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BACKGROUND AND PROGRAM INFORMATION 
PLASTIC AND PAPER CARRYOUT BAGS 

 
Recommended Project 
 
The recommended project, which corresponds to Alternative 5 as evaluated in the Final 
Environmental Impact Report (FEIR), would prohibit stores, as defined, from providing 
single use plastic carryout bags.  Paper bags with a minimum of 40 percent post-
consumer recycled content could be provided to customers for a charge of 10 cents per 
bag.  Stores would retain the fee revenue to offset their costs for compliance with the 
ordinance.  Stores subject to the Ordinance include supermarkets and large retail stores 
with a pharmacy, which would be required to comply by July 1, 2011, as well as small 
grocery stores, small pharmacies, convenience stores, and foodmarts by 
January 1, 2012. 
 
Background 
 
Board Actions 
 
At the April 10, 2007 Board Meeting 
 
Your Board instructed the Chief Executive Officer to work with the Director of Internal 
Services and the Director of Public Works to solicit input from outside environmental 
protection and grocer organizations to: 
 
1. Investigate the issue of polyethylene plastic and paper sack consumption in the 

County, including the pros and cons of adopting a policy similar to that of 
San Francisco. 

 
2. Inventory and assess the impact of the current campaigns that urge recycling of 

paper and plastic sacks. 
 
3. Report back to the Board within 90 days on findings and recommendations to reduce 

grocery and retail sack waste; any impact an ordinance similar to the one proposed 
in San Francisco would have on recycling efforts in Los Angeles County; and any 
unintended consequences of the ordinance. 

 
The Board instructions were fully addressed in the January 22, 2008 Board Meeting 
presenting the staff report that explained the findings and recommended adoption of the 
voluntary Single Use Bag Reduction and Recycling Program (Program). 
 
At the January 22, 2008 Board Meeting 
 
Your Board instructed: 
 
1. The Chief Executive Officer to include in the 2007-08 State Legislative Agenda the 

sponsoring or pursuit of legislation to enact the following: 
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a. Repeal the provision of Assembly Bill 2449 (Section 42254(b)(2) of the Public 
Resources Code) which prohibits any public agency, including local 
governments, from imposing a fee on plastic carryout bags at supermarkets 
and retail stores. 
 

b. Implement a Statewide fee on plastic carryout bags, with the provision that 
funds raised would be directed to local governments on a per-capita basis for 
litter prevention and source reduction efforts; or, establish Statewide 
benchmarks to reduce the consumption of plastic carryout bags and increase 
at-store recycling of plastic bags. 
 

c. Amend the provision of Assembly Bill 2449 (Section 42252(a) of the Public 
Resources Code) to also require an environmental awareness message 
imprinted on each plastic carryout bag describing the negative impacts littered 
plastic carryout bags have on the environment and wildlife, and the need to 
use reusable bags.  Currently, Assembly Bill 2449 only requires plastic 
carryout bags to have the following words imprinted, ‘please return to a 
participating store for recycling.’ 

 
2. The Single Use Bag Reduction and Recycling Program Working Group to develop 

an environmental awareness message to be imprinted on each plastic carryout bag 
distributed by large supermarkets and retail stores describing the negative impacts 
littered plastic carryout bags have on the environment and wildlife, and the need to 
use reusable bags.  This environmental awareness message would be a required 
feature under Alternative 5, Large Supermarket and Retail Store Responsibilities, 
Item 3. 
 

3. County Counsel, with input from the Single Use Bag Reduction and Recycling 
Program Working Group to explore the development of an ordinance mandating the 
environmental awareness message described above to be imprinted on each plastic 
carryout bag distributed by, at a minimum, large supermarkets and retail stores in 
the unincorporated County areas. 
 

4. County Counsel, in consultation with the Chief Executive Office, Public Works, 
Internal Services, Public Health, and the Sanitation Districts, to complete a draft 
ordinance banning plastic carryout bags at large supermarkets and retail stores 
upon completion of any necessary environmental review in compliance with the 
California Environmental Quality Act. 

