degraded form for components other than their original use (Sustainability Dictionary, 

n.d.).  Plastic wood, decking, and parking curbs are examples of other mainstream end-

uses of the “recycled” plastic bag. 

Furthermore, in order to make recycling, or downcycling worthwhile, it is 

required that we continue consuming items so that we can more efficiently recycle items.  

Economy of scale is a well-known concept in economics which holds that per unit costs 

can be reduced when the scale of operations is increased.  So not only do we need to be 

consuming, we also need to be producing items to take advantage of the cheap feedstock 

provided from considerable plastic bag consumption.  It would appear then, that there is 

little incentive to reduce consumption, arguably the most economical activity of all. 

  Yet another problem with recycling is that biodegradable and compostable bags 

have now come onto the scene, confusing and complicating recycling efforts 

considerably.  Biodegradable bags are apparently recyclable, whereas compostable bags 

are not (American Plastic Manufacturing, n.d.).  With all three types of bags in 

circulation, however, recycling streams are becoming easily contaminated by a confused, 

yet well-meaning public, unaware that the plastic properties of each are dissimilar. 

There is also a dilemma of which option (recycling or incineration) represents the 

best energy recovery strategy.  It happens to be the case that the plastic bag contains a 

great deal of caloric value (40.0 MJ/kg), compared to the degradable bag (19.6 MJ/kg), 

and the kraft paper bag (17.7 MJ/kg) (Chaffee & Yaros, 2007).  If incinerated, there is a 

significant opportunity for energy recovery.     
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So if only roughly 5% of plastic bags get recycled, where do all of the others go?  

They will go to a landfill, blow away into the countryside to get caught in trees, settle in 

ditches, drift down streams and rivers, and blow into the ocean.  These strays represent 

wasted potential energy.  

Paper or plastic. 

Currently, a lot of the debate surrounding plastic grocery bags seems to focus on 

the showdown between which materials - paper or plastic - have the greatest negative 

impact on the planet.  Whole Foods, for example, has switched exclusively to Forest 

Stewardship Council (FSC) certified paper bags, while plastic and canvas bags are 

offered at a cost.  They cite their corporate core values of caring for communities and the 

environment for this action (USATODAY, n.d).  Other “conscientious” retailers have 

gone to a degradable or compostable grocery bag, where the latter can be made from 

more renewable resources like corn and sugar cane. 

In terms of a single use bag, however, several lifecycle analyses such as those 

done by Chaffee and Yaros (2007), British Plastics Federation (n.d.), James and Grant 

(n.d.), and Franklin Associates LTD (2004) (see Akulian et al., n.d.) unanimously show 

plastic to have the least overall environmental impact or environmental externalities 

associated with it compared to other single use options  

For example, the disposable plastic bag emits the least carbon dioxide emissions 

during production, use, and disposal.  It also claims zero GHG emissions over 20 years in 

a landfill, the lowest fossil fuel requirement (coal, oil and gas), in production, use and 

disposal, and the lowest water requirement throughout the lifecycle (Chaffee & Yaros, 

2007).   
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Paper sacks in comparison generate 70 percent more air and 50 times more water 

pollutants than plastic bags (Environmental Protection Agency - shopping bags, n.d.).  It 

takes 91 percent less energy to recycle a pound of plastic than it takes to recycle a pound 

of paper.  It takes more than four times as much energy to manufacture a paper bag as it 

does to manufacture a plastic bag (Environmental Protection Agency - shopping bags, 

n.d.).  

Although plastic appears the winner of the paper-plastic debate, reducing 

consumption undeniably is the ultimate victor, as it would allow us to conserve trees, 

fossil fuels, the environment, and would help nurture a shift to more sustainable human 

thought and behavior.  

Biodegradable and compostable bags.  

As mentioned earlier, biodegradable and compostable bags have also been 

appearing in stores of late, marketed as a “solution” to the traditional and problematically 

persistent plastic grocery bag.   

One of the problems with the compostable bag is that it tends to require special 

composting facilities to aid in its breakdown (American Plastic Manufacturing, n.d.).  As 

previously illustrated, Dr. William Rathje’s Garbage Project in 1972 found that 

biodegradation in a landfill was much slower than expected.  It seems to be the case that 

nothing completely degrades in modern landfills due to the lack of water, light, oxygen, 

and other important elements that are necessary for the degradation process to be 

completed (Environmental Protection Agency - shopping bags, n.d.).  Some estimates 

hold that there are fewer than 100 suitable composting facilities in the United States.  
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And so, where composting facilities are not available, “compostable” bags will be sent to 

a landfill anyway, where decomposition is dismally slow. 

As previously shown, the shift to compostable bags can potentially undermine 

recycling efforts.  Unfortunately, compostable bags cannot be mixed in with the 

traditional plastic bag for recycling, and if they are, it spoils the feedstock.  Individuals, 

trying to do their “good deed” unknowingly mix bio-bags in with regular bags and place 

the mix into recycling receptacles.  Thus, the volume that could have been recycled 

previously, now has to be sorted laboriously, and perhaps, for the sake of cost 

effectiveness, the batch thrown out altogether.   

 Of course, there is also a food argument that would point out that, if we shift to 

bio-bags, we are now using arable land to grow bags rather than to grow food to meet 

domestic and global food needs. 

Litter. 

