
Small steps 

The greenest should not be the enemy of the green. 

Wales, Washington DC, Malta and New Delhi may have little in common, but the same debate 
is currently raging in all four places, on the rights and wrongs of plastic bags. The Welsh 
government has proposed levying a fee on them; Washington’s city council is contemplating a 
similar measure; Malta has adopted one, which will come into force on March 1st; and Delhi 
announced an outright ban last month, which bagmakers are petitioning the courts to 
overturn. 

If these measures stick, they will join a growing list of bag-bashing schemes around the world. 
Ireland introduced a tax in 2002. Bangladesh opted for an outright ban the same year. Since 
then, numerous spots have followed suit. Taiwan, Israel and Germany, to name a few, have all 
instituted fees or taxes, while Bhutan, Eritrea and Western Samoa have joined the ban camp, 
which France will join next year. 

 

San Francisco was the first big city in America to enact a ban, in 2007. Los Angeles followed 
suit last year. Now state legislators are mulling a ban for the rest of California. Other places, 
including China, South Africa and India, have laws fixing a minimum thickness for bags. That 
does away with those that are least likely to be recycled and most likely to blow or float to 
places where they are not wanted. 

The ugliness of discarded bags is the least of the problems they spawn. In places like India and 
Bangladesh, they have a nasty habit of clogging drains; during monsoon season the resulting 
floods can cause huge damage and even the occasional death. 

Plastic bags are also a menace to animals. Many become snagged in them, or eat them—
potentially fatal mistakes. Bags that wind up at sea can absorb toxic chemicals, making them 
even more harmful to the wildlife around them. And they never really biodegrade: they simply 
break into ever smaller pieces. 

Despite all these drawbacks, the world’s consumers are adding to the stock of bags at a 
fearsome pace. One website lets you watch a counter that shows global usage whirring swiftly 
upwards—it rises by a million bags each minute. 

Yet this collective addiction is relatively easy to break. In Ireland, for example, usage fell by 
90% after the “PlasTax” came into force. When individual chains start charging customers for 
bags, demand falls. Shoppers regularly tell big retailers that they long to be greener. So who 
would argue against banning plastic bags, or at least trying to curb our reflexive embrace of 
them? 

The answer, it turns out, is not just mildly inconvenienced shoppers or ardent civil libertarians, 
but also lots of environmentalists. Some point out that plastic bags are better than the most 



common alternative, paper ones, in at least one important respect: they require less energy to 
make and transport and so give rise to fewer emissions of greenhouse gases. 

Other green activists contend that the damage done by plastic bags is trivial in the grand 
scheme of the world’s environmental problems. So discouraging their use, the argument runs, 
lets people delude themselves into thinking that they are saving the planet. 

There is something in both arguments. Our green instincts often deceive us. Turning off the air 
conditioner and opening the car windows, it turns out, is bad for the environment, since the 
extra drag on the vehicle outweighs the power saved on cooling. There is no substitute for 
doing the sums. 

Moreover, people are often naive—or wilfully self-deluding—about the environmental 
significance of their actions. One need only drive a car 100 metres, according to one 
calculation, to use up the energy saved by going without a plastic bag. In terms of emissions 
caused, you would have to deny yourself over 100,000 of them to make up for a holiday in 
Australia. 

Yet it still seems wrong to belittle the bag-bashers. They are, after all, trying to take 
environmental considerations to heart, however ineptly. At the back of their minds, they 
doubtless realise that there are bigger and better things they could be doing, and perhaps 
someday they will. 

In other words, cutting back on plastic bags is not as trivial as it seems. It shows a willingness 
to change ingrained habits. Even the greenest of greens must admit that is a good starting 
point. 
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