
B.Y.O.B. – Bring Your Own Bag 

Save Money and the Environment  
 

When asked: ―Paper or Plastic?‖  Just say: ―I brought my own.‖ 

 

In the few short decades that we have been using them, disposable plastic bags 

have devastated our environment and polluted our waterways.  Plastic bags clog 

storm drains and sewers, and pollute our streets, parks, and beaches.   

Eventually they make their way into rivers, estuaries, lakes, bays, and oceans 

where they endanger and kill marine life. 

 

The 100 billion plastic bags thrown away by Americans every year have significant impacts on our environment 

and marine life.  Plastics do not biodegrade, but rather photo-degrade, meaning that the plastics break into smaller 

pieces from exposure to UV light. It is estimated that plastic bags take 1,000 years to break down, if at all.  

 

 

Plastic Pollutes Oceans 

The mass consumption of plastic products has created a plastic wasteland in our 

oceans.  Plastic pollution is carried from local streets with storm water to creeks 

and rivers, eventually reaching the ocean. Ocean currents, combined with large 

amounts of floating plastic waste, have resulted in several swirling plastic waste 

vortexes that, in the Pacific Ocean, span thousands of square miles.  

 

These areas are now referred to as ―plastic islands.‖ Test samples have 

documented plastic in every single sample and many contained significant 

quantities of marine debris, most of which was plastic. As research continues, it 

is being realized that the amount of plastic in our oceans is significantly larger 

than first presumed.  

 

The International Coastal Clean-up reported that in the last several years, plastic 

bags were second only to cigarette butts as the most common  debris item 

collected on beaches worldwide.  Plastic bag pollution continues to grow.  In 

just one year, the U.S. saw an increase of 16% more plastic bags collected in 

coastal cleanups.  Yet, countries that have committed to reducing plastic bags 

saw plastic bag debris significantly drop.  Ireland, which implemented a plastic 

bag fee in 2002, found only 499 bags along its coast, while neighboring UK 

retrieved 8,633 plastic bags along its coast. In the same year, the U.S. plastic 

bag total was an astonishing and embarrassing 268,166.  

 

Plastic Bags Kill Wildlife 

Plastic waste in waterways threatens and kills fish and wildlife.  Marine 

animals often mistake plastic bags for naturally occurring food sources, such 

as jellyfish.  Once eaten, the bags cannot be digested resulting in starvation. 

According to a recent report, at least 267 different species of marine life 

are adversely affected by plastic bag pollution and countless numbers of 

whales, birds, seals, and turtles are killed annually from plastic bags. Fish 

and wildlife mortalities can be caused not only when species ingest the 

bags, but also when they become entangled in them, causing strangulation 

and restricted mobility.  Since plastic bags do not biodegrade, once the 

animal dies, the plastic bags will be re-released in the environment destined 

to repeat this tragic reality. 

 

WHAT CAN YOU DO? 

Bring your own bags and 

encourage others to do the same. 

 

Write to your elected officials—tell 

them to incentivize reusable bags. 



Plastics Bags Are Unsustainable  

Plastic bags are made from petroleum and natural gas. The energy 

used in the production and transportation of the bags results in further 

natural resource consumption and increased greenhouse gas emissions.   

 

Plastic Bags Cause Infrastructure Failure 

When released on our streets and neighborhoods, plastic bags are washed towards storm drains 

during rain events.  Since plastic bags are malleable they easily spread out over the storm drains, 

creating a thin membrane that traps leaves and debris.  This prevents water from entering the 

storm drain, causing localized flooding.  When investigating the devastating floods that occurred 

in Bangladesh in 1988 and 1998 that submerged two thirds of the country, plastic bags were found 

to be the main culprit. Since Bangladesh banned plastic bags in 2002, there have been no floods 

of that caliber. 

 

The Solution to Pollution—Reusables! 

Reliance upon disposable plastic bags is unsustainable and unnecessary.  The good news is that 

using reusable bags is simple, sustainable, and fashionable. Bringing your own shopping bag 

decreases pollution.  Every reusable bag can prevent 1,000 plastic bags from entering our 

environment.  

 

Reusable Bags Save Money 

Bringing your own bag can save money on grocery bills.  Many grocery stores 

are already implementing policies encouraging the use of reusable bags.  Stop 

and Shop will refund .05 cents for every reusable bag used, Waldbaums and 

Pathmark refunds .02 cents and stores like Whole Foods will give .10 cents. 

Reducing both paper and plastic bags also saves money for grocery stores too.  

Grocery stores pay approximately 1.5 cents for each plastic bag, and typically 

more for paper bags.   

 

Fast Facts About Plastic Bags 
 

 Every hour, approximately 200,000 plastic bags are land filled. 

 Plastic resin production has doubled in the past 20 years from 60 billion to 120 billion 
pounds.  

 In the U.S. half a million plastic bags are used every minute.  

 The average family uses about 60 plastic grocery bags every month.  

 The plastic bag has an average useful lifespan of 12 minutes.  

 225 million tons of plastic are produced annually world wide. 

 According to the EPA, between 500 billion and 1 trillion plastic 
bags are consumed worldwide each year.  

