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Executive Summary

Puget Sound is threatened by 
plastic pollution. Plastic trash 
persists for hundreds of years 

and can kill or harm whales, turtles, 
seabirds and other marine animals. 

S ingle  use  p las t ic  bags  are  a 
significant part of the problem. To 
reduce ocean pollution and protect the 
environment, dozens of national and 
local governments across the planet 
have taken official action to reduce 
or eliminate single use plastic bags.

State and local governments in 
Washington should follow their lead 
and ban the use of plastic grocery bags.

Plastic bags contribute to the 
pollution of Puget Sound.

Washingtonians use over 2 billion •	
plastic bags per year. Nationwide, 
less than 6 percent of plastic bags are 

recycled. Instead, they end up sitting 
in landfills, littering streets, clogging 
streams, fouling beaches, or floating 
in the Sound.

Researchers at the University of •	
Washington-Tacoma have found 
plastic pollution in every water 
sample they have taken from Puget 
Sound.

In April 2010, a dead grey whale •	
washed up on the beach in West 
Seattle. It had 20 plastic bags in its 
stomach.

In the Strait of Juan de Fuca, •	
researchers found that 12.2 percent 
of gulls consume plastic – half of 
which was thin-film, like what plastic 
bags are made of.
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On beaches of Orcas Island, •	
volunteers collected more than 
10,000 pieces of micro-plastic in 
one day of cleanup work, including 
pieces of plastic bags.

More than 80 national and local 
governments around the world have 
taken action to protect the ocean by 
reducing the use of plastic bags.

At least 20 nations and 88 local •	
governments have passed bans on 
distributing thin plastic or other 
types of disposable plastic bags, 
including the nations of Italy, 
Kenya, Mongolia, Macedonia, 
and Bangladesh; the states of 
Maharashtra, India and Buenos 
Aires, Argentina; and the cities of 
Karachi, Pakistan and Telluride, 
Colorado.

Approximately 26 nations and local •	
communities have established fee 
programs to reduce plastic bag use 
and/or increase the use of reusable 
alternatives, including Botswana, 
China, Hong Kong, Wales, 
Ireland, Israel, Canada’s Northwest 
Territories, Toronto, Mexico City, 
and Washington, D.C.

Bans and meaningful fee programs 
effectively reduce plastic bag 
pollution.

Ireland, which in 2002 established •	
a fee roughly equivalent to 28 U.S. 
cents per bag, saw plastic bag use 
drop by 90 percent within the first 
year. 

After Washington, D.C., •	
implemented a much smaller 5-cent 
tax on plastic bags, the number of 
plastic bags distributed by food 

retailers fell from 22.5 million per 
month to 3.3 million per month. 

The year after banning plastic bags •	
at pharmacies and supermarkets 
in 2007, San Francisco businesses 
distributed 127 million fewer plastic 
bags, and cut overall bag waste 
reaching the city landfill by up to 10 
percent.

Two Washington cities have already 
taken action to reduce plastic bag 
pollution.

Edmonds was the first city in •	
Washington to ban plastic bags, 
adopting a ban in 2009.

More recently, Bellingham adopted •	
a ban on thin-plastic carry-home 
bags and a 5 cents fee on paper bags 
in July 2011.

Other cities, including Seattle, Lake •	
Forest Park, and Mukilteo, are 
actively considering bag bans.

Much more progress can be made 
to reduce plastic pollution in Puget 
Sound and transform our throw-
away culture.

Education and recycling cannot •	
keep pace with the generation of 
plastic bag pollution. For example, 
despite a 2006 law in California 
requiring retailers to place bag 
recycling bins in front of their 
stores, less than 5 percent of bags 
there are recycled.

To make a real impact, all Washing-•	
ton cities and counties should 
restrict the use of plastic bags, and 
advocate for similar action at the 
state level.
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Introduction

Puget Sound is an irreplaceable trea-
sure. It is central to Washington’s 
culture and our livelihood. Harbor 

seals play within our bays and thousands 
of salmon make their way through the 
Sound every year to spawn. Three en-
dangered pods of resident orcas visit 
the Sound on a regular basis. Seabirds 
congregate on our beaches and in our 
harbors, belting out their familiar cries. 
And beneath the waves, the seafloor is 
filled with sea grasses and clam beds.

The Sound is also an incredibly valu-
able part of our economy. The benefits 
provided by Puget Sound – including 
food, protection from storms, attrac-
tions for tourism, and opportunities for 
recreation – contribute an estimated $83 
billion directly to the economy.1

Unfortunately, Puget Sound and our 
oceans are also in trouble. Destructive 

overfishing, global climate change, 
habitat loss, and toxic run-off are put-
ting important marine ecosystems at 
risk. Many critical wildlife populations 
and historic salmon runs are in serious 
decline.

