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A Survey on the Economic Effects of 
Los Angeles County’s Plastic Bag Ban

Grocers and other retailers nationwide pack consumers’ purchases in plastic bags. 
However, a growing number of jurisdictions — including Los Angeles county, and cities 
such as Austin and Seattle — have banned the use of thin-film plastic bags. Other local 
governments, such as the Washington, D.C., city council, have implemented a per-bag tax.

Executive Summary
Grocers and other retailers nationwide pack consumers’ purchases in 
plastic bags. However, a growing number of jurisdictions — including 
Los Angeles county, and cities such as Austin and Seattle — have banned 
the use of thin-film plastic bags. Other local governments, such as the 
Washington, D.C., city council, have implemented a per-bag tax.

In July 2011, the Los Angeles county bag ban took effect for large grocery 
and retail stores in some areas of the county. In January 2012, the ban took 
effect for smaller grocery and convenience stores. The ban did not apply to 
any stores in incorporated areas of Los Angeles County. This study reports 
the results of a survey of store managers in both areas conducted by the 
National Center for Policy Analysis regarding the plastic bag ban. 

The purpose of the survey was to determine the effects of the ban on sales 
and employment at the stores affected by the ban. The study also sought to 
determine if their consumers changed their shopping behavior by increasing 
purchases at stores that could still offer plastic bags. The survey found 
that following full implementation of the ban, sales increased at stores in 
incorporated cities compared with stores in unincorporated areas. Of these 
respondents to the survey affected by the ban: 

 ■ Over a one-year period (pre- and post-bag ban), 60 percent of stores in 
incorporated areas reported an increase in sales averaging 9 percent.

 ■ Fourth-fifths of the stores in the unincorporated areas reported a decrease 
in sales averaging –5.7 percent.

Examining the overall change in sales of all the stores that responded 
among the two groups (incorporated versus unincorporated):

 ■ Incorporated stores experienced an increase in sales of 3.4 percent.
 ■ However, unincorporated stores reported a decline in sales of –3.3 
percent.

The ban negatively affected employment at stores inside the ban area. 
While every store inside the ban area was forced to terminate some of its 
staff, not a single store outside the ban area dismissed any staff. Stores inside 
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the ban area reduced their employment by more than 
10 percent. Stores outside the ban area increased their 
employment by 2.4 percent.

Many stores also began purchasing reusable bags. 
While 43 percent of stores in the ban area had not 
purchased reusable bags before, every store purchased 
these bags after the ban. And nearly half of these stores (48 
percent), lost money on reusable bags. Of the stores that 
lost money, 38 percent expected the losses to stop after 1 
month to 3 months, another 38 percent thought the losses 
would continue indefinitely. In order to stop losing money, 
29 percent of stores ceased providing free reusable bags, 
and another 36 percent increased prices on these bags. 
Most stores also lost money on paper bags. 

The study also examines the economic, 
environmental and health effects of bag bans and 
analyses their potential costs and benefits. Plastic 
bags are better for the environment than reusable or 
paper bags. For an equivalent amount of groceries, 
production of paper bags requires three times as 
much total energy and recovers only 1 percent of that 

energy through combustion. Paper bags also produce 
substantially more landfill waste. For an equivalent 
amount of groceries, single-use plastic bags produce 
15.5 pounds of waste while paper bags produce nearly 
75 pounds of plastic waste. 

Paper bags also produce more greenhouse gases. 
Plastic bags generate 68 percent fewer greenhouse 
gases than composted paper bags. Plastic bags 
consume 71 percent less energy during production 
than paper bags. Reusable bags may be the worst of 
all. Such bags need to be used 104 times to be less 
polluting than plastic bags. However, such bags are 
used only 52 times on average. 

