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All praise be yours, God of the universe, 
Giver of all that is Good. 

In this special time of fasting 
we ask for the Gift of Wisdom: 

To discern what to leave behind 
and what to embrace; 
To open our hearts; 

To learn from one another; 
To share across all boundaries. 
We ask for the strength to fast 

and enter deeply into conversion 
so we are ready to feast at the cosmic table 

You set before us each day. 
May our time of fasting bring us closer to You, 

to all our brothers and sisters, 
and to all Your Creation. 

May we be energized and empowered 
to be Gospel people of peace. 

All praise be yours, God of the universe, 
Giver of all that is Good. AMEN 
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Why is plastic bag use a 
Lenten issue?

 

 

This time before Easter is one for reflecting on and fasting from the actions, objects, or attitudes 
in our life that separate us from God. For many, it is also a time of renewal and reconnection, to 
our Creator and the great gift of creation.  
 
Lent is a time to restore our life of natural communion with God, which includes understanding 
both our limits and the limits of God’s creation. One way to celebrate Lent, therefore, is to 
practice practical ways of honoring those limits.  
 
The spiritual practice of fasting, accompanied by prayer and meditation, moves us to be more 
open to the will of God in our lives. During Lent this year, we invite you to try a “Plastic Bag 
Fast” to give up use of plastic grocery bags. 
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The Majestic Plastic Bag

 

 

We’re going to start off with a short tongue-in-cheek film that was produced by a friend of mine 
in Los Angeles.  It is a little silly, but it calls attention to a not-so-silly problem…. 
 
(4 minutes) 
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November 16, 2010

L.A. County passes sweeping 
ban on plastic bags.

The ordinance, which by 2012 
will cover 1,000 stores in 
unincorporated areas, also will 
require supermarkets and 
pharmacies to levy a 10-cent 
surcharge per paper bag. 

 

 

Well guess what happened three months after this film was released?  I’m not saying this was a 
direct result of my friend’s video….but the video HAS been viewed over 1.3 million times 
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OK, so let’s take a more serious look at how our use of single-use plastic bags are affecting the 
earth.  Afterwards, we will go back and examine some of the ideas that have been presented in 
a little more detail…… 
 
(show Earth Mama presentation) 
 
(5 minutes) 
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The Great Pacific Garbage Patch

 

 

In the first film clip that we watched, we heard mention of the Great Pacific Garbage Patch – a 
swirling mass of plastic trash in the Pacific Ocean that is twice the size of Texas.  Let’s take a look 
a closer look at where a lot (but certainly not ALL) plastic ends up…. 
 
(4 Minutes) 
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Production Costs

• Made from petroleum and often natural gas

• Extraction of these raw materials harms the earth

• Production process uses toxic chemicals 

• Energy used to manufacture and transport bags 
leaves a big carbon footprint

 

 

When plastic bags were introduced to the retail industry in the 1960s, they were seen as an 
inexpensive alternative to paper bags.  Within a couple of decades they became the standard 
issue in grocery stores around the world.  But there are costs involved in the production of 
plastic that are often overlooked. 
 
--  The production of plastic bags requires petroleum and often natural gas, both non-renewable 
resources that increase our dependency on foreign suppliers. Additionally, prospecting and 
drilling for these resources contributes to the destruction of fragile habitats and ecosystems 
around the world. 
 
 --The toxic chemical ingredients needed to make plastic produces pollution during the 
manufacturing process. 
 
-- The energy needed to manufacture and transport disposable bags eats up more resources 
and creates global warming emissions. 
 
So are we ready to give them up yet? 
 
But wait!  There’s more! 
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Van Jones on Environmental Justice

 

 

 
 
Van Jones is an American environmentalist who served as a Special Advisor on a White House 
Counsel on Environmental Quality.  His book, The Green Collar Economy reached #12 on the 
New York Times Best Sellers list.  And Time magazine named him one of its “Heroes of the 
Environment in 2008.  In this video clip, he addresses the repercussions of our use of plastic on 
the poor.  
 