The problems facing Puget Sound 
and our oceans are varied and complex, 
from our overdependence on fossil fuels 
to our careless use of natural resources. 
However, many of these problems can 
be traced back toward an unreasonable 
expectation that our consumer activities 
don’t impact the Sound despite growing 
evidence to the contrary.  

To protect and preserve Puget Sound 
for the long haul, we need to recognize 
the real and increasing threat that plastic 
pollution poses.  The most important 
way to accomplish this is to generate 
less trash.
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Plastic bags – the single use kind you 
receive at many grocery stores – are a 
good place to start. These bags help us 
move groceries for a few minutes, but they 
pollute our environment for hundreds of 
years and threaten our wildlife. These 
bags represent a wasteful and unneces-
sary use of limited fossil fuel resources. 
Switching to reusable bags can cut down 
on the amount of plastic trash ending up 
in Puget Sound and begin to raise public 
consciousness about the need to make our 
communities more sustainable.

Banning plastic bags is an idea whose 
time has come. As this report shows, na-
tions from Tanzania to Italy, and commu-
nities from Buenos Aires to Bellingham, 

have taken action to reduce plastic bag 
pollution. While the list of policies 
covered in this report is not necessarily 
exhaustive, it does show the wide scope 
of action across the planet to protect our 
oceans, reduce litter, and use our natural 
resources more wisely.

By joining these global communities 
in banning plastic bags, Washington has 
an opportunity to build on its reputa-
tion for environmental leadership and 
become the first state in the U.S. to ban 
plastic bags. Each new county, city or 
town that takes action to reduce plastic 
bag pollution builds momentum to-
wards a cleaner Puget Sound and ocean 
for current and future generations.

These bags help us move groceries for a few minutes, but they pollute our environment for 
hundreds of years and threaten our wildlife.
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Plastic Bags Pollute Puget Sound

Plastic trash contaminates Puget 
Sound and litters its shoreline. 
This litter, including plastic bags, 

poses a serious threat to wildlife in 
the Sound. Many marine species may 
mistake plastic for food. When they 
ingest plastic, they can choke, suffer 
digestive system blockages, or absorb 
toxic chemicals.

In April 2010, West Seattle residents 
found a grey whale, dead on the beach. A 
necropsy revealed that the whale’s stom-
ach was full of trash, including 20 plastic 
bags.2 Further out in the Strait of Juan 
de Fuca, the Port Townsend Marine 
Science Center found that about 12.2 
percent of the gulls nesting along the 
shores were consuming plastic. Half of 

this plastic was thin film, which includes 
plastic bags.3

The problem is not limited to Puget 
Sound. According to the United Nations 
Environment Programme, every square 
mile of ocean contains 46,000 pieces of 
floating plastic, on average.4 About one 
thousand miles off the Washington coast, 
more than 100 million tons of plastic gar-
bage has concentrated in an area known 
as the Great Pacific Garbage Patch.5 
Churned by ocean currents, this toxic, 
plastic soup spans an area twice the size of 
Texas.6 Within this area, plastic outweighs 
plankton by up to six times during certain 
times of the day.7

Plastic pollution ends up in ocean 
animals. In June 2011, researchers at 
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UC San Diego’s Scripps Institute of 
Oceanography published a study finding 
that nearly one in ten small fish collected 
in the middle of the Pacific Ocean had 
plastic in their bodies. The researchers 
estimated that world-wide, fish are eat-
ing as much as 24,000 tons of plastic each 
year.8 Over 260 marine species have been 
found with plastic in their stomachs or 
tangled around their bodies– interfering 
with feeding, movement and reproduc-
tion, and causing injury or death.9

Sea turtle, which feed on jellyfish, often 
mistake plastic bags for jellyfish and eat 
them.10 One study found that nearly 30 
percent of turtle mortality in the eastern 
Moreton Bay region was due to plastic 
debris consumption. Half of the plastic in 
turtle stomachs was thin plastic, like the 
kind used to make plastic bags.11

On Midway Island, over one thou-
sand miles from any major city, is one 
of the largest nesting sites of the Laysan 
albatross.  These birds soar hundreds 
of miles in search of food to bring back 
to their chicks, and all too often, they 
mistakenly bring back plastic.  One 
study revealed that 97.5% of the chicks 
had plastic in their stomach, and 40% of 
these chicks died from eating too much 
plastic trash.12