 
The first Board instruction regarding legislation was addressed by, among other actions, 
Item 64-C on the June 1, 2010, Board agenda, recommending support of AB 1998 
(Brownley) – Single Use Carryout Bags.  This Bill would have phased out the 
distribution of single use carryout bags in retail food stores.  AB 1998 did not pass out of 
the Senate.  In the past, the County sponsored or supported AB 2058 (2008, Brownley, 
Davis, Levine); AB 2829 (2008, Davis); AB 68 (2009, Brwnley); AB 87 (2009, Davis); 
and the CEO continues to seek similar legislation to support. 
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The second Board instruction regarding development of an environmental awareness 
message was addressed by the County Working Group, which developed several 
environmental messages.  The County Working Group included representatives of the 
Board offices, the County Sanitation Districts, Cities, consumers, the plastic bag 
industry, grocery stores, environmental organizations, and other interested 
stakeholders.  These messages were included in the Program Resource Packet 
distributed to large supermarkets and retail stores in the unincorporated areas of the 
County, and are currently displayed on the Program website, Brag About Your Bag® 
reusable bags, Program brochures, and other outreach materials distributed at 
community events and shared with partner cities. 
 
The third Board instruction regarding the development of an ordinance mandating the 
environmental awareness message described above to be imprinted on each plastic 
carryout bag distributed was evaluated by the County Working Group.  Since an 
ordinance banning plastic bags at stores would eliminate the ability for incorporating any 
environmental messaging, other mechanisms have been evaluated, such as voluntary 
store efforts, and additional public education and outreach. 
 
The primary purpose of the proposed Ordinance is to address the fourth Board 
instruction, to prohibit the purchase and use of single use plastic carryout bags at large 
supermarkets and retail stores in unincorporated areas of the County. 
 
Voluntary Single Use Bag Reduction and Recycling Program 
 
Store Operations 
 
After the voluntary Program was adopted by the Board in January 2008, Public Works 
staff generated an initial list of large supermarkets and pharmacies (the stores subject 
to AB 2449) from a variety of County and public resources, such as the Agricultural 
Commissioner/Weights and Measures through their Scanner Price Verification Program, 
the County online business license database, online search engines, field visits, as well 
as search results from a marketing company.  A total of 67 “AB 2449 stores” were 
identified throughout the unincorporated areas of the County.  Locations of operating 
stores were verified by maps and field visits.  Phone calls were then made to stores to 
verify their operational status, explain the voluntary Program, and obtain baseline plastic 
carryout bag data.  Documents were gathered and developed by Public Works staff to 
assist stores in participating in the voluntary Program.  The documents were finalized by 
the County Working Group through e-mails and stakeholder meetings.  Contact was 
also made to the California Integrated Waste Management Board (now the California 
Department of Resource Recovery and Recycling, CalRecycle) to obtain data from the 
State At-Store Plastic Bag Recycling Program reports. 
 
The voluntary Program was officially launched on July 1, 2008.  In August 2008, the 
Program Resource Packet, Store Participation Checklist, and cover letter jointly 
developed by the County and the California Grocers Association (CGA) were mailed out 
to identified AB 2449 stores.  The stores had the option of returning the completed Store 
Participation Checklist by postal mail, fax, and electronic mail, or enter their responses 
on the online version of the checklist. 
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In late 2008, store site visits commenced.  At the visits, store managers were given a 
Contact List, the California At-Store Recycling Program forms, and a copy of 
Assembly Bill No. 2449, chaptered in 2006.  They were also provided, as needed, 
another copy of the documents initially mailed out.  A Store Visit Form was filled out by 
County representatives performing the visit.  They were responsible for obtaining basic 
store information (i.e. address, manager, contact information, etc.) and conducting a 
visual inspection of store policies and practices regarding carryout bags (i.e. location of 
reusable bags, price of reusable bags, contents of plastic bag recycling bin, etc.).  Store 
visits also provided a way for County representatives to answer questions and share 
ideas to assist in the implementation of the Program at stores. 
 
At some stores where paper bags were not made available and customers were 
encouraged to bag their own purchases, the plastic bag recycling bin was not readily 
available and often solely used by employees to dispose of bags that had fallen to the 
ground and left unused.  Store representatives often expressed concerns that 
customers would mistake the recycling bins for trash receptacles.  Paper trash was the 
most commonly noticed contaminant in the recycling bins.  Since the State law 
regarding plastic carryout bags was enacted, 75 percent of the 67 “AB 2449 Stores” in 
the County unincorporated areas have provided designated bins for customers to place 
plastic bags for at-store recycling, 96 percent have made reusable bags available, and 
all have a recycling message on their single use plastic carryout bags. 
 
