
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

PLASTIC BAGS:   
REDUCING THEIR USE THROUGH REGULATION AND OTHER INITIATIVES 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Sam N.K. Banks 
Industry, Infrastructure and Resources Division 

 
8 December 2008 

 

PRB 08-27E

PARLIAMENTARY INFORMATION AND RESEARCH SERVICE 
SERVICE D’INFORMATION ET DE RECHERCHE PARLEMENTAIRES



 
 

The Parliamentary Information and Research Service of the 
Library of Parliament works exclusively for Parliament, 
conducting research and providing information for Committees 
and Members of the Senate and the House of Commons.  This 
service is extended without partisan bias in such forms as 
Reports, Background Papers and Issue Reviews.  Analysts in the 
Service are also available for personal consultation in their 
respective fields of expertise. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

CE DOCUMENT EST AUSSI
PUBLIÉ EN FRANÇAIS 

 
 
 
 
 

 



L I B R A R Y  O F  P A R L I A M E N T  

B I B L I O T H È Q U E  D U  P A R L E M E N T  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

CONTENTS 
 
 
 Page 
 
 
INTRODUCTION ................................................................................................................. 1 
 
 
JURISDICTION OVER PLASTIC BAG REGULATION ................................................... 1 
 
 
CURRENT PLASTIC BAG REDUCTION INITIATIVES.................................................. 2 
 
 A. Ban the Bag................................................................................................................... 3 
 
 B. Phase Out the Use of Plastic Bags ................................................................................ 3 
 
 C. Use Biodegradable Bags Only ...................................................................................... 4 
 
 D. Levy an Eco-charge ...................................................................................................... 4 
 
 E. Educate.......................................................................................................................... 5 
 
 
THE FEDERAL GOVERNMENT AND 
PLASTIC BAG REGULATION ........................................................................................... 5 
 
 
 
 



 
CANADA 

LIBRARY OF PARLIAMENT 

BIBLIOTHÈQUE DU PARLEMENT 
 

 

PLASTIC BAGS: 
REDUCING THEIR USE THROUGH REGULATION AND OTHER INITIATIVES 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Plastic shopping bags are among the most ubiquitous consumer items on the 
planet.  While convenient for carrying groceries and other routine purchases, their sheer numbers 
are cause for concern.  One organization suggests an estimated 500 billion to 1 trillion plastic 
bags are consumed each year.( )1   Canadians take home an estimated 55 million plastic bags per 
week, for a total of 2.86 billion per year.( )2    

According to some sources, producing plastic bags uses less energy and water and 
generates less air pollution and solid waste than does manufacturing paper bags.( )3   Each plastic 
bag also takes up less space than a paper one in a landfill.  However, many of these bags never 
make it to landfills; rather, they are discarded and become litter that has a damaging impact on 
ecosystems, habitats and wildlife.  Growing awareness of and concern about the detrimental 
effects of plastic bags are driving efforts to reduce their use and thus prevalence in the 
environment.   

This paper discusses a number of different initiatives concerning plastic bags.   
 

JURISDICTION OVER PLASTIC BAG REGULATION 

 

The Constitution Act, 1867 does not mention “the environment” and thus does not 

specifically assign jurisdiction over it to either the federal or provincial government under the 

division of powers set out in sections 91 and 92.  However, various matters that are related to the 

                                          
(1) Bring Your Own Bag, http://www.bringyourbag.com/enviro.php.   

(2) Saskatchewan Waste Reduction Council, Focus on Plastic Bags, http://www.saskwastereduction.ca/ 
resources/plastics/bags.html.   

(3) Canadian Plastics Industry Association, My Plastic Bags website, “What are the facts on plastic 
shopping bags?” Plastic Shopping Bag Fast Facts, http://www.myplasticbags.ca/.   

http://www.bringyourbag.com/enviro.php
http://www.saskwastereduction.ca/resources/plastics/bags.html
http://www.saskwastereduction.ca/resources/plastics/bags.html
http://www.myplasticbags.ca/
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environment are assigned to each of the federal and provincial levels of government.  Thus, 

jurisdiction in many instances will depend on the particular matter that is being regulated and the 

means by which regulations are to be implemented.   