(13:00) 
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No worries –

I recycle MY 
plastic bags!

 

 

Well I used to think that I was so green because I take my plastic bags back to the store and 
dutifully cram them into the recycling bins at the supermarket.    
 
Because as long as we all RECYCLE our plastic bags, everything will be alright…right? 
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After all this website is going to tell it to me straight -- 
 
 with the address like Plasticbagsfacts.com, you  know you can trust them, right? 
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See?  Right up at the top it says RECYCLING IS THE SOLUTION. 
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And you know it must be true because it comes from the American Chemistry Council. 
 
They represent companies like Bayer, Chevron, Dow Corning, DuPont, Exxon Mobil…. 
 
See?  The plastics industry  spends a lot of money trying to convince the world that recycling 
your bags is going to save the world, but what recycling plastic bags does save is the plastics 
industry…. so they can keep making more bags. 
 
 
 
 

 

  



Slide 14 

 

POP QUIZ:

What percentage of plastic bags 
are recycled in the U.S.?

1. 80%

2. 50%

3. 30%

4. 10%

 

 

But what’s the real story here? 
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In 2009, the category of plastics which 
includes bags, sacks, and wraps was 

recycled at 9 percent.

Source: Environmental Protection Agency

 

 

Actually….in 2009, the category of plastics which includes bags, sacks, and wraps was recycled 
at 9 percent. 
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Forcing the issue

 

 

So we should put more pressure on consumers to recycle, right? 
 
Weeeeeellllllll…..here’s the thing.  Recycling plastic isn’t as green as it’s cracked up to be.  The 
process by which plastic is recycled has a pretty big carbon footprint in an of itself! 
 
Let’s take a look at HOW plastic bag is recycled.   
 
(2 minutes) 
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• Plastic requires greater 
processing to be recycled

• $4,000 to recycle 1 ton of 
plastic bags = resale value 
of $32 

• Plastic bags mistakenly 
tossed into the recycling 
mix become tangled in the 
sorting machinery. 

Problems with recycling plastics

 

 

When compared to other material like glass or metal, plastic requires greater processing in 
order to be recycled. 
 
It can cost about $4,000 to process and recycle 1 ton of plastic bags, which then only has a 
market value of about $32.   Furthermore, the resulting plastic product is of a lesser quality than 
virgin plastic. 
 
Plastic bags cause problems when they are incorrectly tossed into the single stream recycling 
mix and become tangled in the sorting machinery. When this happens the machines must be 
shut down to remove the bags. 
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What About Biodegradable Plastic?

• still take years to break down  

• uses up MORE raw materials, energy than 
plastic

• costly production process

• does nothing to address consumption

• causes sorting problems in recycling

• encourages littering

• disposal contributes to algae-growth

 

 

What about biodegradable plastic bags? 
 
Biodegradable bags which are made of cornstarch and other degradable components do exist. 
However, they need air and light to break down, conditions which most landfills don't provide.  
 
At best, biodegradable bags take months to years to break down. 
 
Compostable plastic bags actually require more material per bag in the manufacturing process 
than plastic bags as well as greater energy and greater fuel use in the transportation in the 
journey to a finished product. ..all of which add to the cost of the production 
 
Using biodegrable plastic does nothing to address the consumption part of this 
problem which lies at the heart of this issue….we’re still encouraging a disposable society. 
 
Mixing of biodegradable bags in recycling systems for conventional plastic bags creates a sorting 
nightmare and can render entire batches of recyclable plastic useless. 
 
Bag littering could easily increase as people start to believe that biodegradable bags are less 
harmful to the environment and will disappear quickly. 
 
The breakdown of starch-based films in water consumes oxygen, resulting in oxygen depletion 
that contributes to algae blooms and the death of marine life. 
  