Policymakers’ targeting of plastic bags is 
unfortunate. Banning or taxing such bags reduces 
economic activity and increases unemployment. 
However, plastic bags are less harmful to the 
environment than either paper or reusable bags. There 
are no economic or environmental reasons for banning 
or taxing plastic bags.
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Introduction
Grocers and other retailers nation-

wide pack consumers’ purchases in 
plastic bags. However, a growing 
number of jurisdictions — including 
Los Angeles County, and cities such 
as Austin and Seattle — have banned 
the use of thin-film plastic bags. 
Other local governments, such as the 
Washington, D.C. city council, have 
implemented a per-bag tax.

This study reports the results 
of a new survey conducted by the 
National Center for Policy Analysis 
regarding the plastic bag ban recently 
implemented in Los Angeles County. 
It also examines the economic, 
environmental and health effects of 
bag bans and analyzes their potential 
costs and benefits.1    

Banning plastic bags causes 
significant economic harm. 
Proponents of plastic bag bans 
primarily argue that such bans 
reduce the amount of waste entering 
landfills, lessen litter problems, help 
protect the environment and reduce 
petroleum consumption. However, 
none of these claims is supported 
by facts. Banning plastic bans is 
harmful to local economies and is 
not environmentally justified. 

 Economic Effects             
of the Los Angeles    
County Bag Ban

In 2011, the Los Angeles County 
Board of Supervisors passed an 
ordinance outlawing retailers’ use of 
thin-film polyethylene bags to pack 
consumers’ purchases. The bag ban 
was implemented in unincorporated 
areas (outside of city limits) of Los 
Angeles County in two stages. At 
first, the bag ban applied to large 

stores — with gross annual sales of 
at least $2 million or with 10,000 
square feet of retail space — effective 
July 1, 2011. The second stage of 
the ban included stores with gross 
annual sales of less than $2 million or 
less than 10,000 square feet of retail 
space and became effective January 
1, 2012. These stores included small 
grocery stores, drug stores and 
convenience stores. 

County leaders assumed that the 
ordinance would eliminate the use 
of plastic bags and leave consumers 
with two choices:  1) shoppers could 
bring a personal reusable bag or other 
container to carry their goods, or 
2) consumers could pay for a paper 
bag, with the fee acting as a penalty 
or deterrent to this option. When the 
county conducted its Environmental 
Impact Report (EIR) in 2009 it stated:

Should the proposed ordinances 
be adopted, it is anticipated that 
there would be a transition period 
during which consumers would 
switch to reusable bags. The County 
anticipates that a measurable 
percentage of affected consumers 
would subsequently use reusable bags 
(this percentage includes consumers 
currently using reusable bags) once 
the proposed ordinances take effect. 
The County further anticipates that 
some of the remaining consumers, 
those who choose to forgo reusable 
bags, may substitute plastic carryout 
bags with paper carryout bags.2

These were the only two choices 
county leaders considered. They 
failed to consider a third option:  that 
consumers would shop at stores 
unaffected by the ban — that is, 
stores in the incorporated areas 
of Los Angeles County. They did 
not consider the possibility that 
commerce would migrate, or be 
displaced, due to the law. In order 
to determine the effectiveness and 
consequences of the Los Angeles 
County plastic bag ban, the NCPA 
conducted a survey of 80 large stores 
(supermarkets and variety stores) 
affected by the ban beginning in July 
2011. Additionally, each large store in 
unincorporated Los Angeles County 
was matched with one or two other 
stores within two miles and also 
in an incorporated area. The stores 
were matched in order to compare 
the effect of any displacement of 
commerce due to the ban. 

The NCPA also contacted 
another list of 700 smaller stores 
in unincorporated areas that were 
affected by the ban beginning January 
1, 2012. Through letters, phone calls, 
emails and follow-up personal visits, 
NCPA staff sought responses to the 
survey from store managers. The 
response rate was 3 percent. [See 
Appendix I for the telephone script 
used.]  [For a list of the questions 
asked, see Appendix II.] 

Impact on Sales. Following 
the ban, sales increased at stores in 
incorporated cities compared with 
stores in unincorporated areas. Of the 
respondents to the survey: 

 ■ Over a one-year period (pre- 
and post-bag ban), 60 percent 
of stores in incorporated areas 
reported an increase in sales 
averaging 9 percent.