“Bai se wu ran” or "white pollution" is the special name the Chinese have given 

plastic bags that are found blowing, hanging and floating in trees and rivers (Scientific 

American, n.d.).  In addition to the negative aesthetic impact, one lesser-known negative 

impact of the plastic bag as environmental litter is its ability to collect rainwater and to 

provide mosquito habitat.  According to Wangari Maathai, these bags are a major 

concern where Malaria is prevalent.  Ms. Maathai, an environmentalist and Nobel Peace 

Prize winner has been at the forefront of the fight against the bag in Kenya where she 

says plastic bags indirectly pose a human health hazard (The Green Belt Movement, 

n.d.). 
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 These bags can also clog sewer and water infrastructure, resulting in costly 

washouts and in the repair of mechanical equipment.  In fact, the most senior bureaucrat 

in Delhi’s environment department, Mr. J.K. Dadoo, even blames them for the 2005 

floods in India that killed hundreds in Mumbai (Economist, 2009).  This realization 

became a major driver of India’s ban of the bag. 

 School children, the next generation, and our leaders of tomorrow, also witness 

this litter, which has the potential of being perceived as a symbol of our wastefulness, 

apathy, and sheer lack of will to refuse, reduce, reuse, and recycle.  

Waterborne pollution. 

Bioaccumulation of plastic in the oceans.  

In many regions, plastic materials constitute as much as 90 to 95% of the total 

amount of marine debris (United Nations, 2009).  Origins of this debris is also 

interesting.  After analysis by Allsopp and Greenpeace International (2006), 80% of this 

plastic debris seems to be coming from the following land sources: tourism, storm 

discharges and sewer overflow, littering, solid waste disposal and landfill, and industrial 

activities.  The remaining 20% seems to be coming from the following water related 

sources: commercial fishing, recreational boaters, and wastes from ships and boats, 

merchants, military and research vessels, off-shore oil and gas platforms and exploration 

(Allsopp & Greenpeace International, 2006).  

Captain Charles Moore is a surfer, scientific researcher, and sea captain.  In 1997, 

Moore was the first to come upon an enormous stretch of floating plastic now referred to 

as the “Pacific Garbage Patch.”  Having been so disturbed by this discovery, Moore 
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decided to investigate further.  He sent some plastic samples, that were taken by the 

Coast Guard, to Dr. Curtis Ebbesmeyer, an oceanographer who studies flotsam.  He 

estimated that the plastics were not being dumped by a barge, as was perhaps the 

suspicion at the time, but rather, were emanating from sources all over the world, 

accumulating in this massive gyre.  Scientists have also been looking at samples taken 

while on the open sea in general.  Captain Moore states that: “Initially, our research 

found 6-to-1 plastic to plankton by weight in 1999.  We went back last year and found 

46-to-1 plastic to plankton – the weight had gone up, the volume had gone up, the 

number of pieces had gone up.  Every decade, it’s getting close to 10 times worse” (Earth 

Island Institute, n.d.). 

In a recent interview with Captain Moore from the spring of 2009, he speaks of 

the impact trash is having on the creatures that live in the ocean.  Moore says: “Plastic 

comes in every size-class and mimics the food for every single trophic level.  From the 

tiniest zooplankton all the way to the largest cetaceans, there is a plastic morsel that looks 

and acts just like their natural food, or that will get them entangled in it when they are 

trying to feed naturally” (Earth Island Institute, n.d.).  Making matters worse, Moore goes 

on to illuminate the hydrophobic qualities of plastic particulate, and that, although water 

repellent, these plastics have excellent sponge-like qualities, able to absorb oily toxins.  

He speaks of these as “gut bombs” and states: “Petroleum-derivative toxics are sticking 

to these plastics, delivering these toxicants to marine creatures from the very base of the 

food web to the top of the food web, in addition to killing millions by entanglement.  

When plastic is so prevalent that it can fill up a creature’s stomach, that turns off the 
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desire to feed, and if an organism doesn’t put on fat stores for reproduction and 

migration, it’s going to crash in population” (Earth Island Institute, n.d.). 

Atmospheric pollution. 

We must confront the fact that most disposable plastic grocery bags consumed 

and produced are currently made from fossil fuels.  Not only are we now aware that 

supply of hydrocarbon energy is tightening, but we also know that plastics production is 

polluting.  A study undertaken for the West German Federal Office of the Environment 

revealed the constituent pollutants emitted in producing 50,000  polyethylene carrier bags 

and found SO2, NOX, CH3, CO and dust in the amounts of 9.9, 6.8, 3.8, 1.0, and 0.5 in 

kilograms respectively (Scott, 1995).        

We can appreciate atmospheric pollution particularly when considering the 

lifecycle of the disposable plastic bag.  Exploration for fossil fuels (what most plastic 

bags are made from), the transportation of them to production facilities, the transport of 

the finished bags to consumer markets, and their disposal, all require the combustion 

engine and the burning of fossil fuels which emits carbon dioxide (a greenhouse gas) and 

other related pollution such as unburnt hydrocarbons, nitrogen oxides, and particulate 

matter (Environmental Protection Agency - Pollutants, n.d.).  This disposal of the bag at 

the end of its useful life can also involve direct burning, emitting further carbon and 

toxins into the air.  All of this air pollution is not only exacerbating global warming 

effects, but is negatively affecting human health as well. 

In addition to GHG emissions contributing to global warming and the associated 

negative impacts (rise in sea levels, forest fires, etc.), this warming may be emerging as 

an important food security issue also.  1988 was the hottest year on record in the United 
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States which brought a 30% decrease in grain yield, where for the first time in history, 

consumption outstripped production.  In that same year, Canada similarly saw a 37% 

decrease in grain yield (Kendall & Pimentel, 1994). 