Plastic does not biodegrade in the 
ocean. Rather, it breaks up into smaller 
and smaller pieces, which remain hazard-
ous to the ocean ecosystem. While not 
as visible as large pieces of plastic trash, 
small plastic bits, or micro-plastics, are a 
huge problem in Puget Sound. On Orcas 
Island, cleanup volunteers collected more 
than 10,000 pieces of small pieces of 
plastic during one day of work at Fishing 
Bay.13 Scientists estimate that 6 tons of 
plastic litter Washington’s shoreline.14 

Small pieces of plastic are not limited 
to our beaches; they are floating in our 
waters. Researchers at the University of 
Washington - Tacoma found plastic bits 
in every sample they have taken from 

Puget Sound examined the extent of 
micro-plastic pollution in the water, and 
they have found plastic in every sample 
taken.15

Very small pieces of plastic or mi-
croplastics pose threats as well. These 
specks of plastic absorb other chemi-
cals in the water, including the banned 
toxicants DDT and PCBs, becoming 
super-concentrated toxic pellets.16 Small 
plastics are easily ingested by filter feed-
ers, like clams and mussels, facilitating 
the accumulation of toxic chemicals 
up the food chain. Any other animals 
(including humans) that eat these con-
taminated shellfish risk ingesting these 
same toxins.17

These chemicals are already found in 
our wildlife, and it’s possible that plastic 
helped move them there. According to 
the Washington Department of Fish 
and Wildlife, PCB levels in Chinook 
salmon from Puget Sound are 3-5 times 
higher than any other population on the 
West Coast. Herrings and Mussels in 
the Sound were also found to have high 
levels of PCB.18 Toxic contamination is 
also one of the major threats to Puget 
Sound’s endangered orca pods. PCB 
levels in resident orcas are high enough 
to make them sick, impacting their re-
productive and immune systems. Young 
orcas are especially impacted by toxic 
contamination since these chemicals 
become extremely concentrated in their 
mother’s milk.19

Plastic Bags Contribute to the 
Pollution in Puget Sound

Too much of this plastic trash in 
Puget Sound comes from items that we 
use for a short time and then discard. 
Single use plastic bags are a prime – and 
visible – example. Plastic bags are con-
venient, but they are also durable and 
buoyant. For a few minutes of carrying 
groceries, the bags have the potential to 
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contaminate Puget Sound and the ocean 
environment for hundreds of years.

Every year, Washingtonians use over 
2 billion plastic grocery bags.20 The city 
of Seattle alone uses about 292 million a 
year.21 Nationwide, less than 6 percent of 
these plastic bags end up recycled.22 In-

stead, the bags end up sitting in landfills, 
littering streets, clogging streams, fouling 
beaches, or floating out to sea. According 
to beach cleanup volunteers working with 
the Ocean Conservancy, plastic bags were 
the sixth-most common item found on 
beaches worldwide over 25 years of clean 
up events, accounting for 5 percent of all 
trash items.23

Plastic Pollution Costs Our 
Economy, Too

Plastic pollution costs developing and 
industrialized nations up to $1.3 billion 
annually, primarily by threatening fish-
ing, shipping and tourism industries.24 
In the United States, governments spend 
at least $11.5 billion annually on litter 
collection, disposal and enforcement. 
Businesses bear almost 80 percent of this 
burden.25

Plastic bags alone exact huge economic 
costs. Retailers spend hundreds of mil-
lions of dollars annually to provide single-
use bags to customers. Supermarkets 
spend up to $1,500 to $6,000 a month to 
provide single-use bags to their custom-
ers at check-out.26  Stores typically pay 2 
to 5 cents per plastic bag; these costs are 
embedded in food prices and are then 
passed onto consumers.27

Seattle city councilor Mike O’Brien stands 
with a bag monster in support of Seattle’s 
2009 bag fee.

photo: Environment Washington
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Communities Across the World Have 
Taken Action to Reduce Plastic Bag 
Pollution

More than 80 national and local 
governments across the world 
have taken official action to 

protect the ocean by reducing the use 
of plastic bags. In their place, retailers 
are selling reusable bags, or bags made 
from compostable material.

Nations from Kenya to Mongolia, 
and local governments from Maha-
rashtra, India to Rio de Janiero, Brazil, 
have taken action to ban single use 
plastic bags. Dozens more, from Hong 
Kong to Ireland, have established fee 
programs to reduce plastic bag use or 
support more sustainable alternatives. 
Other nations and communities have 
established taxes on businesses that 
distribute plastic bags.

Bans on Plastic Bags
At least 20 nations and 46 local gov-

ernments have implemented bans on 
distributing specific kinds of single use 
plastic bags.

