A 5-cent bag tax solves plastic pollution
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Plastic has penetrated all aspects of daily life and is one of the most commonly used materials on the planet. The production of plastic is exponentially increasing, and it is now estimated that we produce the weight of the entire human population in plastic each year.[1] Plastic can be found in clothing, appliances, transportation, medicine, and even food.[2] Half of all plastic produced is used for single-use purposes, which includes plastic bags, bottles, and containers.[3] Although single-use plastics are often used just once for a few minutes, they accumulate and last on the planet for hundreds of years.[4] Worldwide, 500 million plastic bottles are used every year and more than one million plastic bags are used each minute.[5] Additionally, plastic bags are used for only 15 minutes on average before they are discarded.[6] To combat this growing and alarming issue, the federal government should implement a nationwide plastic bag tax to ensure each state is doing its part to fight plastic waste. This tax will mandate that each state implements a 5-cent plastic bag fee, which individual states or cities can increase or add an additional ban onto.
When single-use plastic is disposed of, it will either end up in a landfill or the ocean. Between 1950 to 2015, only 9% of plastic was recycled overall and 79% ended up in landfills, where plastic can take up to 1000 years to degrade.[7],[8] Once in a landfill, plastic can either accumulate, clutter around drains and enter rivers and the ocean, or blow away and land in the ocean.[9] Littered plastic is most often carried by rainwater and wind to the nearest streams and rivers.[10] Additionally, smaller plastics such as cotton buds and wipes can be flushed down the drain, sending it to the ocean.[11] The bottom line is that if plastic is not disposed of properly, chances are it will find its way into the ocean. It is estimated that over 8 million tons of plastic enter the ocean every year and over 90% of seabirds have plastic in their stomachs.[12]
In order to combat the widespread damage of single-use plastic, many cities and states have adopted single-use plastic bag taxes or bans. While a ban on plastic bags may seem like a more effective solution to stopping plastic pollution, there can often be unforeseen consequences such as an increase in paper bag sales.[13] For example, New York’s plastic bag ban has drastically increased the demand in paper bags and it is estimated that retailers will need roughly 3 to 4 billion paper bags to meet these requests.[14] Plastic bag taxes, on the other hand, have shown to be an effective way to incentivize shoppers to bring their own bags from home or not use a bag at all. Further, through altered consumer behaviors in response to plastic bag taxes, plastic production will decrease due to a reduced demand. In its place, alternative and more sustainable materials can be used.
California became the first state to pass a statewide bag ban in 2014, which included a 10-cent tax on paper and plastic bags. A study by CalRecycle showed that within 6 months of the law’s enactment, there was an 85% reduction in the amount of plastic bags used and in 86% of transactions, customers brought their own bag.[15] Chicago’s 7-cent bag tax in 2017 reduced plastic bag usage in stores by 27.7% within one year and increased the usage of reusable bags by 15.5%.[16] The University of Chicago conducted a study surrounding Chicago’s plastic bag tax and found that consumers’ behavior shifts were largely due to 3 main mechanisms: reference dependence, salience, and habit formation.[17] These all suggest that consumers were quick to notice the price change of plastic bags and made an effort to adjust their behavior to avoid the tax. In 2010, Washington D.C. implemented a 5-cent bag tax which led to sharp reductions in plastic bag usage. Within the first few months of the tax’s enactment, plastic bag usage dropped by 85%, however this figure has been speculated to be an overestimation due to the methods used to report usage.[18] Additionally, clean-ups around D.C. showed a 72% reduction in plastic bag pollution.[19]
It is clear from these examples that taxes on plastic bags make a significant impact on consumer behavior and help reduce single-use plastic pollution. Further, it takes relatively little time for consumers to adjust and adapt to the tax. While other states and cities have adopted bans and taxes to help reduce single-use plastic production and pollution, there are still many states that have not followed suit. In order to make the most powerful impact on plastic pollution, the U.S. should adopt a nationwide 5-cent plastic bag tax. Each state or city may choose to raise this tax or implement an additional plastic bag ban, however with a minimum tax all states will have some measure in place to combat plastic pollution. Still, the 5-cent bag tax in Washington D.C. has proven that 5 cents is enough to incite significant behavioral changes. In 2050, research indicates that there will be more plastic in the ocean than fish by weight.[20] It is imperative that the federal government take action on reducing the amount of plastic produced and polluted in order to combat this terrifying prediction and work towards a cleaner and more sustainable planet.
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