Summary. 

Effort was made in this section to clearly identify the plastic bag as pollution.  In 

order to enable each phase of it’s lifecycle, more pollution is necessarily released onto 

land, into the air, and into the sea.      

In addition, complications have been illuminated with regard to alternative bag 

materials and recycling efforts, where it would appear to be the case that consumption, 

and waste, no matter what the material, is inevitably problematic.       

Nature naturally exhibits an enduring regime where waste equals food.  If humans 

also wish to endure, then it is logical that we must also mimic nature.  If the bag equals 

waste, then it is clearly at odds with sustainability, and human endurance.  

Chapter 3 - Research Methodology 

Research Objectives 

The motivation to create and distribute this briefing package and survey, and to 

conduct interviews, was to get an important perspective, that of the retailer, and to ensure 

these retailers were informed of the potential opportunity of bagless retail.  It was my 

hope that their answers would reveal some of the inertia holding back some stores from 

embracing a bagless regime, while others are embracing it wholly.  It was also hoped that 

I could get a sense of whether or not the briefing package was an effective method of 
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influencing retailers to consider such change, and establish why exactly it is that they 

either would, or would not, go bagless in the future. 

Data Collection Process 

An executive briefing package was distributed to independent retailers which 

outlined the bagless opportunity, and recommended actions based on research findings.  

The opportunity, as it was presented, was three-fold: increased profit, enhanced corporate 

image, and a healthier environment (see 

 

Appendix B (Briefing Kit).  This package was intended to set up nicely the 

accompanying store survey.    

The store survey was designed to elicit responses that would help me better 

understand the significance of the plastic bag from the grocery retailer’s perspective.  For 

example, those who participated in the survey were asked whether or not they intended to 

endorse a bagless regime in their store now, or any time in the future.  Complete survey 

questions and responses can be found throughout Appendix C. 

Stores selected to receive the package were chosen based on their capacity to 

make store policy locally, which made franchises and independent grocers the logical 

targets.  The goal was to ensure that they had been exposed to accurate, current, and 

detailed information regarding bagless retail.  
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Chapter 4 - Results 

22 independent grocers were phoned, and then with permission, were emailed the 

briefing kit and survey.  Of these twenty-two, 5 were clearly not interested in 

participating at all.  Of the 17 remaining, 5 participated by filling out the survey or by 

giving an interview, 1 returned a detailed letter of declination, and the remainder, 

although seemingly supportive of the project and agreeable to participating, either did not 

read the briefing package, complete and return the survey, or both.     

In reviewing the survey and interview results, the briefing package seems to have 

been well-received, and stores appeared to be cognizant that the plastic bag represented a 

problem with which society is concerned.  However, there appears to be a disconnect in 

understanding what their role is, could be, or ought to be, or why it is that they should be 

playing a role at all in helping resolve the issue.  When asked: “What action (if any) has 

already been made towards a bagless regime?”, a common response was that reusable 

green bags are already available, and that if people wish to use them, they can do so (see 

Appendix C). 

The survey responses also helped reveal some of the inertia responsible for 

holding stores back from introducing bagless checkouts in their stores.  For example, a 

perception of lost revenue from lost customers was one of the biggest concerns, while 

one of the stores interviewed voiced its concern over shoplifting – a customer could walk 

in with reusable bags, fill the bags while pretending to browse, and then could walk out 

with the booty, appearing to be leaving with what they came in with. 

One of the stores stressed the importance of convenience.  The owner recounted a 

time when he stocked 4L plastic milk jugs with handles, and said what a “pain in the ass” 
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they were to recycle, where many would be returned un-rinsed and were often purchased 

elsewhere to begin with.  After switching exclusively to the 2L paper carton format to 

alleviate some of this pain, he noticed a drop in sales, so much so that he began carrying 

the plastic jugs again.  He claimed that those 4L handled jugs were so convenient, that 

customers would often walk out with three of them (12L) without difficulty.  In the 2L 

carton format, however, although customers were still walking out with three, they would 

only be buying (6L) of milk - it was all they could carry conveniently without handles.  In 

considering a less wasteful future, we would be wise to learn from such wisdom, and to 

ensure that substitutes are designed to take full advantage of convenience as a motivator 

to help influence positive behavioral shifts.  

The responses also revealed that degradability challenges are not well-known by 

retailers, likely an area that could be focused on in future research and education in this 

area.  

Chapter 5 - Data Analysis/Conclusions 

This lack of participation may indicate that these managers and owners are either 

too busy, too uninterested, or both, to actually participate in research such as this.  

Even though stores admit that the bag is seen by society as a problem, they are 

choosing not to do anything progressive. This may indicate that they are missing the 

concept of leadership, and ignoring their obligations to act justly like any other citizen.  

Perhaps it is the case that corporate environmental responsibility (CER) is still too new a 

concept to have caught on fully.  Or, maybe it is that these management positions simply 

don’t pay salaries competitive enough to attract those individuals well-versed in such 
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lofty corporate acumen.  Perhaps it is the case that there is so much emphasis on profit 

margin that leadership ability is compromised even for the most astute managers.   

That lost revenue and lost customers was such a concern, again reveals the 

pressures for profit under which these managers must operate.  And certainly, profit loss 

month to month can be measured quite easily, whereas, market growth and a new profit 

potential enabled by a bagless future over the long term is more difficult to measure.   