 ■ Fourth-fifths of the stores in the 

 

Insert callout here.
“A growing number of 

jurisdictions have banned 
the use of thin-film      

plastic bags.”
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unincorporated areas reported 
a decrease in sales averaging  
–5.7 percent.

Examining the overall change in 
sales of all the stores that responded 
among the two groups (incorporated 
versus unincorporated), Figure I 
shows:

 ■ Incorporated stores experienced 
an increase in sales of 3.4 
percent.

 ■ However, unincorporated stores 
reported a decline in sales of 
–3.3 percent.

Though a variety of factors 
influence sales, the survey results 
are consistent with a shift in 
consumer purchases from stores in 
unincorporated areas affected by the 
ban to stores in incorporated areas 
that were not affected by the ban. 

Impact on Retail Employment. 
The Los Angeles County bag ban is 
effective only outside of incorporated 
cities. However, 67 percent of the 

land in Los Angeles County is in 
unincorporated areas, and 10 percent 
of the county’s population (one 
million people) lives there.3 

Compared to the four-to-five-
month period before the ban 
took effect, none of the stores in 
incorporated areas of Los Angeles 
County reported employment losses 
following the ban. However, stores 
in the unincorporated areas reported 
job losses they attributed to displaced 
commerce: customers patronizing 
other stores that still offered plastic 
bags. In the initial period (July 2011 
to January 2012) this included smaller 
stores in the unincorporated areas 
as well as comparable, competing 
supermarkets and drugstores in 
incorporated areas.  

As shown in Figures II and III:

 ■ Forty-three percent of the stores 
surveyed were in incorporated 
areas, and they reported 
employing more people in the 

four to five months following 
the ban than before the ban.

 ■ Overall employment increased 
2.4 percent at stores in 
incorporated areas.

 ■ However, stores in the 
unincorporated areas all 
reported that the number of 
individuals they employed 
dropped after the bag ban — by 
an average of 10.4 percent.4 

Though some of these reported 
job losses could be the result of the 
economy, it is highly unlikely that 
employment would fall only among 
those stores in unincorporated areas. 
The unemployment rate in Los 
Angeles has been falling since July 
2010, before the ban took effect. In 
July 2010, the unemployment rate 
in Los Angeles County was 13.4 
percent; by May 2012, it had fallen to 
11.1 percent.5

Retail jobs would not be the only 
employment affected if bag bans 
became widespread. Though outside 
the scope of this study, it is worth 
noting that most thin-film plastic bags 
are made in the United States, and 
the plastics manufacturing industry 
employs more than 30,000 people 
directly and many more indirectly.6 
By contrast, most reusable bags are 
imported.  According to the U.S. 
International Trade Commission, 
approximately 573 million reusable 
bags were imported into the United 
States in 2011.7 If plastic bag bans 
spread, more imported reusable bags 
will replace domestically-produced 
plastic bags. Thus a ban has a 
negative impact on jobs. 

Impact on Bag Purchases. As 
expected, in the months following 
implementation of the Los Angeles 
County ban, stores in unincorporated 

Source:  Authors’ calculations.

Figure I
One Year Average Change in Reported Sales

Unincorporated Incorporated
$0.05

$0.11

$0.14 $0.15

–5.7% 

9% 
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areas reduced their plastic bag 
purchases. After the ban became 
effective: 

 ■ All of the stores in 
unincorporated areas 
responding to the survey 
reported reduced plastic bag 
purchases — declining by an 
average of 51 percent during the 
first month after the ban took 
place.

 ■ Three-fourths of the large stores 
reported reducing plastic bag 
purchases, and purchases fell an 
average of 17.4 percent. 

 ■ Half of the small stores in 
unincorporated areas stopped 
purchasing plastic bags after the 
ban — an average decrease of 
approximately 86.5 percent.

