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A Global Catastrophe

• A rise in single-use items created 

for the modern economy

• While the amount of waste that 

the US produced grew rapidly, 

recycling rate remains low.

• Recycling programs are applied to 

address the problem of increasing 

waste

Image found: ielts-mentor.com



Recycling Programs in 
the US

• Multi-stream system vs. single-

stream system

• The problem of inefficiency vs. too 

much contamination

Image found: https://www.thebalancesmb.com/single-and-dual-stream-recycling-2877722



The Need to Reverse the Pyramid
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Market Change

Global Waste Imported by China (%)*

59% 9%

Before(2017)  After(2018)

• January 2018: China enacted 

the waste ban

• Lowered the degree of 

contamination allowed

• Waste exported to China shrank

• Not a temporary accident and 

actions should be taken besides 

waiting

*Data source: Financial Times 2018



Methodology
• Information search and data collection

• Interview with recycling experts

• News article analysis

• City case studies

• Website for general public with examples of responses

• Issue brief on recycling and plastic bags

-Jean Bonhotal, Director of Cornell Waste Management Institute
-Richard Coupland, Vice President, Municipal Sales at Republic Services





Create domestic market

• Colorado Nextcycle

• Supported by existing grant funds

• Financial and technical support



Corporate Reuse

• Green Bay, Wisconsin

• Packages made from used paper and cardboards

• Tax credit for expansion



Limit materials & Dual stream

• Public education programs

• Encouraging good behavior in communities

• “Pay As You Throw”



Recognize informality

• Include informal recyclers in the waste management system

• Egypt: Waste pickers receive income from the government

• Sweden: tax reduction for goods resold



https://tinyurl.com/recyclingcrisis

Check out our website 
Educate the communities

For a better world

https://tinyurl.com/recyclingcrisis


What about plastic bags?

• USA uses 380 billion bags/year



Plastic bags
are not free.

Cost to You, Cost to Your City

Windblown 
litter 

Choked sewers, 
Water flooding 

Public 
Health

Pest problem,
Soil and water 

pollution

Waste 
Management 

Collection-disposal, 
landfill and litter 

cleanup costs

Environment

Costly river and 
marine cleanup 



Plastic bags
are not free.

Cost to San Francisco (2004)

+ + +
$8.49 

million/year

17 cents/bag

=
Contamination of
Recycling Stream

Collection 
and 

Disposal

Litter 
Cleanup

Landfill



What about
the response?

Cities Rush to Ban

194
Ban

6
Fee

5
Tax

43
Hybrid



Do bans work?

No, Fees/Tax work Better. Reduce consumption



Case of Chicago

Ban 

on single-use 
plastic bags of 

specified thickness

~ 0%  reduction 
in use

as retailers shift to 

selling thicker variant of 
plastic bags

42% reduction in use
7-cent Tax 

on single-use 
plastic bags



The Hybrid Ban-Fee Regulation works Best

Hybrid models discourage the consumption of alternatives



Case of Los Angeles

Ban 
on single-use 
plastic bags of 

specified thickness

94% 
reduction in use

of single-use plastic bags

10-cent Fee 
on alternatives like 
paper or reusable 

plastic bags

25% 
reduction in use

of paper bags

+ +



Hybrid regulation will impact all the stakeholders

Consumers Retailers Manufacturers+ +

Affordability of 
fees by low 

income groups

Remaining stock 
of plastic bags

Manufacturing 
and job losses

Provide free 
reusable bags to 

poor communities

Provide buy-in time 
to retailers to adapt 

to regulations

Manufacturers prefer 
fees. Incentives can 
prevent job losses.



Are States
Cooperating?

What are the states doing to help you?

16 states prohibited local governments from regulating

State laws restrict 
plastic bags

Pending state laws 
to restrict plastic 
bags

State laws prevent local 
governments from 
restricting plastic bags



Do you feel State-Jacketed?

There could be workarounds



Case of Austin

State

Prevented municipalities 
to ban bags

City

Mandated 80% 
recyclable content



What if you cannot regulate?

You can still change behavior



Case of Texas

Consumers

Public education and 
incentives can reduce 

consumption

Retailers

Profits from fee 
makes business 

sense

Case of Washington, D.C.



Cooperation: State and Local – Case of California

Hybrid
Model

Ban + 10 cent-fee

Encourage
Good 

Behaviour

At-Store Recycling 
Programs

Create 
Recycling 
Markets

Conditional loans to 
bag manufacturers



Questions are welcome

xy392@cornell.edu

www.mildredwarner.org/restructuring/preemption

THANK YOU

mailto:xy392@cornell.edu