Regarding shoplifting, one of the stores interviewed elaborated that because the 

reusable bags aren’t necessarily recognizable as being from that particular store, it is 

difficult to identify and apprehend someone potentially walking out with full bags of 

groceries that have not been paid for.  If shoplifters did not have their own carry bags, 

they would be limited to pockets for cargo space, discouraging them significantly. 

Biodegradable awareness and education appears to be an area worth focusing on 

in the future, where retailers could be taught more about the bag’s lifecycle, particularly 

at the disposal stage, which would no doubt help better inform their store-policy 

decisions in the future.   

Research Limitations 
      

It was extremely difficult to elicit responses from retailers as very few were 

willing to participate.  As a result, the quantity of survey results were meager, but 

qualitatively, the results seemed to reveal a great deal.  Challenges to their participation 

were many.  For example, some reported having no email account.  Others would claim a 

need to speak with head office before any comment could be made, despite having status 

as a semi-independent franchise.  Others were downright scared of saying anything, it 
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would seem, for fear of retribution.  Running a business and participating in a thesis 

research project, both seemed in conflict with one another.  I was treated like a 

telemarketer much of the time, often being told to call back when business was slower. 

I also found that due to the nature of retail, managers and store owners, with 

whom I was most interested in communicating, are kept very busy during peak hours, 

with little in-store presence otherwise.  So, short of acquiring personal telephone 

numbers, managers were difficult to pin down for discussion while on shift.  

This Disposable plastic bag issue appears to have gone viral on the internet.  This 

is evidenced by the “breeding” and replication of statistics and figures that are extremely 

difficult to trace back to the sources like the EPA for example (one of more authoritative 

sources on pollution issues).  Most websites do not even cite their facts and claims, which 

is quite frustrating, particularly for a student doing thesis research.  And, despite this web 

presence, discussion of the bag is relatively sparse in academic journals and books.  The 

disposable plastic bag is hardly a “hot button” topic.  And, the reality is, that it may never 

be one.  For example, a mosquito is easy to hate, appearing to show ill will in biting its 

victim.  The bag however, has no brain, and in blaming the bag, we must also blame 

ourselves, which takes effort and humility, the admission of which likely becomes a call 

for action, requiring further effort.  Obviously the cards are stacked against such 

awareness and action.   

It should also be mentioned that although interviews with shoppers themselves 

were initially envisaged, it became evident that it would be pretty much impossible to get 

a retailer to sanction a survey of their customers on store property. 
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Chapter 6 - Conclusion and Societal Recommendations 

Judging by the rapid and unprecedented alteration of the planet’s ecosystems 

through human actions particularly over the last 50 years (Millennium Ecosystem 

Assessment, n.d.), ignorant action and/or apathetic inaction, have clearly been more 

common responses than idealistic action.  Idealistic hopes, however, are not groundless, 

and there are substantial elements of truth in the ancient view that “an ethically reflective 

life is also a good life for the person leading it” (Singer, n.d.). 

This research project has attempted to establish an accurate understanding of the 

impact the disposable plastic bag is having on the planet.  Utilizing the findings, retailers 

were introduced to the opportunity of bagless retail with the intention of inducing a 

behavioral shift at the retail level.  This paper concludes by taking the position that we 

ought to cease any further use of the disposable plastic grocery bag in favour of reusable 

options such as the non-woven polypropylene green bag.  This appears to be a more 

responsible and viable interim measure helping us achieve more noble and sustainable 

living.  As the results section has demonstrated, retailers generally are not showing 

adequate leadership to resolve this issue, despite acknowledging that the public is deeply 

concerned about it.  And, despite the public’s acknowledgement of the issue’s 

importance, it too lags, making government legislation likely necessary for widespread 

change to occur.  It has been argued that the disposable plastic grocery bag is not a 

necessity, nor is it a right or an entitlement, particularly when viewed through the lenses 

of morality, economics, and the environment.  The bag is something that is drawing upon 

precious fossil fuels, polluting the environment, and perhaps violating economic theory, 

the latter upon which we continue to base much of our society’s decision making.  We 
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can embark on proactive action now, fairly easily, and with minimal harm to others.  Not 

only is it something we ought to do, it is something we can afford to do.  Continued use 

of the disposable plastic grocery bag does not appear to be reasonably justifiable.  

We are also wise to take a moment to consider the bag’s relative impact compared 

to other challenges.  George Monbiot, who writes for the Guardian, recently took a shot 

at our “plastic bag obsession.”  Citing a recent study by South Gloucestershire District 

Council that found that plastic bags represents only 3.2% of total waste, he reminds us 

that there may be other more effective ways of reducing our negative impact on the 

environment (Guardian, n.d.).  This may be a fair point by Mr. Monbiot.  To build upon 

his notion, if we are hell bent on having less negative environmental impact on the planet, 

we would do well to avoid eating meat (Pollan, 2008) and avoid having children 

(Murtaugh, 2009).  This recent article by Murtaugh (2009) states that under current 

conditions in the United States, each child adds about 9441 metric tones of carbon 

dioxide to the carbon legacy of an average female, which is 5.7 times her lifetime 

emissions.  This research reveals that day-to-day actions should continue to be seen as 

important, even though childbearing represents the elephant in the room when it comes to 

being “green.”  It is important to strive for the ideal, and it is also important that we do 

what we can.  Turning the lights off when not needed, turning the water off while 

brushing one’s teeth, and washing clothes in cold water instead of hot, are habits that help 

instill within us a more comprehensive and tacit consciousness of consumption, and 

ultimately, will help us better understand our rightful place in the world, and in nature.  
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RRRR 

We must be clear that although this paper champions the non-woven 

polypropylene green bag, it also supports the R family: Refuse, Reduce, Re-Use, and 

Recycle.  If this means reusing old paper bags from forty years ago, then that is indeed 

the preferred action as opposed to purchasing something new such as a green bag.  In lieu 

of such options, however, the purchase and use of the non-woven polypropylene green 

bag represents an available and sensible alternative when other used carriers are not 

available.   

