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“Synopsis”
Each day, thousands of plastic bags are used by Phoenix residents.  The Environmental Protection Agency estimates that over 300 billion plastic bags are used each year in the United States alone.  Plastic bags are used by Phoenix residents in the form of bags used for bread, dry cleaning, wrapping newspaper and, most commonly, the film-plastic grocery bag.  

Although the technology to recycle plastic bags exists, film plastic bags create many challenges in the collection, processing, and marketing of recyclables.  Phoenix’s commingled recycling program cannot accept plastic bags, as they cause damage to the processing equipment and reduce the quality of recyclables.  

Plastic bags have been identified as a major source of litter and harm to the environment.  In response, many countries have implemented a mandate, tax and/or ban on the use of petroleum based film plastic bags and encourage the use of reusable bags made from sustainable materials such as cotton.  Phoenix chose to take action with an alternative approach.  City staff reached out to local grocers represented by the Arizona Food Marketers Alliance (AFMA), the Arizona Retailers Association, and the carry-out restaurant industry to develop a plan to implement a voluntary plastic bag recycling program.  Working together, a common slogan was created, “Bag Central Station-Where Plastic Bags Belong.” The program has helped raise awareness on the issue and proper disposal of plastic bags.  The program contains six elements:

1. Local Grocers will be the collection point for plastic and provide recycling containers for bags in a prominent location in their stores.  

2. All carry-out plastic bags utilized in Phoenix will have a “reduce, reuse, recycle” message. 

3. An education partnership will be formed between the city of Phoenix and retailers to market plastic bag recycling.  

4. The city will work with retailers to encourage the use of reusable shopping bags.  

5. The city will measure volume of plastic bags at the city’s transfer stations, and retailers will measure volume collected in their recycling containers.

6. The city will solicit community input on the program’s effectiveness.
The “Bag Central Station – Where Plastic Bags Belong” program kicked off on America Recycles Day in November 2007.  The City of Phoenix, AFMA, and its member grocery stores implemented Bag Central Station locations at their stores throughout the city.  On December 5, 2007, a Resolution incorporating the six elements mentioned above was passed by the Phoenix City Council to implement “Bag Central Station-Where Plastic Bags Belong” as an alternative to an Ordinance banning the use of film plastic bags.

Since that time, the City of Phoenix, AFMA, and local retailers have held numerous events to promote the program and bring awareness to the issue of plastic bag recycling. The City of Phoenix alone has distributed over 45,000 reusable cloth bags to residents at various community and sporting events.  Most grocery stores and many other retail establishments are now offering reusable shopping bags as an alternative to film plastic grocery bags. 

After only 11 months of full implementation, “Bag Central Station-Where Plastic Bags Belong,” has yielded positive results.  Over 1.2 million pounds of film plastic has been returned to valley grocery stores for recycling.  Results from audits of the solid waste stream at Phoenix’s Material Recovery Facilities have shown a 20% decline in the amount of plastic found in blue recycling barrels.  In addition, customer surveys conducted by Behavior Research Inc., on behalf of the city of Phoenix, have found a 12% decrease in plastic bag usage and a corresponding 12% increase in the use of cloth bags. 

“Bag Central Station-Where Plastic Bags Belong”, has become a model program in addressing the issue of film plastic bags for cities in Arizona such as Yuma, Tucson, Tempe, Kingman, Globe, and Flagstaff.   In addition to cities in Arizona, the cities of Dallas, Austin, and Charlotte, as well as Alberta and Vancouver, Canada have inquired about Phoenix’s approach to addressing plastic bags.  “Bag Central Station-Where Plastic Bags Belong” continues to gain momentum bringing on new retail partners such as Westcor Malls.  

“Components of Your Presentation”

Innovation/Creativity:  How did you encourage creativity in order to generate solutions? How did your program/concept stretch or improve the boundaries of ordinary governmental operations? Were new technologies necessary and what methods and/or applications did you incorporate? Was an outside consultant used? If yes, indicate the level of involvement and identify the firm.
The Public Works Department encouraged creativity through holding several “brain storming sessions” where the department invited every major retailer and trade association who had a stake in the issue of film plastic recycling.  The sessions created an open forum to share ideas and practices that the group could benefit from in addressing the challenges of film plastic.
The concept of a voluntary film plastic recycling program improved boundaries of ordinary government operations through demonstrating true partnership between valley retailers/grocers and the City of Phoenix  in addressing an issue that posed mutual challenges.

Walmart donated the use of their advertising firm, EB Lane, to design the Bag Central Station-Where plastic bags belong logo and slogan.  The City of Phoenix also collaborated with Earth 911 to develop a website dedicated to educating the public on plastic bag recycling.  The website, bagcentralstation.com, was developed in partnership with the Arizona Recycling Coalition, Earth 911, and the City of Phoenix.
Citizen Outcomes: What customer needs and expectations were identified and fulfilled? How did your initiative improve access to your government? How has the health of your community improved as a result? 
It is the City’s belief that residents and businesses alike want to do the right thing when it comes to recycling film plastic.  The greatest customer need was education on the issue and a solution on how both residents and business could recycle plastic properly.
The Bag Central Station program has helped the City of Phoenix strengthen its relationship with retailers and demonstrated a willingness to take the lead in assisting residents and retailers alike in addressing the challenges of plastic. 

As a result of the Bag Central Station program, residents and businesses have become more aware of the environmental implications of the use of film plastic, and they have become more educated on how to recycle plastic properly and the alternatives to using plastic. Since the inception of the program, over 1.2 million pounds of film plastic has been returned to valley grocery stores for recycling.  Results from audits of the solid waste stream at Phoenix’s Material Recovery Facilities have shown a 20% decline in the amount of plastic found in blue recycling barrels.  In addition, customer surveys conducted by Behavior Research Inc., on behalf of the city of Phoenix, have found a 12% decrease in plastic bag usage and a corresponding 12% increase in the use of cloth bags. 

Applicable Results and Real World Advice: What are the applications you could share that would be of value to another local government? What are the results/outcomes? If performance measures were used, please describe those results.
The advice Phoenix would like to share with other local governments is to involve your stakeholders early and identify achievable goals and objectives in addressing challenges.  It is imperative that both the local government and their partners are truly committed to the partnership and efficient communication is maintained throughout the process.
