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Name:
Rachel Harlow-Schalk
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Jurisdiction: City of Westminster
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State/Province: Colorado



Zip/Postal code: 80031






Country: USA
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Telephone:
303-430-2400, extension 2183
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City of Westminster, Colorado

Reusable Grocery Bag Campaign

Community Partnership

1. Problem assessment, the challenge or need that prompted the local government to develop the program.
Each year, approximately 110,000 people who live in Westminster, Colorado, bring home more than 20,529,000 paper and plastic disposable grocery bags. That’s nearly two hundred bags per person. With that many bags around town, there are numerous bags floating in ditches, polluting the water, stuck in the tops of trees, and filling the local landfill. On one outing, City staff counted over fifty plastic bags clogging up three storm drains.

The City of Westminster has a volunteer citizen Environmental Advisory Board (EAB). This board assists in setting a direction for the Environmental Services staff members. In the early part of 2006, City staff worked with the EAB to look for a solution to the 20-million bag problem.

The obvious solution to eliminating the 20 million plus disposable bags in the community is to encourage residents and consumers to use reusable bags, but as we all know, the obvious solution is not always the easiest to implement. The City of Westminster had been giving away free reusable shopping bags at City sponsored events such as the Earth Day celebration and though this was a start, it was not reaching nearly enough people.

2. Program implementation and costs
City staff visited a number of local grocers and merchants and learned that none was selling reusable bags for less than two dollars. To be truly effective, staff believed the reusable bags must also be priced affordably for all, at or under one dollar. As part of the roll-out program, Staff gave away bags at City sponsored events such as Earth Day. Citizens received one free bag and had the ability to purchase additional bags for one dollar. Staff began to sell bags at seven City of Westminster facilities for one dollar, and found that though bags were purchased by residents, the City was still not reach enough people; to do so, the City would have to place the bags where they would be easily accessible in local stores. 

In early 2007, O’Brien Advertising was hired by staff at a cost of $35,000 to help develop a marketing campaign for the reusable bag program. Working with the advertising firm, the City identified women in their thirties as the largest group of residents interested in the bags. An advertising campaign was launched, and a handbook was developed to assist City staff in pitching the green bag idea to grocery, big box, and department store managers. 

Originally the City attempted to partner with the large supermarkets and department stores in hopes they would sell the City logoed green-bags to their customers. For businesses to participate in the sale of Westminster’s bags, they were required to sell the bags at one dollar a piece. This would mean that the store would receive no profit from the sale of the bags, but the store would receive free advertising on the City’s webpage, in newspaper ads, and on bus stops as a “Green Bag” merchant.

As the City began to approach the larger businesses requesting them to join Westminster in a community partnership and carry the bags in their stores, the City had little success because of decisions made at the corporate level. Store managers at local stores were interested in the idea, but were required to receive corporate approval, which was often denied. Once City staff understood that the nationwide companies would not sell Westminster bags, they refocused the City’s partnership efforts on locally owned small businesses. 

City staff found that locally owned small businesses were eager to partner with the City, as the small business would benefit greatly from the free advertising the City could provide, and were proud to assist in keeping Westminster clean and beautiful. As the partnership progressed, the City noted that it could realize a cost savings from purchasing the bags in bulk, much like nation-wide retailers. The City searched for bag manufactures, and found a number of companies, located abroad, that could produce the bags for less than a dollar, but could not comply with international trade standards. The City decided to pay $1.05 for each bag produced, which is five cents more than the bags’ selling price, to ensure the company making the bag is certified by the International Organization for Standardization (ISO). ISO companies provide suitable resources and infrastructure for employees, and monitor their environmental impact. 

3. Tangible Results or measurable outcomes of the program
Today, because of the partnerships made with locally owned small businesses, over 23,000 bags have been sold through grocers, neighborhood stores, City facilities, and given away at public events. Having a goal of selling 40,000 bags, and having 40,000 homes in our city, one could estimate that over half of the estimated 40,000 homes in Westminster are now using at least one reusable bag, which takes the place of four plastic bags. The City has also recovered over $20,000 in costs through the partnership and sale of reusable bags. Today, residents can purchase Westminster Green Bags at seven City facilities, eight local businesses and three non-profit organizations.

This campaign has also made an impact on the large nation-wide retailers who were originally targeted by the City. After seeing the high success rate of the City’s campaign, all grocery stores in Westminster now sell their own version of reusable bags for a dollar or less. Though they may not be the Green Bags provided by Westminster, they still help to drastically reduce the number of disposable bags floating around the community. 

4. Lessons learned during planning, implementation, and analysis of the problem. 

One of the greatest lessons learned during this project was the value of partnering with local small business owners, and together achieving more toward the goal of bettering the City of Westminster than either group could do own their own. As mentioned before, the small business benefitted tremendously from the resources the City could offer, and the City is nearing its goal of reusable bag sales because of the assistance of the small businesses. 

The second greatest lesson learned was the value of a supportive City Council. This project is not a money maker, but it is important to the citizens of Westminster. The City Council understood this, and was willing to take the risk of ordering tens of thousands of Green Bags without any guarantees. The support of Westminster’s City Council is what made the entire project possible. 
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