For homeowners, it is advisable to support local waste reduction initiatives such 

as the aforementioned Toronto green bin regime, or come up with one’s own innovative 

waste reduction strategy (which certainly includes using reusable bags, buying fewer 

things in packaging, and might include composting if your living situation allows) and 

lobbying your local government to revise its waste management regime so that it may 

accommodate organic waste (which also happens to be the heavy, stinky, and expensive 

thing to get rid of).  The cost to a municipality to remove its organic waste and plastics is 

formidable, and costs everyone.  

The Non-woven Polypropylene Green Bag 

An Australian consulting firm, Hyder Consulting, conducted one of the most 

extensive investigations done on plastic grocery bag alternatives.  Using a wide array of 

environmental impact metrics, competing bag materials were measured against one 

another.  The non-woven Polypropylene green bag clearly stood out as having the least 

negative impact on the planet (see Appendix B, Table 1).  According to Nick Sterling, 
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research director at Natural Capitalism Solutions, if each bag is used multiple times (at 

least once a week) four or five reusable bags can replace 520 plastic bags a year (Ellen 

Gamerman, 2008).  Of course, remembering to bring the bags will be everything.  Some 

extras should be kept in the vehicle or the bike rack in case we forget to grab them on our 

way out to buy things.  If you do forget your bag, do not accept a bag in a panic.  Many 

stores are very good about providing boxes to customers in case of such an event.  Carry 

baskets can also be used to shuttle the goods out to your car where they can be unloaded 

at home using similar means. 

Garbage Collection Reborn: we may not need a grocery bag for 

garbage after all 

One of the most commonly heard arguments in opposition to a bag ban, or similar 

legislation, is: “What will we use for garbage bags?”  One of the advantages of the 

disposable plastic grocery bag over the years has been its ability to be reused under the 

sink (among other places) to minimize mess and stink when garbage is handled.  The 

future of garbage could look very different, however.   

If green bin programs continue to be successful at reducing waste and saving 

municipal waste management dollars for other uses, as appears to be the case for the City 

of Toronto, then we are likely to see this trend continue across this country, if not the 

world.  A green bin program modeled after the one currently being administered by the 

City of Toronto can compost just about everything of an organic nature (see Appendix A, 

Table 7). 

Consider a regime where curbside garbage pick-up is done with roll out carts 

made of either up-cyclable or recyclable metal or plastic.  Trucks will pull up at the 
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house, the garbage person will roll the cart out from the yard, hook it onto the side of the 

truck, and will dump it just as recycling is done.  Bag liners will not be necessary, just as 

they are not necessary for recycling bins.  Because homeowners would no longer be 

permitted to deposit food waste into the garbage cans, there would no longer be the need 

for bags to contain the stink and slime most associated with food waste.  Disposable 

plastic garbage bags and grocery bags could foreseeably become a thing of the past - a 

seemingly marvelous innovation, eventually replaced, as one would hope, by a more 

sensible regime. 
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Appendix A 
 

Figure 1 
Purchase/Use of Plastic Shopping Bags  

 

 
Source: Australia, Department of the Environment and Heritage (2002).  
Plastic Shopping Bags.  Retrieved from 
http://www.environment.gov.au/settlements/publications/waste/plastic-
bags/analysis.html. 
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Table 1   
 
Environmental impacts of single use HDPE shopping bags and their potential alternatives 
over the full lifecycle of the bag 
 

 

 
 
Source: Sustainability Victoria. (n.d.). Use Less Plastic Shopping Bags.  Retrieved 
August 31, 2009, from http://www.sustainability.vic.gov.au/www/html/2713-use-less-
plastic-shopping-bags.asp.  Used by permission of the authors.  
"Sustainability Victoria gives no warranty regarding this publication’s accuracy, completeness, currency or suitability for any 
particular purpose and to the extent permitted by law, does not accept any liability for loss or damages incurred as a result of reliance 
placed upon the content of this publication. This publication is provided on the basis that all persons accessing it undertake 
responsibility for assessing the relevance and accuracy of its content." 
© Sustainability Victoria 2007, report produced by Hyder Consulting. Reproduced by permission of Sustainability Victoria 
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Table 2   

Oil Production by Country by Year  

 

 
Source: BP (2009). BP Statistical review of world energy June, 2009.  Retrieved from 
http://www.bp.com/productlanding.do?categoryId=6929&contentId=7044622 
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Table 4   

Proved Reserves by Country by Year 

 
 
Source: BP (2009). BP Statistical review of world energy June, 2009.  Retrieved from 
http://www.bp.com/productlanding.do?categoryId=6929&contentId=704462 
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Table 5  

Projections of world oil prices 2010 – 2030, Dollars Per Barrel 

 
 
Source: EIA (n.d.).  International Energy Data and Analysis.  Retrieved from 
http://www.eia.doe.gov/iea/overview.html. 
 