 
So clearly, the answer is that we need to stop using plastic bags in the first place.   
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Plastic Bag Legislation

Source: www.chicobag.com

 

 

 
As we heard earlier, there are an increasing number of places in the world where plastic bags 
have been outlawed altogether 
 
These are places where plastic bag legislation has been enacted or is under consideration. 
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Plastic Bag Legislation in Iowa

 

 

Here in Iowa, there has already been action in this direction. 
  
Marshall County: in 2008, Marshall County voted to ban plastic bags in all unincorporated areas 
of the county.  This is not in effect in the city of Marshalltown itself. 
 
Iowa City considered a ban, but did not go forward with it 
 
Dubuque is currently researching the possibility of a ban. 
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Could we/Should we ban plastic bags here?

• simply shifts to consumption of single use paper and compostable bags

• stores pass on the higher costs of alternatives

• need a market-based solution

 

 

A plastic bag actually fails to strike at the heart of the issue. A ban shifts demand to single-use 
paper bags and compostable bags, both of which still have heavy environmental consequences. 
 
A ban on plastic bags creates a hidden tax to consumers because stores pass on the higher costs 
of plastic bag alternatives, such as paper or compostable plastic bags.  
 
Perhaps a more market-based solution is needed.   
 
Suggestion: A multi-pronged approach that discourages the distribution of plastic bags with a 
tax and a cultural shift away from use-and-toss plastic bags. 
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How does a BAG TAX work?

• Plastic bags are still available

• Usage in Ireland dropped 93.5%

 

 

How does a BAG TAX work? 
 
In 2001, Ireland implemented a plastic tax (or PlasTax); the first of its kind, this route 
acknowledges the fact that people will still occasionally use plastic bags.  
 
This market-based solution discourages daily, thoughtless use of plastic bags by charging a 
nominal fee per bag at checkout. A bag tax would affect only consumers who use plastic bags.   
 
Has it been successful? 
 
In a study by the Irish Department of the Environment it was found that plastic bag usage had 
dropped 93.5% after the bag tax was enacted. 
 
That sounds pretty effective to me! 
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Reusable bags are the best solution!

 

 

In the meantime, it is clear that we need to make the switch to reusable bags. 
 
If we can learn to fasten our seatbelts automatically when driving surely we can acquire the 
habit of taking cloth bags with us when shopping.   
 
Sets of bags are super convenient.  They fold up for storage which makes it easy to grab them as 
you walk out the door.  As easy as grabbing your purse or car keys. 
 
The sets shown here are available online and links are on our website.   
 
These sets run $22-38.   
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T-shirt bags

As easy as 1 ɀ2 ɀ3!

 

 

If you want to be really green, you can easily make your own.   
 
T-shirt bags are a great way to use up old t-shirts and they couldn’t be easier. 
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Crochet bags

Made from “plarn”
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Or purchase a bag 
made  by someone else

on etsy.com

 

 

$20-40 on etsy.com 
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Be considerate…

 

 

Now as you smugly trot off to the supermarket swinging your stylish new reusable bags, bear in 
mind the impact that this new behavior has on others. 
 
Here to give you a different perspective on reusable bags is _____ who will read the comments 
that were posted online from  a grocery store employee: 
 
“As a bagger for a large grocery store in Texas, all of the reuseable bags are the pits. They are 
hard to bag, they take longer to bag leading to longer lines and longer times at the checkout. 
People hand or throw them at the bagger. They're all wadded up inside one bag. They come in 
so many sizes it's difficult to use them. I've found them with dead bugs, live ants, wet or crusty 
trash and even lost credit cards in them. If people only had respect for those of us who have to 
put up with their nastiness, it would help. The industry needs to use only one size and one type 
of bag. Bags the same size as paper bags and that fold out square like a paper bag would be 
preferred. People think they're doing the world a favor with their recyclable bags but they sure 
don't do me any favors. ” 
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And these comments were posted by another cashier…. 
 