91 percent of the “AB 2449 Stores” completed a checklist to indicate their status, 
however at any point in time only eight (8) stores were able to meet the minimum 
participation levels established in the Program Resource Packet.  A summary of Store 
participation is included in Table 1.  Following the store site visits, phone calls were 
made to store contacts to obtain plastic bag recycling data.  In 2009, Public Works staff 
conducted additional store site visits with a consultant of the American Chemistry 
Council (ACC) to assist stores that were found without plastic bag recycling bins.  Of the 
67 identified “AB 2449 Stores”, 12 did not have recycling bins for plastic bags and some 
placed their bins at inaccessible locations such as the back of the store. 
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Public Education and Outreach 
 
Brag About Your Bag® Campaign 
 
On November 10, 2009, the Los Angeles County Board of Supervisors approved a 
resolution to launch the first Countywide Brag About Your Bag® Campaign, which began 
on “America Recycles Day” (November 15) and concluded with “A Day Without a Bag” 
on December 17.  Bags were provided to residents at public outreach events, including 
events held at the Los Angeles County Fair. 
 
The campaign was designed to reach at least 50,000 residents both in the 
unincorporated and incorporated areas of the County by conducting a four-week 
partnership with various entities including grocery stores, EarthShare of California,  
Heal the Bay, and Public Works, in order to distribute reusable bags to residents at no 
cost, and reduce the amount of plastic bags that enter the litter stream.  In exchange for 
the bags received, residents were asked to bring in five used clean plastic bags.  The 
collected plastic bags would then be used to make the world’s largest plastic bag ball, in 
order to draw visual attention to the immense problem of plastic bag consumption within 
the County. 
 
On September 24, 2009, a letter and form were sent to each city recycling coordinator 
to gauge interest in participating in the campaign.  Follow-up calls were placed to all 
88 cities, which resulted in 55 cities participating.  Furthermore, nine cities in the County 
provided a proclamation to join in the campaign launch. 
 
The success of the campaign owes itself to the organizations and individuals in which 
the County partnered.  Luke Walton, who is a member of the Los Angeles Lakers, was 
the official spokesperson for the campaign and lent his voice to radio commercials on 
710 ESPN as well as his image that appeared on posters and other promotional 
materials.  Other campaign partners included Heal the Bay, EarthShare of California, 
One Bag at a Time, Earthwise Bags, 710 ESPN, 101.9 LA Nueva, and 107.5 KLOVE.  
Public Works staff contacted various companies to become a partner in sponsoring the 
campaign.  At any of the three sponsorship levels, sponsors would get their logo on the 
reusable bags.  Companies provided cash donations, reusable bags, and items to use 
for contests, which greatly reduced the cost of the campaign to the County. 
 
Public Works worked with various markets throughout the region to host campaign 
events.  Primarily, the market partners consisted of Albertson’s, Buy Low, Food 4 Less, 
How’s, Ralphs, and Valu Plus.  Due to the difficulty of working with certain local 
proprietors, other locations, including city halls, were secured for the event dates.  Other 
market locations included Jax, Northgate, Stater Bros., Wal-Mart, Whole Foods, and 
Wolfe’s.  In order to provide flexibility for city participants, and to distribute bags outside 
of limited dates provided originally, Public Works distributed bags at nine (9) other 
events. 
 
Public Works used a variety of outlets to promote the campaign.  Press releases were 
sent to local cities to be tailored for their specific campaign events and sent to their local 
press and/or placed on their city websites.  Articles written about the campaign also 
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appeared in five (5) different County newsletters and in the San Gabriel Valley Tribune.  
The County purchased radio spots that were played during the month-long campaign 
funded by a State grant.  Campaign posters were distributed to local cities, which 
provided a degree of flexibility by allowing cities to write in their event locations and 
dates. 
 
Approximately 60,000 bags were distributed at local events within the County.  For the 
majority of events, Public Works handed out between 600 and 1,000 bags per market 
event.  Aside from these events, local city hall events received between 200-300 bags 
and a Wal-Mart event in Rosemead passed out approximately 2,000 bags.  Cities, as 
well as non-profits including LA Works, Heal the Bay, and EarthShare of California 
helped to assist in the distribution of reusable bags at local supermarkets.  Local 
governments also donated approximately 1,000 bags which were handed out during 
their city’s Brag About Your Bag® event. 
 