Legend: 
AEO2008: Annual Energy Outlook 2008 
AEO2009: Annual Energy Outlook 2009 
DB: Deutsche Bank AG 
IHSGI: IHS Global Insight 
IEA: International Energy Agency 
IER: Institute of Energy Economics and the Rational Use of Energy at the University of Stuttgart 
EVA: Energy Ventures Analysis, Inc. 
SEER: Strategic Energy and Economic Research, Inc. 
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Figure 3 

Grid Parity Projection Curve United States 

 

 
 
Source: BP Global (n.d.).  Reports and publications - Going for grid parity.  Retrieved 
from http://www.bp.com/genericarticle.do?categoryId=9013609&contentId=7005395. 
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Table 7 

What goes in the Green Bin? 

 
    * Fruits, vegetable scraps 

    * Meat, shellfish, fish products 

    * Pasta, bread, cereal 

    * Dairy products, egg shells 

    * Coffee grounds, filters, tea bags 

    * Soiled paper towels, tissues 

    * Soiled paper food packaging: fast food paper packaging, ice cream boxes, muffin 

paper, flour and sugar bags 

    * Paper plates 

    * Candies, cookies, cake 

    * Baking ingredients, herbs, spices 

    * Household plants, including soil 

    * Diapers, sanitary products 

    * Animal waste, bedding (e.g. from bird/hamster cages), kitty litter 

    * Pet food 

 
Source: City of Toronto (n.d.).  Solid waste management - green bin program.  Retrieved 

from http://www.toronto.ca/greenbin/card.htm. 
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Appendix B (Briefing Kit) 
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"Sustainability Victoria gives no warranty regarding this publication’s accuracy, 
completeness, currency or suitability for any particular purpose and to the 
extent permitted by law, does not accept any liability for loss or damages 
incurred as a result of reliance placed upon the content of this publication. This 
publication is provided on the basis that all persons accessing it undertake 
responsibility for assessing the relevance and accuracy of its content." 
© Sustainability Victoria 2007, report produced by Hyder Consulting. 
Reproduced by permission of Sustainability Victoria 
 
  
 
© Sustainability Victoria 2007, report produced by Hyder Consulting. 
Reproduced by permission of Sustainability Victoria 
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"Sustainability Victoria gives no warranty regarding this publication’s accuracy, completeness, currency or suitability 
for any particular purpose and to the extent permitted by law, does not accept any liability for loss or damages 
incurred as a result of reliance placed upon the content of this publication. This publication is provided on the basis 
that all persons accessing it undertake responsibility for assessing the relevance and accuracy of its content." 
© Sustainability Victoria 2007, report produced by Hyder Consulting. Reproduced by permission of Sustainability 
Victoria 
 
  
 
© Sustainability Victoria 2007, report produced by Hyder Consulting. Reproduced by permission 
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Appendix C (Survey and Interview Results) 
 

Figure 5  Survey Template  

Store Questionnaire: 
 

This information will be used in a thesis project being conducted by Norel Tucker, a 
Masters student at Royal Roads University in British Columbia. The project has been 

approved by the Royal Roads University ethics committee, and the identity of ALL 
respondents shall be kept confidential.  

 
 

• Have you viewed the Plastic Bag “Executive Briefing Package” that was 
delivered to you? 

 

 

• If yes, what was your reaction? 

 

 

• Is it likely that you will pursue the implementation of a “bagless” checkout while 
instead encouraging “green bags” for grocery carry-out? If so, then when might 
this be achieved? 

 

 

• What in particular are your reasons for doing so? 

 

 

• If “NO” then why not? 

 

 

•  What are your main concerns (positive and negative) in going “bagless”? 
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• What action (if any) has already been made towards a bagless regime? 

 

 

• Has there been resistance to this action? If so, what? 

 

 

• What other “Green” initiatives would you like to see considered for your 
location? 

 

 

• What things can you think of that would help your store go bagless? 

 

 

• Additional comments? 

 

 

 

Please send the completed survey either by e-mail to: 

   

or by regular post to:  

Norel Tucker 

RR#1 Keewatin, Ontario 

P0X 1C0 

 

Thank you for your participation in this research project. 
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Figure 5.1  Survey 1  

Store Transcript 
Store Questionnaire: 

 
This information will be used in a thesis project being conducted by Norel Tucker, a 
Masters student at Royal Roads University in British Columbia. The project has been 

approved by the Royal Roads University ethics committee, and the identity of ALL 
respondents shall be kept confidential.  

 
 

• Have you viewed the Plastic Bag “Executive Briefing Package” that was 
delivered to you?     

 Yes 

• If yes, what was your reaction?   

I think the package encompasses the key points in a short and effective way. I 
agree with all the points made in the package.  

• Is it likely that you will pursue the implementation of a “bagless” checkout while 
instead encouraging “green bags” for grocery carry-out? If so, then when might 
this be achieved?   

Since iga is a franchise, we have to follow what the rest of the chain stores do. 
Currently we are encouraging customers to use marketplace iga eco-bags and we 
give them 3 cents for every marketplace iga eco-bag used to bag their groceries. 

• What in particular are your reasons for doing so? 

N/A 

• If “NO” then why not? 

N/A 

•  What are your main concerns (positive and negative) in going “bagless”?  

I think going bagless is the best way to help the environment. Customers waste a 
lot of bags. They ask to have items double or triple bagged. It’s hard to say no 
because they always have a reason. 

• What action (if any) has already been made towards a bagless regime? 

N/A 

• Has there been resistance to this action? If so, what? 
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N/A 

• What other “Green” initiatives would you like to see considered for your 
location? 

N/A 

• What things can you think of that would help your store go bagless?  