 ■ By the fourth month after the 
ban, all unincorporated stores 
reduced their plastic bag 
purchases 91 percent.

Over the same period, the stores in 
incorporated areas reported little to no 
change in plastic bag purchases. 

Reusable Bags. In Los Angeles 
County, stores affected by the plastic 
bag ban had the option of giving 
away or selling reusable bags, in 
addition to offering paper bags for 
a 10-cent fee. The stores surveyed 
reported:

 ■ Prior to the ban stores reported 
purchasing an average of 171 
reusable bags per month. 

 ■ After the ban stores bought 
2,275 bags per month, an 
increase of 1,232 percent. 

 ■ In total, 64 percent of stores 
increased their purchases, 
29 percent decreased their 
purchases and 7 percent 
reported no change. 

 ■ While 43 percent of stores 
reported that they did not 
purchase reusable bags before 
the ban, every store purchased 
these bags after the ban. 

Many of the stores reported losing 
money on reusable bags. One-
third of stores gave the bags away 
and two-thirds sold reusable bags. 
Approximately 48 percent of stores 
reported losing money on reusable 
bags, while 52 percent did not lose 
money on such bags. The stores 
that lost money reported an average 
loss of more than $600 per month. 
The stores were asked about their 
expectations for future losses:

 ■ Nearly 38 percent of stores 
expected the losses to stop after 
1 to 3 months, 12.5 percent 
between 4 to 6 months, and 
another 12.5 percent between 6 
months and 1 year. 

 ■ Another 38 percent expected 
the losses to last indefinitely 
(more than 1 year). 

 ■ In order to avoid losing money, 
almost 29 percent of stores said 
they would stop providing free 
reusable bags, and almost 36 
percent said they would raise 
prices on these bags. 

While stores lost money due to the 
plastic bag ban, customers lost both 
money and their freedom of choice 
(which reduces consumer welfare). 
Many customers prefer plastic bags 
to paper or reusable bags. As a result, 
it is likely that some consumers 
in unincorporated areas instead 
patronize stores in incorporated areas 
that offer plastic bags.

Alternatives to Reusable Bags. 
Without plastic bags, some customers 
decided to use alternative means to 
transport their groceries. 

Shopping Carts and Hand Baskets. 
Almost 20 percent of stores noted 
increases in the loss of shopping 
carts or hard shopping baskets. 
These losses totaled $500 to $3,000 

Source:  Authors’ calculations.

Figure II
Employment Change: Stores in Incorporated Areas

Percent Reporting Unemployment 
Losses

Average Change in Employment
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per month, with an average loss of 
$1,500. In an industry that relies on 
profit margins of less than 2 percent, 
$3,000 a month is a significant loss.

Produce Bags. Since customers 
could no longer use plastic bags to 
transport their groceries, some chose 
to put more of their grocery items in 
bags that were not banned — clear 
plastic produce bags. This explains 
why stores reported ordering nearly 
31 percent more plastic produce bags 
after plastic grocery bags were banned. 

Paper Bags. Though Los Angeles 
County banned plastic bags, it 
allowed the stores to offer consumers 
paper bags, but required them to 
charge customers 10 cents per bag. 
However, because stores could not 
predict with certainty how customers 
would react, they changed their 
purchasing strategies in different 
ways.  But almost all experienced 
some kind of monetary loss:

 ■ Some stores decreased purchases 
of paper bags by one-third while 
others increased paper bag 

purchases by 1,625 percent.

 ■ Though more than half (56 
percent) of stores increased 
their paper bag purchases, 
those that purchased more bags 
purchased significantly more 
while those that purchased less 
purchased only a few less. 

Paper bags are not functionally 
equivalent to plastic bags. Though a 
standard paper bag can hold a greater 
volume of products than a single 
plastic bag, they are less flexible, lack 
handles and do not have the same 
potential for reuse as plastic bags. 
Furthermore, given a choice, some 
consumers may prefer plastic bags 
over paper or the inconvenience and 
expense of carrying reusable bags.