Public Works worked with 710ESPN radio to host a special one-day distribution event at 
the UCLA vs. USC football game that took place on Saturday, November 28, 2009 at 
the Los Angeles Coliseum.  Public Works distributed approximately 7,500 customized 
Brag About Your Bag® reusable bags.  Both USC and UCLA agreed to allow Public 
Works to use their logo for this one-time event. 
 
As an added incentive to bring in five (5) single use plastic bags in exchange for a 
reusable bag, residents were also given an opportunity to win two prizes:  lunch with 
Luke Walton (18 and under) and a trip for two to Miami.  The winners for the events 
were announced at the concluding press conference on December 17, 2009. 
 
The collected plastic bags were gathered together to construct a ball structure made 
exclusively from single use plastic bags.  The feat was completed with help of individual 
volunteers and members of CalWorks, the Sierra Club, the Los Angeles and 
San Gabriel Conservation Corp., La Causa, and Public Works.  The ball was completed 
on December 30, 2009, and has been certified with the Guinness World Record for the 
Largest Plastic Bag Sculpture using 36,700 bags. 
 
 
Data Collection Efforts for Disposal Rate Reduction Measurement 
 
CalRecycle Data Collection 
 
In an effort to establish baseline consumption data for Fiscal Year (FY) 2007-08,  
Public Works attempted to work with CalRecycle over a two year period since 
supermarkets and large retail stores with a pharmacy are required by State law to 
submit plastic bag consumption and recycling data to CalRecycle.  Although CalRecycle 
provided recycling data for calendar years 2007 and 2008, this data does not enable us 
to calculate accurate baseline consumption figures because: 
 

• Data is aggregated Statewide making it virtually impossible to identify the 
proportion attributable to the County's unincorporated areas. 
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• Most data received from CalRecycle are aggregated by store chain due to the 
corporate reporting procedure of most companies even though State law requires 
stores to maintain store-specific data. 

• Plastic film is commingled with plastic bags by stores for recycling and 
CalRecycle has not been able to develop an accurate ratio by which to estimate 
the percentage of plastic bags contained in the commingled plastic film. 

 
Public Works Data Collection 
 
Due to the above cited limitations from CalRecycle, Public Works attempted to work 
directly through the 67 unincorporated area stores to obtain the necessary data.   
Public Works experienced significant challenges and delays in collecting this data 
despite sending letters, repeatedly calling store managers, and meeting directly with 
store personnel.  As indicated in Table 1, Public Works has collected limited purchasing 
and/or recycling data from 45 out of the 67 stores located in the County unincorporated 
areas.  A total of 31 stores have provided data for all years, however, this recycling data 
is for commingled plastic film with no method identified for adjusting the stated amounts 
to account only for plastic bags.  Therefore, this data collection methodology has not 
enabled us to obtain data to determine if the first voluntary Program benchmark has 
been achieved. 
 
American Chemistry Council Proposed Data Collection 
 
At the request of the ACC, the Working Group had agreed to include plastic bags that 
are recycled through curbside recycling programs in the benchmark calculation.  The 
ACC submitted a report of plastic bags recycled from material recovery facilities (MRFs) 
that collect plastic film and bags from curbside programs, covering calendar years 2007-
09.  Public Works has determined that this report cannot be used in its current form 
because it contains incomplete information and data that is difficult to segregate and/or 
verify.  Public Works has requested the following important follow-up information from 
the ACC for verification: 
 

• Documented records of percentage of plastic bags present in the soft plastic 
recycling stream, which may include plastic bags, plastic film, or other plastic 
products and materials. 

 
• Documented records of amount of soft plastic specifically originating from County 

unincorporated areas. 
 

• Quantity of soft plastic originating from curbside programs, segregated from 
materials originating from commercial sources (which likely include 
store-collected materials already accounted for in data provided by CalRecycle 
and/or individual stores). 