Have an initiative chain-wide to go bagless. 

• Additional comments? 

 

Figure 5.2 Survey 2  

Store Questionnaire: 
 
 

• Have you viewed the Plastic Bag “Executive Briefing Package” that was 
delivered to you?   

N/A 

• If yes, what was your reaction? 

    The information provided was quite in depth and was obviously 
    skewed toward the ideal of going bagless as a retailer. 
 

• Is it likely that you will pursue the implementation of a “bagless” checkout while 
instead encouraging “green bags” for grocery carry-out? If so, then when might 
this be achieved? 

At this time it is unlikely that the market stores will be 
    implementing a bagless policy in our stores. We do continue to 
    offer “green” bags at our check stands at a reduced price to the 
    consumer. / 
 

• What in particular are your reasons for doing so? 

N/A 

• If “NO” then why not? 

At this time it is unlikely that the market stores will be 
    implementing a bagless policy in our stores. We do continue to 
    offer “green” bags at our check stands at a reduced price to the 
    consumer. / 
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•  What are your main concerns (positive and negative) in going “bagless”? 

Our main concern is simply that customers appreciate the 
    convenience of not having to pay for bags in our store. We also 
    believe that many customers use our plastic bags for garbage bags 
    at home, and thus, they are being used in place of buying garbage 
    bags.  
 

• What action (if any) has already been made towards a bagless regime? 

We do offer our reusable bags at a reduced cost to those 
    consumers who do care about the environment./ 
 

• Has there been resistance to this action? If so, what? 

N/A 

• What other “Green” initiatives would you like to see considered for your 
location? 

N/A 

• What things can you think of that would help your store go bagless? 

My personal opinion (not shared by all members of the management 
    team) is that we should remove the “bag credit” (we credit 
    customers who use their own bags three cents per bag) and charge 
    five cents per plastic bag; this amount should be used to further 
    reduce the cost of reusable bags for customers./ 
 

• Additional comments? 

 
Figure 5.3 Survey 3  

Store Questionnaire: 
 

This information will be used in a thesis project being conducted by Norel Tucker, a 
Masters student at Royal Roads University in British Columbia. The project has been 

approved by the Royal Roads University ethics committee, and the identity of ALL 
respondents shall be kept confidential.  

 
• Have you viewed the Plastic Bag “Executive Briefing Package” that was 

delivered to you?   

yes 

• If yes, what was your reaction?  
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Nothing I didn’t already know. Although you seem a little confused on the added 
cost of going away from plastic to re-useable bags. 

• Is it likely that you will pursue the implementation of a “bagless” checkout while 
instead encouraging “green bags” for grocery carry-out? If so, then when might 
this be achieved?  

Not likely anytime soon. Although in the next two months we are going away from 
traditional plastic bags to completely biodegradable plastic as well as the regular 
paper and re-usable bags which we already use. 

• What in particular are your reasons for doing so?  

Cost and customer complaints.  

• If “NO” then why not?  

It will not work by getting rid of plastic and not making up the extra cost 
somewhere else. The cost of plastic is 3 cents a bag whereas paper is 14 cents per 
bag. With the amount of tourism we get in this area, a lot of customers will not have 
re-usable bags with them so we will have to supply them with paper bags at almost 
five times the cost. Although stores that have switched, such as Thriftys, have tried to 
charge for these bags-they have ended up giving the bags away for free due to 
complaints. The re-usable bags we sell are always sold at a loss of around 25-40 
cents a bag. If customers will not pay for their bags then they will shop elsewhere and 
we already loss enough business to stores in town. Bags are a huge part of our 
operating cost, to raise that 5 fold is not an option we can afford to do and the 
majority of customers are not willing to pay for. 

•  What are your main concerns (positive and negative) in going “bagless”? 

N/A 

• What action (if any) has already been made towards a bagless regime?  

Biodegradable plastic bags/re-usable bags. The new bags break down to their 
base elements after a year. They do not need to be exposed to sunlight and water like 
previous biodegradable bags and cost the same and regular plastic bags. We have 
always giving 3 cents to the customer for every bag of theirs that they reuse at the till, 
but until more people decide to shop with reusable bags it is not going to happen. 

• Has there been resistance to this action? If so, what? 

N/A 

• What other “Green” initiatives would you like to see considered for your 
location? 

N/A 

• What things can you think of that would help your store go bagless?  
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Customer wiliness to pay the extra cost. Legislation so all stores must go bagless 
and charge for any bags the customers use. 

• Additional comments? 

 

Figure 5.4  Survey 4 

Store Questionnaire: 
 

This information will be used in a thesis project being conducted by Norel Tucker, a 
Masters student at Royal Roads University in British Columbia. The project has been 

approved by the Royal Roads University ethics committee, and the identity of ALL 
respondents shall be kept confidential.  

 

1. Why has Pepper’s Foods stopped offering disposable plastic grocery bags? 

Help stop unnecessary plastic into landfill and environment 

Canada headed in this direction anyway, may as well lead the charge as opposed to 
following 

Customers had asked about instigating 

2. What was the general reaction like from your customers this year when there were 
no more plastic bags available at the checkout? 