Governments have had a variety of 
reasons to implement bag bans. Some 
communities enacted bag bans specifical-
ly to reduce ocean pollution – a rationale 
particularly common in communities 
whose economies depend upon beach ac-
tivities, whale watching and other forms 
of ocean tourism. Others chose to enact 
the policy to reduce litter. For example, 
the state of Maharashtra in India, where 
Bombay is located, banned plastic bags to 
prevent them from clogging storm drains 
and contributing to floods.28
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Policies that ban the distribution 
of plastic bags are the most effective 
at reducing plastic bag pollution. For 
example, the year after banning plastic 
bags at pharmacies and supermarkets 
in 2007, San Francisco businesses dis-
tributed 127 million fewer plastic bags, 
and cut overall bag waste reaching the 
city landfill by up to 10 percent.29  And 
four months after Huntingdon, Canada, 
banned plastic bags, the owner of a gro-
cery store reported that 82 percent of his 
customers brought their own bags, while 
the remainder chose paper.30

Bangladesh 2002

Bhutan 2005

Botswana 200732

China 2008

Eritrea 2005

Ethiopia 2008 

France 2010

Kenya 2008

Italy 2007

India 2002

Macedonia 201133

Mongolia 200934

Papua New Guinea 200935

Rwanda 2005

Somaliland 2005

South Africa 2003

Taiwan 2003

Tanzania 2006

Uganda 2007

United Arab Emirates 2011

photo: Istockphoto.com, user McIninch

Policies that ban the distribution of plastic 
bags or establish fees or taxes on such bags 
are effective at reducing plastic bag pollution, 
and encouraging the use of reusable bags.

Dahka, Bangladesh 2002

South Australia 2008

Northern Territory, Australia 2011

Loddon Shire, Victoria, Australia 2005

Corsica, France 1999

Paris, France 2007

Rio de Janiero, Brazil 2009

Buenos Aires, Argentina 2008

Leaf Rapids, Manitoba, Canada 2007

Eriksdale, Manitoba, Canada 200828

Coldwell, Manitoba, Canada 200829

Huntingdon, Quebec, Canada 2008

Hurghada, Red Sea Province, 
Egypt

200930

Delhi, India 2009

Maharashtra, India 200531

Himachal Pradesh, India 200932

Chandigarh, India 200833

Karachi, Sindh, Pakistan 200634

Zanzibar, Tanzania 2006

Llandysilio, Wales 2007

Nations:
At least 20 nations have passed bans to 

reduce bag pollution, including:31

Local Governments Abroad:
Additionally, more than 20 local gov-

ernments outside of the United States 
have passed plastic bag bans, includ-
ing:36
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Local Governments in the 
United States:

Well over 50 American communities 
have acted against  plast ic  bags, 
including:44

Local Governments in 
Washington 

Two cities in Washington have acted 
against plastic bag pollution: Edmonds 
and Bellingham.

Edmonds became the first city in the 
state of Washington to ban disposable 
plastic bags. After growing concern 
about the impact these bags have on the 
environment, the city council approved 
a ban in 2009.58

The next city to approve a ban came 
in July 2011, when the Bellingham City 
Council unanimously approved banning 
disposable plastic bags and a 5 cents fee 
on paper bags. The community rallied 
together behind the ordinance with 
thousands of signatures, neighborhood 
endorsements, and the support of major 
grocery stores in the city.59 These two 
cities have set the standard for the rest 
of Washington to follow.

Fee Programs and Taxes
Approximately 25 nations and lo-

cal communities have established fee 
programs to reduce plastic bag use or 
encourage reusable alternatives.

Fee programs and taxes can have 
multiple purposes. First, by establishing 
a price on disposable bags, governments 
can send a price signal to citizens to mo-
tivate different behaviors. For example, in 
2002 the Republic of Ireland established 
a15 Euro cent tax on plastic bags (roughly 
equivalent to about 28 U.S. cents per bag 
today), applied to consumers at the point 
of sale. In the first year of this policy, 
consumers used 90 percent fewer plastic 
bags. The tax grew relatively less effective 
over time, so the nation increased the tax 
in 2007. Overall, plastic bags have gone 
from 5 percent to less than 0.25 percent 
of the waste stream.60

Washington, D.C. provides another 
example. After the district implemented 
a much smaller 5 cent tax on plastic 

American Samoa (2011)

Maui County, Hawaii (2008)

Kauai County, Hawaii (2009)

At least 30 coastal commu-
nities in Alaska, including 
Bethel

(2009)45

Telluride, Colorado (2011)46

Westport, Connecticut (2008)47

Unincorporated Marshall 
County, Iowa

(2008)48

Outer Banks, North Carolina (2009)49

Southampton Village, New 
York

(2011)50

Suffolk County, New York (1998)51

Brownsville, Texas (2011)

