
Plastic or Paper? 

You hear this most times you go to the market (unless you live in Santa 
Cruz where they expect you to carry with). How do you answer that 
question: Plastic of Paper? 

That choice is mired in complexities.  The real question is:  Do you 
choose Deforestation or Marine Life Devastation?  Natural Habitat 
Destruction or Dependency on Foreign Oil?  Wasteful Use of Resources or 
Toxins Leaching into Your Water? 

Do you choose to contribute to the 20 million barrels of oil that are 
consumed each year to feed the American consumers need to place their 
purchased items in a plastic bag or would you rather contribute to the 
destruction of 20 million trees necessary to manufacture your paper bag; 
that paper bag that essentially is limited to one modest use, at best, 
especially if you have freezer products that restrict its carrying capacity. 

There is an abundance of available information on this topic.  I did my best 
to check facts and consolidate what I consider to be the most important 
points. I’m open to hearing what others have to say on the matter.  Please 
post your comments and let’s dialogue. 

Plastic bags:  

About 500 billion plastic bags a year are used throughout the world 
annually.  The US goes through about 100 billion of those 500 billion.  
Most are neither recycled nor reused.  Many land in our earth not to be 
decomposed for upwards of 1000 years while the ocean becomes a holding 
tank for more than can be counted. Gyre anyone?  Habitat destruction has 
become a critical problem in the name of convenience. 

Sea turtles, for instance, mistake plastic bags and balloons for jellyfish (a 
favorite food) and die when the plastic chokes them or clogs their digestive 
systems. Scientists recently found a sperm whale with 440 pounds of 
fishing gear in its stomach. Pygmy sperm whales and dolphins have also 
fallen victim to plastic bags and balloons (yes, the balloons from birthday 
parties or balloon releases) that they mistake for squid. And seabirds aren't 
picky eaters. They will eat plastic pellets, bottle caps, string, cigarette butts, 
and other small pieces of trash. 

~Source 
 
Dr. Anthony Andrady, a leading expert, scientist and author of Plastics in 



the Environment, claims that “EXCEPT FOR A SMALL AMOUNT that’s 
been incinerated, every bit of plastic manufactured in the world for the last 
fifty years or so still remains. It’s somewhere in the environment.” 

Marine biologists have found that there is now more plastic by weight than 
plankton on the ocean’s surface. 
~Source 
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The world's plastic debris and other refuse are often digested by wildlife 
and kill an estimated 1 million seabirds per year, according to the United 
Nations Environment Programme (UNEP). The agency reported earlier 
that plastic, especially plastic bags and polyethylene terephthalate (PET) 
plastic bottles, accounts for more than 80 percent of marine litter, the most 
common source worldwide. The report was the first assessment of marine 
debris in the world's 12 major sea regions. 
~Source 
 
The chemicals in plastic bags include lead, cadmium, mercury and the 
carcinogen diethylhexyl phthalate.  The microscopic plastic particles 
floating in the ocean and contaminating the soil are ingested by living 
beings that in many cases become part of the food chain. Humans, being at 
the top of the food chain, are subjected to the greatest risk from these 
accumulated toxins. 
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Sheesh, even China banned plastic bags last year! Yes, China.  The country. 
I know. I know. You’re probably thinking “don’t throw that communist BS 
at me.” That ban, over the course of a year saved 1.6 million tons of 
petroleum or 40 billion bags reducing its consumption of plastic bags by 
66%.  
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Along with China, Bangladesh, Bhutan, Zanzibar, Taiwan and Singapore 
have placed a ban on the use of plastic bags. 

Paper bags: 

The bulk of what’s in landfills, reports one expert, Stanford archaeologist, 
William Rathje, is construction debris and paper products. Newspapers, he 
claims, again belying a common assumption, don’t biodegrade when buried 



away from air and water. “That’s why we have three-thousand-year-old 
papyrus scrolls from Egypt. We pull perfectly readable newspapers out of 
landfills from the 1930s. They’ll be down there for ten thousand years.” 

Unfortunately, the paper making process is not a clean one. According to 
the U.S. Toxic Release Inventory report published by the U.S. 
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), pulp and paper mills are among 
the worst polluters to air, water and land of any industry in the country. 
The Worldwatch Institute offers similar statistics for the rest of the world. 
Each year millions of pounds of highly toxic chemicals such as toluene, 
methanol, chlorine dioxide, hydrochloric acid, and formaldehyde are 
released into the air and water from paper making plants around the 
world. 
~Source   

Paper sacks generate 70% more air and 50 times more water pollutants 
than plastic bags. Source: "Comparison of the Effects on the Environment 
of Polyethylene and Paper Carrier Bags," Federal Office of the 
Environment, August 1988. 

The chemicals used in paper bag production contribute to air and water 
pollution. It takes more than 4 times the amount of energy to manufacture 
a paper bag as it does a plastic bag. 

Upwards of 20 million trees are destroyed each year for the production of 
paper bags.  The wood industry is also held responsible for clear-cutting 
old growth forests and adding to the problems of deforestation. Replanting 
fast-growing pine trees may solve the recycling problem for the companies, 
but it also creates unnatural forests with fewer hardwood trees for native 
animals to inhabit. State of the World's Forests 
 
The choice between paper or plastic does not have to be complex.  It simply 
has to be honorable.  Choose to carry your own reusable bags. 

While I have no affiliation with the following organization, I do believe that 
they operate with the highest of intentions to do right for the earth.  So, if 
you’re in need of some reusable bags, check out www.1bagatatime.com 

1bagatatime is starting a promotion the week of November 23, 2009 for 
their Jute bag. One FREE jute bag with every purchase of 10 bags or more. 
The Jute bags are about your best bet for the environment, made from 
100% organic materials. The jute plant absorbs more CO2 than trees! Jute 
is highly renewable – ready to harvest in up to 4-6 months. Because it is 
made from organic rather than synthetic materials, it is a tad (really, just a 



tad) more expensive than the standard bags which are generally just $0.99 
each. 1bagatatime is hoping that through the promotion everyone will see 
this bag is worth the minimal extra price.  It’s good for you, good for the 
earth and pretty darn good for the jute. 
 
This article was written 2009 
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