Customers had asked about instigating getting rid of plastic 

Customer also complained that bags were no longer available, bags for garbage and 
whatnot 

More good response than bad regarding no more bags 

3. When customers complain about no longer having plastic bags to use as garbage 
bags, what do you tell them? 

We tell them that we do sell garbage bags, range of biodegradable bags that they can 
choose from,  

4. What (if any) have been the challenges with the reusable bag regime? (Checkout 
complications, etc….) 

No problems, other than those related to paper bags, people complain that paper 
isn’t as good as plastic, can’t reuse, handles to break, etc….no we have to buy bags, 
people forgetting bags an issue, but a large number of their customers do bring in re-
usable bags without any hassles or issues  
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5. Can you elaborate on your decision to offer paper bags, even though they too are 
disposable, more expensive, and are seen by many as having a greater negative 
impact on the planet than plastic bags? 

A lot of people do feel this way, but our main goal was to eliminate the plastic 
problem, paper bags degrade a lot faster than even the biodegradable bags,  

6. Do you see paper as a transitional measure, where ultimately paper bags will go 
as well? 

Not at this time, we do need to be able to offer some type of bag for customers to take 
their groceries out of the store in, or else we stand to lose more customers than we 
would gain.  Bottom line, we need to have customers to make money.   

7. In your opinion, should other stores be following the Pepper’s example? Why?  

I think they should for the same reasons that we did. If everyone stopped using plastic 
bags that would alleviate that problem. Plastic has become a big problem, in the 
oceans and in the landfill.  

8. Why do you think more stores have not made a similar shift to a more bagless 
checkout?   

Easier not too, plastic bags convenient, easier to keep using them, don’t ‘want to lose 
ANY customers, customers will leave without the convenience.  

9. Do you think this move will ultimately make you more money? 

NO. Paper bags cost more than the plastic bags, we’re spending more money there, 
but obviously no longer on plastic, and because people are re-using a lot more, we 
not using nearly the number of paper bags as we did with plastic.  I think it has cost 
us a few customers, we have had people tell us that they are going to shop somewhere 
else because they can’t get the plastic bags here.  In the long run, it should even itself 
out.       

10. Simply benevolent then, you feel like you ought to do it?  

I think so. We talked at length before we made the move, we felt that it was the right 
thing to do.  We wanted to be one of the first rather than waiting for everyone else to 
do it, and following along   

11. On a scale of 1-3, how would you prioritize the following:  

Environmental 
health?__1__ 

Societal 
health? __2__ 

Economic 
health? __3__

 

12. Additional comments? 
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It makes us look good to the consumer, can’t see how anyone could see this as 
negative, because of this impact it has….they know what it is doing to the 
world….loyalty a long way away……the more people who do it the better it will be 
for everyone. 

Can we get a copy of what you are writing?

 
Figure 5.5 Survey 5

Store Questionnaire: 
 

This information will be used in a thesis project being conducted by Norel Tucker, a 
Masters student at Royal Roads University in British Columbia. The project has been 

approved by the Royal Roads University ethics committee, and the identity of ALL 
respondents shall be kept confidential.  

 

• Do you think it would be possible to go bagless (re-usable) in Kenora?  Why? 

Yes, it can be done.  Consumers need to have reusable bags with them, just like 
seatbelt use.  They started charging for bags.  “They don’t give a shit right now.”  

• Did you see quite a reduction when you started to charge?  

I don’t know..maybe…I would think so  

• Do you think retailers have a leadership role to play regarding waste reduction? 

Absolutely, just like what we are doing. 

• What in your opinion would be the challenges in adopting a reusable bag regime? 

Shoplifting as people fill their reusable bags with goods, harder to identify already 
purchased from yet to be purchased goods. Can’t accuse people of stealing until they 
are out of the store, those are the rules. Busy month like December, tills are 
overworked, shopping bags everywhere, people come in, fill their bags and walk out.  
Signage coming up….embarrassing customers make apprehension taboo…… 

Educate the consumer…to bring their own bags…..need many bags, they need 10 on 
rotation…throw them in your weekly wash…. 

• Checkout Time? 

Nah…bags already in their hand, they often bag it themselves. 

• Cleanliness? 

Totally, meats, spill in bags, unwashed. 
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• Is there any reason not to go bagless assuming the above challenges were met?  

No. 

• On a scale of 1-3, how would you prioritize the following:  

Environmental 
health?_1___ 

Societal 
health? __2__ 

Economic 
health? __3__

 

•  Have you lost customers because of your move to start charging for bags? 

I don’t think so. People who refuse to pay just stuff their pockets and carry things out.  

•  Are bags a pain in the ass period? When they were introduced, the allure was 
their cheap cost, a few cents per  bag, paper was 18-22 cents at the time. Easier, 
that plastic handle, Milk jugs example, he was the only one in town selling them, 
return policy of jugs a pain, dirty, unrinsed, jugs from other stores, etc… so 
discontinued carrying that format.  It affected sales dramatically. Without handles 
4 litres, with handles, 8 litres.  Consequently, he started carrying them again. 
With handles, it’s possible to carry out 12 litres! Only 6 possible in carton.).     

• Is charging for bags easier to administer than the refunds per bag option? 

Pain in the ass… but good idea….if that’s how you are going to entice them, but hard 
to get it done right at the front. Equivalents, bag for bag difficult to establish, 
determine and calculate.  

• Additional comments? 

It’s just too bad…. [the bag issue].  I want to put money charged  per bag to a green 
cause, not just any cause, but I haven’t decided yet. 

It has to become like a seatbelt:  “oh my god, do I have it on?  Oh, whew! It’s already 
on…” It became a habit. 

Bags built to last, money made off the bat, not by volume as is current strategy, things 
today don’t last as long, so you need buy another one or pay to get it fixed.  

Next move?  Bags won’t be available due to legislation…. 

    

 

 

 