Environmental 
Effects of Plastic and                

Reusable Bags
The main reason policymakers 

give for banning thin-film plastic 
bags is the impact of the bags on 

the environment. However, the 
environmental effects of plastic bags 
are negligible — and in number of 
ways plastic bags are environmentally 
preferable to the alternatives. 

Energy and Water Consumption. 
Producing plastic, paper and other 
types of bags requires energy, 
but some of that energy can be 
recovered if bags are recycled 
through combustion13. plastic bags 
and 1,500 compostable bags (for 
equivalent carry capacity):   

 ■ Traditional plastic bags require 
only 182,361.4 kcal of energy 
to produce, but some 2,581.3 
kcal of energy can be recovered 
through combustion.

 ■ By contrast, an alternative 
to traditional plastic bags, 
compostable plastic bags made 
of starch and other materials,11 
require more than twice as 
much energy (494,741.9 kcal) 
to produce, but only 3,477.5 
kcal can be recovered through 
combustion. 

 ■ Paper bags fare the worst, with 
more than three times as much 
energy consumption as plastic 
bags (626,672.9 kcal), whereas 
only 6,859.5 kcal can be 
recovered through combustion.

Landfill Waste. The same EPA 
study compared the weight of 
material entering the municipal waste 
stream, net of the material consumed 
by the combustion process, per 
1,000 paper bags, 1,500 plastic bags 
and 1,500 compostable bags (for 
equivalent carry capacity):

 ■ The production, use and 
disposal of plastic bags 
produces a net 15.51 pounds of 

Source:  Authors’ calculations.

Figure III
Employment Change: Stores in Unincorporated Areas

Percent Reporting Unemployment 
Losses

Average Change in 
Employment

$0.05

$0.11

$0.14 $0.15

–10.4% 

100% 
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municipal solid waste.
 ■ Compostable plastic bags 
produce 42.32 pounds of 
municipal solid waste.

 ■ Paper bags produced the 
most municipal waste, nearly          
75 pounds.

Thus, traditional plastic bags recover 
the largest percentage of energy. They 
also leave behind the smallest amount 
of municipal solid waste.

Water Use. A study of Australian 
shopping bags found that of various 
alternatives — single-use plastic 
bags, compostable plastic bags, 
paper bags and reusable bags — 
paper bags had the worst energy and 
environmental impact with respect 
to global warming, land use, water 
use and solid waste.12  The study 
measured environmental impacts for 
the equivalent number of different 
types of bags — based on a functional 
unit of 520 paper, single-use plastic 
or compostable plastic bags, or 4.1 
cloth bags.13  Production and use of 
plastic and compostable plastic bags 
consumed about 13.7 quarts of water 
(net), whereas cloth bags consumed 
about 52.8 quarts.14 The study found 
that single-use bags contributed 
5.95 pounds of solid waste, whereas 
compostable plastic bags contributed 
only 1.83 pounds of solid waste. But 
reusable cloth bags contributed the 
most solid waste: 7.24 pounds.

Plastic Bags versus Paper Bags. 
Plastic bags are significantly more 
environmentally friendly than paper 
bags. According to Use Less Stuff, 
an environmental advocacy group, 
plastic bags generate 39 percent 
less greenhouse gas emissions 
than uncomposted paper bags and 
68 percent less greenhouse gas 

emissions than composted paper 
bags.15  Additionally, plastic bags 
consume less than 6 percent of the 
water needed to make paper bags. 
More than 16 plastic bags can be 
created for every one paper bag using 
the same amount of water. Plastic 
bags consume 71 percent less energy 
during production than paper bags. 
Using paper bags instead of plastic 
bags generates almost five times more 
solid waste. 