“As a cashier of a large national grocery chain I have a quota for how many items I scan per 
hour. The people who bring in their own bags drive my coworkers and I crazy!   It's time 
consuming ... people never bring as many reusable bags as they need, and when you tell them 
you’re going to have to use plastic bags for the remaining groceries they freak out like you just 
killed a baby polar bear and they want you to remove the items and stack them back inside the 
reusable bag like a game of Tetris to "make it work." Get off your high horse people! Use the 
plastic bags if need be and bring them back for recycling! ” 
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1. Empty bags completely after use.

2. Wash all bags regularly, after every 
use if necessary.

3. Use bags that are easy for the cashier 
to fill.

Ten Commandments for Reusable Bag Use
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4. Place your reusable bags at the front of your grocery order on the 
conveyer belt. 

5.   Separate all bags so the cashier can easily grab each one as needed.

6.   Open bags that fold up into themselves while you are waiting in 
line. Don’t make the cashier wait for you to open them or make the 
cashier open them.

 

 

4.       Place your reusable bags at the front of your grocery order on the conveyer belt so the 
cashier knows you have them and want them to be used. Don’t freak when the cashier 
starts putting your groceries in plastic bags if you haven’t let her know you have reusables. 

 
5.   Separate all bags so the cashier can easily grab each one as needed. 
 
6.   Open bags that fold up into themselves while you are waiting in line. Don’t make the cashier 

wait for you to open them or worse, make the cashier open them. 
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9.   Show respect to your cashier by saying please and thank-you, helping to 
bag, smiling, and staying off your cell phone while he or she is waiting 
on you.

10. Never leave your credit card in your reusable bag.

7. Let the cashier know how you want your 
order handled if you don’t have enough 
reusable bags. 

8.   Remember when you bring reusable bags 
that many cashiers see you as a 
representative of all environmentalists. 

 

 

• Let the cashier know how you want your order handled if you don’t have enough reusable 
bags. Realize it’s your fault for not bringing enough and politely say something like “I’d like 
the remaining groceries to be put in paper bags, please.” 

 
• Remember when you bring reusable bags that many cashiers see you as a representative 

of all environmentalists. Being on your “high horse” can turn people off wanting to do 
good. 

 
• Show respect to your cashier by saying please and thank-you, helping to bag, smiling, and 

staying off your cell phone while she is waiting on you. 
 
10.     Never leave your credit card in your reusable bag. 
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The Plastic Bag Monster

 

 

And you know….it’s one thing to make these changes yourself…but it’s also important to spread 
the word.  Here is what a guy named Andy Keller is doing…. 
 
(2 minutes) 
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Pay Attention
by Joyce Johnson Rouse

(Earth Mama)

 

 

And we’ll finish up with a song from our favorite environmental chanteuse: Joyce 
Rouse…otherwise known as Earth Mama… 
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Pay attention to the 
trees, pay attention to 
the river

Pay attention to the 
bees.......

Pay attention to the 
clouds, pay attention to 
the weather

Pay attention to 
everything you do to the 
Mother
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We do not inherit the Earth 
from our ancestor

We are just borrowing it from 
our children,

Pay attention to the hills, pay 
attention to the water

Pay attention to the breeze...
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Pay attention to the 
dreams, pay attention to 
the Wisdom

To the sisters and 
brother living close to 
the Earth

Whatever befalls the 
Earth befalls our sons 
and daughters

Whatever we do to the 
Earth, we do to 
ourselves.
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Pay Attention to the birds, 
pay attention to the forests

Pay attention to the 
streams...

Pay attention to the snow,
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Pay attention to the glaciers

To the frost line and 
coastline, and coral beneath 
the sea

This we know: The Earth 
does not belong to us
We belong ....to the Earth.
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Pay attention to the waves, pay 
attention to the ocean
Pay attention to the reefs.......

Pay attention to the heart, 
beating steady in the Mother

Or generations will pay for our 
ways.
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We did not weave the Web 
of Life, we are merely a 
strand in it…

Whatever we do to the Web, 
we do to ourselves.
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Plastic Bag Fast

Center for Active Nonviolence & Peacemaking

www.clintonfranciscans.com

 

 

 

 