Bringing Your Own Bag will have a meaningful impact 

on our environment. Together we can achieve cleaner 

roads, parks, beaches and communities.  We can save the 

lives of marine mammals, particularly those that have 

returned to some of our waterways such as dolphins and 

seals in the Long Island Sound.  



 

 

 

 

 

Frequently Asked Questions 

 

Why should I make the switch to reusable bags? 

Single use bags have been voted "the most ubiquitous consumer item in the world," they are unsustainable, and 

harmful to the natural environment. Plastic Bags kill wildlife, clog infrastructure, and litter our beaches and bays. 

Paper bags are resource intensive and environmentally costly in production. Reusable bags save resources and prevent 

pollution and the destruction of wildlife. 

 

Plastic bags are so thin, don’t they just break down?  

Plastic bags never biodegrade, they photo degrade – breaking down into smaller and smaller pieces of plastic which 

are toxic bits contaminating soil and waterways. The process for them to break down completely can take 1,000 

years. 

 

What about bio-degradable or compostable bags? 

Bio-degradable bags are only able to decompose under specified conditions of light, moisture, and oxygen and 

degradation. These bags are not recyclable and cannot be mixed in with recyclable bag bins. 

 

Where can I buy a reusable bag, are they expensive? 

Reusable bags can be found in many retail stores and online. Reusable bags prices vary with in shapes, sizes, and 

feature and range in price from 75 cents to $5. Since single use bags cost between 1.5 and 11 cents to produce, buying 

a reusable bag more than pays for itself in its multiple uses! 

 

I heard reusable bags contain lead, is that true, and should I be concerned? 

No, in 2010, a public relations alarm was sounded by the plastic industry that many reusable shopping bags 

contained lead. This is false. Just like any other product, shoppers have to be smart. There are plenty of reusable bag 

options available, such as organic cotton, hemp, recycled bottles and other nontoxic materials. 

 

Why can’t we just switch back to using paper shopping bags? 

Neither paper nor plastic bags are good for the environment. Paper bags might not be mistaken for jelly fish, but they 

do have their own set of problems; paper bags are energy intensive to create, are made from non-renewable 

resources, and are a substantial source of air pollution. Paper bags also consume a lot of energy.  

 

I recycle my plastic bags. Isn’t that good enough?  

The sad truth is only a small percent of the population properly recycle their plastic bags.  In 2008, legislation was 

passed in NY that required mandatory recycling bins be added to supermarkets.  Unfortunately these programs have 

not been successful and many people remain unaware that they exist. Also, recycling doesn’t address the fact that 

disposable plastic bags are made from dirty polluting fossil fuels.   It’s best to BYOB. 

 

I need plastic bags to line my garbage bin and pick up my pet waste.  What would I use instead?  

The BYOB campaign extends beyond just reducing the use of disposable plastic bags. It is also about thinking about 

solid waste in general. There are ways to decrease your household waste and therefore your need for so many plastic 

wastebasket bags; reduce, reuse, compost, conserve, and choose items with less packaging. As for pets, newspaper 

sleeves, bread bags and other packaging offer great substitutes. 

 

Are reusable bags safe? I’m concerned about them carrying germs.  

Be smart.  Designate one bag for meats & cheeses and wash the bag to avoid contamination.  Almost all reusable bags 

are washable, just as dishtowels, sponges, and other household items are. The same reusable bags can be used for 

years without a problem. 

 

Okay, I’m convinced! I won’t use single use bags anymore, but where can I bring the ones I already have stockpiled?  

CCE highly encourages people to return plastic bags to grocery stores where they have bins to recycle only plastic 

bags. In New York, this is all supermarkets over 10,000 square feet. These bins collect plastic items other than just the 

average checkout bag; consumers can also return dry cleaning bags, sandwich bags, newspaper bags, etc. 



Examples of Government Actions to Reduce Plastic Bag Use 

Municipalities across the nation and the world are seeking innovative and common sense ways to reduce plastic bags.  The 

following bans and surcharges mark good progress towards encouraging reusable shopping bags and reducing plastic 

waste into our environment. 

 

Ireland - In 2002, Ireland implemented a 30 cent surcharge on plastic bags. Since implementation, consumption has dra-

matically reduced, resulting in a 90% decrease in plastic bag use. This equals eliminating 1 billion plastic bags annually.  

 

Italy – Italy was the first European country to ban plastic bags completely. Ban took effect in January 2011. 

 

Westport, CT - Westport was the first East Coast municipality to ban plastic bags. This took effect September 2008.  Con-

sumer use of reusable bags has increased 70% since the ban, resulting in a reduction of 600,000 bags annually. The Long 

Island Villages of East Hampton and Southampton followed Westport with similar legislation in 2011. 

 

Washington, DC - Washington, D.C. implemented a 5 cent charge on plastic bags in January 2010. Before the charge, D.C. 

consumers used 22.5 million bags each month.  After the first month it was 3 million, a reduction of 86%.   

 

San Francisco, California  - San Francisco was the first major city to ban plastic bags.  San Francisco banned the use of plas-

tic bags in supermarkets and chain drugstores, removing  100 million plastic bags from the waste stream since 2007.   

 

China—China outlawed the free distribution of plastic bags in 2008. China banned super-thin bags and charges a fee for 

other plastic bags.  After two years, China’s plastic bag consumption has decreased 50%, an estimated 100 billion plastic 

bags.   
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