The United Kingdom’s 
Environmental Agency evaluated 
nine categories of environmental 
impacts of paper and plastic 
bags. Paper bags were more 
environmentally harmful than plastic 
bags in every category: global 
warming potential, abiotic depletion, 
acidification, eutrophication, 
human toxicity, fresh water 
aquatic ecotoxicity, marine aquatic 
ecotoxicity, terrestrial ecotoxicity and 
photochemical oxidation.16

Plastic Bags versus Cloth Bags. 
Plastic bags are also noticeably 
more environmentally friendly than 
reusable cloth bags. 

While most plastic bags are 
manufactured domestically, most 
reusable bags are produced outside 
the United States in places like China. 
These bags are then transported via 
gas-guzzling cargo ships to customers 

in the United States. Cargo ship 
transport is a significant generator of 
pollution. Additionally, as reusable 
bags are made from cotton and 
other sources that require substantial 
amounts of farmland to produce, 
the production of cloth bags leads 
to destruction of forests in cotton 
producing regions. These farms can 
also increase erosion and lead to 
pesticides in drinking water. Cloth 
bags are much more challenging 
to recycle since they contain a 
combination of materials including 
metal, cotton and other fabrics.17  

The United Kingdom’s 
Environmental Agency determined 
that cotton bags have to be used 104 
times before their environmental 
performance surpasses that of plastic 
bags.18  However, the average cotton 
bag is only used 52 times, and some 
cloth bags are used much less. As 
a result, cloth bags have twice the 
negative environmental impact of         
plastic bags. 

Litter. Studies show that plastic 
bags represent a tiny portion of 
litter and that banning them has not 
reduced the amount. Nationwide 
studies show that plastic bags 
constitute no more than 1 percent to 
2 percent of all litter, on average.19  
According to the Keep America 
Beautiful campaign, plastic bags are 
not one of the top 10 sources of litter 
nationwide.20  The results of litter 
studies in various localities are fairly 
consistent:

 ■ In Austin, Texas, for example, 
an evaluation of representative 
litter found that plastics 
comprised 0.6 percent of the 
city’s total litter — but the 
figure was likely high due to the 
inclusion of other plastic waste, 
such as trash bags. 21  

Insert callout here.
“Nationwide, plastic bags 

constitute no more than       
1 to 2 percent of all litter,  

on average.”
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 ■ In California, a Statewide 
Waste Characterization Study 
found that banned plastic bags 
constitute only 0.3 percent of 
the waste stream in the state.22  

 ■ In San Francisco, surveyors 
found that plastic bags 
comprised 0.6 percent of the 
city’s litter before a local ban 
was enacted, and a year after 
the ban, the portion of the city’s 
litter attributable to plastic 
bags actually increased to             
0.64 percent. 

Recycling. A much larger 
percentage of plastic bags are 
recycled today than 10 years ago. 
According to a survey conducted 
by Moore Recycling Associates, the 
number of bags recovered increased 
27 percent between 2009 and 2010.23  
These bags made up approximately 
13 percent of the total film and 
bag material recovered in 2010. 
This amounted to approximately 
127 million pounds of plastic bags 
recycled in 2010, compared with 100 
million pounds in 2009. According 
to the EPA, almost 12 percent of 
plastic bags were recycled in 2010.24  
The number of bags recycled can 
substantially change the economic 
and environmental costs of the bags. 

Health Concerns 
Regarding Reusable   

Cloth Bags
There are also significant public 

health issues with reusable bags. 
Researchers from the University of 
Arizona and Loma Linda University 
have found that the reuse of grocery 
bags can lead to cross-contamination 
and a proliferation of disease-carrying 
bacteria.25  To determine the safety 

of reusable cloth bags, researchers 
collected reusable bags at random 
from customers who entered grocery 
stores in Arizona and California. In 
interviews, they found that reusable 
bags are rarely washed and often used 
for multiple purposes. Researchers 
discovered large numbers of bacteria 
in nearly all of the bags and coliform 
bacteria in approximately half of the 
bags. E coli bacteria were identified 
in 12 percent of the examined bags. 