Many of the activities associated with the production of plastic bags, such as 

manufacturing and distribution, would fall within provincial jurisdiction under the Constitution 

Act, 1867 as matters of local works or undertakings under section 92(10) of the Act, property and 

civil rights (section 92(13)), or matters of a local or private nature in the province (section 

92(16)).  The regulation of plastic bags as they affect ecosystems, habitats and wildlife would 

likely fall within provincial capacity to regulate with respect to natural resources under section 

92A of the Constitution Act, 1867.   

The authority of Canadian municipalities to enact measures connected with plastic 

bags originates with the constitutional authority of the provinces, as municipalities are 

considered “creatures of the provinces” and have no valid legislative power other than that 

delegated to them by the provinces.  The basis for most initiatives stems from municipalities’ 

ability to regulate with respect to waste management, including waste disposal and recycling.   

Some important areas of federal power related to the environment include 

criminal law, under which activities harmful to the environment can be prohibited; seacoast and 

inland fisheries; navigation and shipping; and the power to regulate transboundary transportation 

and pollution.  While these areas likely would not be used by the federal government to regulate 

plastic bags, there is room for federal involvement via other means.  These measures are 

discussed below.   

 

CURRENT PLASTIC BAG REDUCTION INITIATIVES 

 

Several different initiatives concerning plastic bags are under way.  These include 

outright bans, phasing out of plastic bags and replacing them with bags of other material, 

charging a fee per bag (an “eco-charge”), and education measures.  These actions are being 

undertaken by consumers, retailers, organizations and municipal and provincial governments, 

either on their own initiatives or in concert.   
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   A.  Ban the Bag 
 

In March 2007, in a waste management initiative, the town of Leaf Rapids, 
Manitoba, became the first municipality in Canada to ban single-use plastic shopping bags.( )4   
Consumers are encouraged to use reusable bags, and retailers can provide shoppers with 
recyclable paper bags.   

This action is not unique.  Numerous municipalities throughout North America 
are enacting or contemplating similar or other action as a means to reduce the number of plastic 
bags in use.  San Francisco( )5  and Los Angeles( )6  have banned single-use plastic bags.  
Similarly, in January 2008, China announced its intention to ban free plastic shopping bags.( )7   
In December 2008, the City of Toronto approved a measure obliging consumers to pay a 
five-cent fee for disposable shopping bags beginning 1 June 2009.( )8    

The cities of Whitehorse and Toronto have considered an outright ban on plastic 

bags but are now contemplating combining alternative actions, such as phasing out plastic bags 

and introducing an eco-charge for the purchase of each single-use plastic bag.  An outright ban 

on plastic bags might create other problems, including increased greenhouse gas emissions from 

the production, transportation and breakdown of bags made of other materials, such as paper.  

Manufacturing paper also puts out a considerable amount of air pollution and consumes a lot of 

water.  In addition, paper bags are not as durable as plastic in wet weather.   

 

   B.  Phase Out the Use of Plastic Bags 
 

In September 2008, the City of Sault Ste. Marie, Ontario, launched a Reusable 

Bag Pilot Project.  This initiative, a partnership between the city, the Ontario Ministry of 

Environment and the Recycling Council of Ontario, is designed to discourage the use of 

single-use plastic shopping bags and encourage the use of reusable bags.  Retailers will offer 

 
(4) By-Law no. 457, effective 2 April 2007.  See also Town of Leaf Rapids, About Us, “Taking a Stand and 

Going Green,” http://www.townofleafrapids.ca/aboutus.htm.   

(5) City and County of San Francisco, Board of Supervisors, Ordinances 2007, Ordinance 0081-07, 
Amendment to Environment Code – Section 1701 through 1709, Plastic bag reduction.   

(6) City of Los Angeles, Office of the City Clerk, 22 July 2008, Council File Number 06-1512, 
http://cityclerk.lacity.org/cvvs/search/votedetails.cfm?voteid=39284&rnd=0.0852403086648.   

(7) “China bans plastic shopping bags,” CBCnews.ca, 8 January 2008.  See also “China:  Free plastic 
shopping bags to be banned,” New York Times, 10 January 2008, p. B6.   

