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To: Joint Committee on Environment, Natural Resources and Agriculture 

Date:  Tuesday, April 2, 2019 

 

Testimony on H771/S462, An Act Reducing Plastic Bag Pollution 

 

The South Shore Recycling Cooperative assists its fifteen Member Towns with their solid waste and 

hazardous waste programs. Its Board is composed of municipal solid waste managers, elected and 

appointed officials and volunteers from its Member towns.   

The Board unanimously voted to take the position that in order to avoid the unintended consequence 

of increases in paper bag use and waste, which would be costly to Town solid waste programs, bans on 

plastic bags should be accompanied by restrictions on paper bags as well.   

Plastic bags pose the single biggest challenge to sorting and selling our recyclables, and have 

contributed to our current recycling crisis.  The much heavier paper bags are costly to both dispose 

AND recycle. Their manufacture and transport are also more destructive to the environment in many 

ways than their plastic counterparts, even with 40% recycled content.  

A statewide ban on plastic bags with a stiff fee and other restrictions on their paper counterparts 

would alleviate costs and waste associated with managing all disposable bags, and reduce additional 

costs to manage more paper bags that will likely result from the five local bans in our service area that 

have already been enacted. 

• Costs for both disposal and recycling are increasing sharply.  New markets for recyclables will take 

time to develop.  Landfills are closing in Mass., leaving fewer options for disposal of waste.   

• The SSRC supports efforts to reduce the generation of solid waste, including recyclable items.  This 

will curtail costs, resource depletion and pollution from manufacturing, and litter.  Promotion of 

reusable rather than single use items will help to reduce solid waste. 

• Bans on plastic shopping bags without restrictions on paper bags, such as those locally proposed or 

adopted, may reduce plastic waste, but also increase paper waste in both trash and recycling. 

• The Attorney General’s Office has ruled that while cities may require businesses to charge a fee for 

plastic and paper bags, towns cannot.  

• Since the bylaws don’t include bans on paper bags, and can’t mandate a fee on paper bags, a 

substantial portion of consumers will take “free” paper bags rather than bringing their own.   

• The SSRC is thus concerned that our local plastic bag bans will negatively impact our Member 

Towns’ already strained solid waste budgets, and also have negative environmental impacts.   
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• Paper bags are much heavier than their plastic equivalents, have a much larger environmental 

and greenhouse gas footprint in manufacture and transport, and are currently costly to recycle.   

• If just one third of households opt to use paper bags rather than bringing their own (a 

conservative estimate based on other programs), the net additional costs to our municipal solid 

waste programs will be over $1000/year per 1000 households. Throughout the Commonwealth, 

this would amount to over $2,000,000/year in additional costs to Mass. municipalities, and an 

additional 34,000 tons/year of paper waste4.  These estimates account for the reduction in plastic 

bag use.  This amounts to an unfunded mandate.  Moreover, this would result in at least 100,000 

additional tons of CO2/year churned into the atmosphere, even with 40% recycled content. 

Recommendations to reduce impacts on municipal waste and recycling budgets: 

o also ban disposable paper shopping bags, or  

o maintain a stiff fee on paper bags (the final bill last session was stripped of a fee) 

o incorporate a requirement for 100% recycled content in paper shopping bags, thus driving 

needed demand for recycled paper, and helping to reduce recycling costs for paper.  

Several major retailers already provide 100% recycled paper bags. 

o prohibit handles on paper bags, to encourage the use of more convenient reusable bags. 

o provide for significant educational efforts to help residents understand that best 

consumption and waste practices require consistently reducing use of all sorts of 

disposable (single-use) items, including disposable shopping bags of any sort.   

Related facts: 

• Paper comprises the largest segment of our trash and recycling, at about 27%.  1 

• Plastic makes up about 13% of our trash and recycling. 1 

• Paper bags weigh about eight times as much as their functionally equivalent plastic bags. 

• Both disposal and single stream recycling cost about $70-90/ton.  Pre-sorted recyclables, such 

as at our transfer stations, are less costly. 

• Paper making is energy-, chemical-, and water intense. 2 

• The manufacture and transport of a pound of virgin paper generates about 5-6 lbs. of CO2, 

depending on several factors.  The number for recycled paper is about 2.5 lbs. 3 

• CO2 emissions for plastic bags are about one third that of functionally equivalent paper bags. 2 

Respectfully submitted,  

 

Claire Galkowski, Executive Director 
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1 US EPA, Advancing Sustainable Materials Management: 2014 Fact sheet 

2  Evidence: Life cycle assessment of supermarket carrier bags: a review of the bags available in 2006, 

Report: SC030148, Environment Agency, (Great Britain) 2011 

3  US EPA, Waste Reduction Tool (WARM Model) 2016 

4  derivation of tons and costs per year: 

• An average paper bag weighs 55g (2 oz)  (Google) 

• An average plastic bag weighs 7g (0.25 oz.)  (Google) 

• An average household uses the equivalent of 1000 paper bags/year, weighing 125 lbs. 

• An average household uses the equivalent of 1500 plastic bags/year, weighing 24 lbs. 

• If 1/3 of households switched from plastic to paper bags, it would result in a net increase of  

(125 lbs – 24 lbs)/3 = 34 lbs/household 

• For every 1000 households, at the average disposal/recycling cost of $70/ton,  

(34 lbs * 1000 households)/2000 lbs per ton= 17 tons/1000 households 

17 tons/1000 households * $70/ton = $1,190/1000 households 

• Mass. has about 2 million households. 

34 lbs * 2,000,000 households)/2000 lbs/ton = 34,000 tons 

34,0000 tons * $70/ton = $2,380,000 

Additional sources:  

http://www.allaboutbags.ca/papervplastic.html 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kraft_process  

https://energycenter.org/sites/default/files/Plastic-Bag-Ban-Web-Version-10-22-13-CK.pdf  

https://are.berkeley.edu/~sberto/BagBansVersusBagFees_August2015.pdf  
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