This problem can be mitigated if 
reusable bags are washed regularly. 
Washing cloth bags can reduce 
bacteria by up to 99.9 percent. 
However, customers would have 
to wash the bags consistently; just 
one failed washing could lead to 
dangerous levels of bacteria. A 
total of 97 percent of all customers 
reported not cleaning their cloth bags 
on a regular basis.26  However, regular 
washing increases the environmental 
impact of reusable bags through 
increased water and energy use. 
Single use plastic bags to do not have 
these health issues. 

Conclusion
Policymakers hope that banning 

plastic bags will encourage customers 
to use cloth bags, but whether or not 
that occurs, the ban itself produces 
economic and environmental harm. 

The economic costs are 
substantial. Banning plastic bags 
reduces employment; provides 
an unfair advantage to retailers in 
one geographic area over another; 
leads to the theft of store shopping 
carts and shopping baskets; results 
in customers using more plastic 
produce bags (thus undercutting the 
effect of the ban); increases prices 
for consumers; decreases profit for 
producers; and decreases economic 
activity in the area. An impartial cost-
benefit analysis would be unlikely to 
justify banning plastic bags. 

Importantly, there are also no 
environmental benefits to banning 
plastic bags — but there is potential 
harm. Compared to cloth bags, plastic 
bags require less energy to produce 
and less energy to recycle and 
produce less municipal waste. Plastic 
bags generate fewer greenhouse gas 
emissions and require less water to 
produce than paper bags. Cloth bags 
need to be used 104 times before 
there is any environmental advantage 
over plastic bags. But most cloth bags 
are used half that amount. Reusing 
cloth bags can also lead to cross-
contamination and disease. 

Plastic bags may be an easy target 
for politicians. However, they are 
better for the environment than 
either paper or cloth bags, and many 
consumers prefer them. Before 
banning any product policymakers 
need to conduct a detailed economic 
and environmental analysis.  
Unfortunately, in Los Angeles 
County and other jurisdictions that 
have imposed bans or punitive taxes 
on bags, such studies have not been 
done. Since banning plastic bags 
harms both the economy and the 
environment, the use of plastics bags 
should be permitted.

Insert callout here.“Banning plastic bags 
reduces employment.”
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Appendix I:  Plastic Bag Script
The following script was used when NCPA staff contacted store managers.

“Hi, can I speak to the store manager please? Thank you.”

“Hi, I’m _____ _____ calling from the National Center for Policy Analysis. We are studying the economic impact of 
the new plastic bag legislation, and specifically how it has impacted store sales and profits.”

“What I’ve been doing is speaking to different store managers in the Los Angeles area (like yourself) to try and get a 
feel for the way the plastic bag ban has affected their stores.”

“We would like to send you a pretty short, 21-question survey that you can complete whenever it’s convenient. (We 
can send it to you via email, fax, or regular mail.) And for the store managers that participate we’ve been sending out a 
100-dollar check card once it’s completed because it really helps us out with our research. Additionally, once the report 
is completed, we will send out a copy of the study so you can see the effect the bag ban has had on your store. So, would 
you be willing to fill out a survey and help us with our research?”

If NO:  Thank them and hang up.
If YES:  Thank them, ask how they would like to receive the survey, get their information, thank them again, and hang 

up. Also, answer any questions they may have (within reason) about the survey.

Appendix II: Plastic Bag Ban Survey
Introduction: This survey is an attempt to gauge the economic impact of the recent ban on thin-firm plastic grocery 

bags (“plastic bags”) on grocery and drug stores within two miles of the border between incorporated areas and 
unincorporated areas of Los Angeles County.  Your answers will be confidential.

[Note: Questions marked with an asterisk (*) had slightly different answer selections based on the time a store’s bag 
ban took place.  For stores that were affected by the January 1, 2012 ban, the year to year sales and employment responses 
were measured from January, February, March and April 2011 to January, February, March and April 2012.  Questions 
#12 and #13 were based on January, February and May 2012 results.]