South Padre Island, Texas (2011)52

Unincorporated Marin 
County, California

(2011)

Fairfax, California (2008)

Unincorporated L.A. County, 
California

(2010)

Calabasas, California (2011)

Malibu, California (2008)

Long Beach, California (2011)

Santa Monica, California (2011)

San Francisco, California (2007)

Unincorporated Santa Clara 
County, California

(2011)

Palo Alto, California (2011)

San Jose, California (2010)

San Luis Obispo, California (2011)53

Laguna Beach, California (2011)54

West Hollywood, California (2011)55

Unincorporated Santa Cruz 
County, California

(2011)56

Aspen, Colorado (2011)57
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bags, the number of bags distributed by 
food retailers fell from 22.5 million per 
month to 3.3 million per month.61 That 
is a decrease of more than 85 percent. 
This action translated into an observed 
decrease in plastic pollution in rivers and 
streams. According to the Alice Ferguson 
Foundation, since implementation of the 
bag fee, river cleanup efforts have turned 
up 66 percent fewer plastic bags.62

Fee policies can also reimburse shop 
owners for any added expense of policy 
compliance. For example, stores in un-
incorporated Los Angeles County must 
charge customers 10 cents for every paper 
bag provided. The store retains the rev-
enue and can use it to cover the cost of 
providing paper bags or the cost of edu-
cating customers about reusable bags. 

Fee programs and taxes can also pro-
vide funding for government programs. 
For example, Ireland uses the money 
from its bag tax for recycling programs, 
enforcement of solid waste laws, and 
other environmental priorities.63

Some countries have both a ban on 
certain types of plastic bags, and fees on 
others. For example, China has banned 
disposable bags that fail to meet the 
durability standards necessary to be 
considered reusable. China then requires 
retailers to charge customers a fee to ob-
tain one of the more durable plastic bags, 
encouraging reuse.64

Governments that have created fee 
programs or taxes applied to single use 
bags include:65

Nations:
Belgium (2007)

Botswana (2007)66

Bulgaria (2011)

China (2008)67

Denmark (1994)68

Hong Kong (2009)69

Germany (earlier than 2005)70

Ireland (2002)

Israel (2008)

The Netherlands (2008)71

South Africa (2003)72

Wales (2011)

Local Governments Abroad:
Northwest Territories, Canada (2010)

Toronto, Ontario, Canada (2009)

Amqui, Quebec, Canada (2008)73

Mexico City, Mexico (2009)

Andalucia, Spain (2011)74

Local Governments in the 
United States:

Washington, D.C. (2009)

Montgomery County, Maryland (2011)

Local Governments in 
Washington:

In 2009, the Seattle City Council 
passed a law placing a 20-cent fee on plas-
tic bags, hoping to encourage consumers 
to use their reusable bags instead. While 
this policy might have reduced plastic bag 
consumption, it was over-turned by a bal-
lot initiative funded almost entirely by the 
American Chemistry Council (ACC), an 
industry group with members like Exxon 
Mobil and Dow Chemical. Pouring over 
$1.4 million into defeating the bag fee, 
the ACC outspent environmental groups 
18 to 1, largely using false claims to defeat 
the measure.75
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Policy Recommendations

Nothing we use for a few minutes 
should end up polluting Puget 
Sound for hundreds of years. 

Items meant only for a single use provide 
dubious convenience, and a great deal 
of hidden cost. When we throw away 
something like a plastic bag, “away” may 
actually mean our beaches, Puget Sound, 
or the belly of a whale.

To protect Puget Sound and conserve 
precious natural resources, our culture 
needs to shift away from its “throw-away” 
mentality.

Washingtonians will have to reduce 
the amount of trash and pollution mak-
ing its way to the water. An obvious first 
place to start is to reduce the amount of 
unnecessary plastics, like plastic bags.

Education and recycling efforts simply 

cannot keep pace with the generation 
of plastic bag pollution. Accordingly, 
Washington should adopt a state-wide 
policy to ban the use of single use plas-
tic bags. Until that happens, cities and 
counties in Washington should enact 
policies to ban or limit the use of single 
use plastic bags. Not only can these in-
dividual policies have a meaningful im-
pact, they can build momentum for the 
state to take similar action. With Puget 
Sound in our own backyard, Washing-
ton should be a leader on this issue and 
serve as an example for the rest of the 
West Coast and the country.

Ultimately, Washington’s actions 
can lead to a cleaner Puget Sound and 
ocean for current and future genera-
tions.
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