 
• Amount of soft plastic recycled or recovered from the total amount processed by 

the facility (the remainder would be contaminated materials sent for disposal). 
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Public Works has been unable to verify this information either through ACC or directly 
through the MRFs that provided the data originally.  In many cases, it appears that the 
MRFs did not track this information or for proprietary reasons are unwilling to share it 
publicly.  In order to develop a methodology to include curbside recycling in the 
calculation of the benchmark, the above issues must be addressed to ensure that only 
plastic bags are counted; bags counted as recycled are actually being recycled; and the 
same bags are not counted at multiple stages of the recycling process.  The estimated 
plastic bag recycling figures may be substantially inflated without such verification. 
Additionally, absent these critical factors, estimates could only be extrapolated, with 
questionable accuracy, based on limited data currently available. 
 
 
Program Evaluation 
 
On January 28, 2008, your Board adopted benchmarks to establish numerical 
standards by which to evaluate the effectiveness of stores in reducing single use plastic 
bags as a component of the voluntary Program.  The first Board-established voluntary 
benchmark, using total consumption during FY 2007-08 as the baseline, is 30 percent 
disposal reduction by July 1, 2010. 
 
Public Works initially planned to address the benchmark utilizing data from CaIRecycle, 
however, as discussed below, when the data was not available for the unincorporated 
areas, the Department attempted to directly collect the data from the unincorporated 
area stores. This methodology resulted in a limited response from stores, as discussed 
above. 
 
Over a two-year period and despite State law, stores in the unincorporated areas have 
not provided data that would enable staff to determine if the voluntary Program 
benchmark of 30 percent disposal reduction of plastic bags by July 1, 2010 has been 
met.  The public education and outreach aspects of the voluntary Program, including the 
enormously successful Brag About Your Bag Campaign®, were effective in raising 
awareness of the environmental impacts of single use bags and the benefits of reusable 
bags.  However, this awareness did not translate into a shift in consumer behavior that 
was significant enough to address the major objectives of the County, including the 
primary objective of significantly reducing the use of single use bags, and the 
corresponding litter and disposal of those bags. 
 
The final measure of the effectiveness of the Program was the participation of stores in 
the voluntary Program.  Despite site visits, phone calls, faxes, and letters from County 
staff, less than 12 percent of the 67 large supermarkets and pharmacies in the County 
unincorporated areas met the minimum participation levels identified in the Resource 
Packet distributed to each store in August 2008.  As a result, in August 2010, a 
recommendation was presented to the Program Working Group to: 
 

1. Discontinue the County's labor-intensive outreach to stores to collect data. 
 

2. Finalize the EIR and ordinance to ban plastic bags for adoption by the Board of 
Supervisors. 
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3. Continue to support AB 1998 that seeks to ban single use bags Statewide. 

 
The overall assessment of the Voluntary Program was that it was not successful in 
achieving the County’s objectives. 
 
 
Reusable Bag Standard 
 
Under current State law (California Public Resources Code, Chapter 5.1), plastic 
carryout bags are considered reusable if they meet certain requirements, including 
being at least 2.25 mils thick.1  It does not specify a standard for durability of reusable 
bags, leading to a standard that may lead to a proliferation of slightly thicker bags that 
are essentially utilized by the public as single-use bags.  Although there are no current 
Federal and local laws regulating reusable bags, the County has gathered and analyzed 
relevant current and proposed reusable bag standards and guidelines worldwide, 
including the Green Seal standard, Korean Industrial Standards, and Canada’s 
Environmental Choice Program, to establish a performance-based standard for 
reusable bags that is designed to ensure multiple uses of these bags.  The following 
minimum reusable bag performance standards are recommended: 
 

• Bags must have a minimum volume of 15 liters.2 

• Bags must have a minimum load capacity of 22 pounds under wet conditions3. 

• Bags must have a minimum lifetime of 125 uses4. 
 
Figure 1 shows a sample bid specifications for ordering reusable bags developed by 
Public Works. 
 

                                                 
1 http://codes.lp.findlaw.com/cacode/PRC/1/d30/3/5.1/s42250 
2 Environmental Choice Program CCD-100 (Reusable Utility Bags) See: http://www.terrachoice-
certified.com/common/assets/criterias/CCD-100.pdf 
3 Green SealTM Environmental Standard for Reusable Bags (GS-16) See: 
http://www.greenseal.org/certification/standards/reusable_utility_bags_gs-16.pdf 
4 As tested by Environmental Choice Program Acceptance Test Procedure ATP001 
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Figure 1: Sample Reusable Bag Bid Specifications
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