1. How would you classify your store?

o ___ A large grocery/major chain grocer
o ___ A large retail store that sells groceries as well
o ___ An independent grocery store
o ___ A grocery store primarily catering to an ethnic population
o ___ A drug store

2. Is the store located in 

o ___ An unincorporated area of Los Angeles County?
o ___ An incorporated area of Los Angeles County?
o ___ Another area of California?
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3. *What was the difference in your store’s sales for these months comparing 2010 to 2011 in actual dollars?

o May 2010 to May 2011:____________________

o June 2010 to June 2011:  _______________________

o July 2010 to July 2011:  _______________________

o August 2010 to August 2011:  _______________________

o September 2010 to September 2011: _______________________

4. *Was the store’s actual change for the corresponding months in the previous question an increase or     
decrease from the previous year?

o May 2010 to May 2011:   _______________________

o June 2010 to June 2011:  _______________________

o July 2010 to July 2011:  _______________________

o August 2010 to August 2011:  _______________________

o September 2010 to September 2011: _______________________

5. *This represents what percent change over the previous year?

o May 2010 to May 2011:   _______________________

o June 2010 to June 2011:  _______________________

o July 2010 to July 2011:  _______________________

o August 2010 to August 2011:  _______________________

o September 2010 to September 2011 _______________________

6. *How many plastic bags did your store purchase?

o May 2010:   _______________________

o June 2010:  _______________________

o July 2010:  _______________________

o August 2010:  _______________________

o September 2010: _______________________
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7. *How many plastic bags did your store purchase?

o May 2011:   _______________________

o June 2011:  _______________________

o July 2011:  _______________________

o August 2011:  _______________________

o September 2011: _______________________

8. *How many paper bags did your store purchase?

o May 2010:   _______________________

o June 2010:  _______________________

o July 2010:  _______________________

o August 2010:  _______________________

o September 2010: _______________________

9. *How many paper bags did your store purchase?

o May 2011:   _______________________

o June 2011:  _______________________

o July 2011:  _______________________

o August 2011:  _______________________

o September 2011: _______________________

10. *How many reusable bags did your store purchase?

o May 2010:   _______________________

o June 2010:  _______________________

o July 2010:  _______________________

o August 2010:  _______________________

o September 2010: _______________________
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11. *How many reusable bags did your store purchase?

o May 2011:   _______________________

o June 2011:  _______________________

o July 2011:  _______________________

o August 2011:  _______________________

o September 2011: _______________________

12. *How many employees (full-time or full-time equivalents, including part-timers) did you have in 

o May 2011: _______________________

o June 2011: _______________________

13. *How many employees (full-time or full-time equivalents, including part-timers) do you have now

o December 2011:  _______________________

14.  Prior to the plastic grocery bag ban were you

o Selling reusable bags?    Yes ____________   No  ____________

o Giving away reusable bags?    Yes ____________   No  ____________

15.  Are you losing money on reusable bags? Yes ____________   No  ____________

16. *If you are losing money on reusable bags, how much did you lose in

o June   _______________________

o July   _______________________

o August   _______________________

o September  _______________________
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17.  If you are losing money on reusable bags, how many months will you continue to absorb the loss?

o 1-3 months:   _______________________

o 4-6 months:   _______________________

o 6-12 months:   _______________________

o Longer than 12 months: _______________________

18.  If and when you decide to cease absorbing your store’s loss on reusable bags, what actions will you take?

o Stop giving bags away  _______________________

o Raise prices on the reusable bags  _______________________

o Other (please specify)   _______________________

19.  Have you noticed an increase in the loss of shopping carts and/or hard plastic shopping baskets since the bag 
ban was enacted?  Yes ____________   No  ____________

20.  If you have noticed a rise in shopping cart/plastic basket losses, approximately how much have your costs 
increased?  ______________________

21. *How many plastic produce bags did you order in each of the following months in 2012? 

o May   _______________________

o June  _______________________

o July  _______________________

o August  _______________________

o September _______________________
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