(8) J. Spears, “Toronto approves 5-cent fee on bags,” The Toronto Star, 3 December 2008, A03.   

http://www.townofleafrapids.ca/aboutus.htm
http://cityclerk.lacity.org/cvvs/search/votedetails.cfm?voteid=39284&rnd=0.0852403086648
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incentives to consumers who use reusable bags.  The Ontario Ministry of Environment has 

targeted plastic bags as a product to be voluntarily reduced or eliminated, with the goal of 

reducing the number of plastic bags sent to landfills by 50% by 2012.( )9    

Some retailers have also announced the phasing out of plastic bags and the 

introduction of more environmentally friendly alternatives such as reusable bags for purchase at 

a nominal price.( )10    

 

   C.  Use Biodegradable Bags Only 
 

Some retailers have opted to replace plastic bags with biodegradable and/or 

recyclable/ compostable ones.( )11   It is claimed that this will help prevent approximately 

20 million plastic bags a year from ending up in landfills.( )12    

It is worth noting that the environmental efficacy of some biodegradable bags will 

depend, in part, on how waste is disposed of in a given municipality.  Biodegradable bags 

generally need sunlight, oxygen and heat to properly degrade; however, if a municipality buries 

its waste, the bags may not get the necessary exposure to decompose.   

 

   D.  Levy an Eco-charge 
 

Some retailers have introduced a surcharge on single-use plastic bags.  For 

example, in October 2007 IKEA Canada began charging five cents per bag.  IKEA claims that as 

a result, plastic bag use at its stores has dropped by 90%.  The funds collected go to a non-profit 

organization that plants trees to help offset carbon dioxide emissions.( )13    

 
(9) Ontario, Ministry of the Environment, “McGuinty Government Targets 50 Per Cent Reduction in 

Plastic Bag Use by 2012,” News release, 9 May 2007, http://www.ene.gov.on.ca/en/news/2007/ 
050901.php.   

(10) See, for example, Liquor Control Board of Ontario, “McGuinty Government Supports LCBO 
Phase-out of Plastic Bags,”  News release, 27 May 2008, http://www.lcbo.com/lcbo-ear/media_releases/ 
content?content_id=933.   

(11) See, for example, Mountain Equipment Co-op, “Biodegradable Shopping Bags,” http://www.mec.ca/ 
Main/content_text.jsp?FOLDER%3C%3Efolder_id=2534374302883392&bmUID=1223380488954; 
and Pharmasave, “Pharmasave helps customers go ‘Green’ with new biodegradable bags,” 
http://www.pharmasavehealthcare.com/biobag.php.   

(12) Pharmasave (see note 11).   

(13) IKEA Canada, Blue Bag Program, http://www.theikeaway.ca/en/wwd-programs-environment-blue 
bag.shtml.   

http://www.ene.gov.on.ca/en/news/2007/050901.php
http://www.ene.gov.on.ca/en/news/2007/050901.php
http://www.lcbo.com/lcbo-ear/media_releases/content?content_id=933
http://www.lcbo.com/lcbo-ear/media_releases/content?content_id=933
http://www.mec.ca/Main/content_text.jsp?FOLDER%3C%3Efolder_id=2534374302883392&bmUID=1223380488954
http://www.mec.ca/Main/content_text.jsp?FOLDER%3C%3Efolder_id=2534374302883392&bmUID=1223380488954
http://www.pharmasavehealthcare.com/biobag.php
http://www.theikeaway.ca/en/wwd-programs-environment-bluebag.shtml
http://www.theikeaway.ca/en/wwd-programs-environment-bluebag.shtml
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Similarly, the Société des alcools du Québec (SAQ) began charging consumers 

for plastic bags as of September 2008.  SAQ stores across Quebec now charge five cents for a 

single bottle bag, 10 cents for a two-bottle bag, and 15 cents for a four-bottle bag, with a view to 

doing away with paper and plastic bags altogether by January 2009.( )14   Proceeds from the plastic 

bag surcharge are donated to organizations that promote sustainable development.( )15   

Consumers who bring their own bags to the store receive a five-cent rebate on their total 

purchase.  Bring-your-own-bag rebates may also be found in some grocery stores.   

Some retailers will make a small donation (typically five cents) to environmental 

causes when consumers choose not to take a single-use bag.( )16    

 

   E.  Educate 
 

Many of these initiatives also contain an educational element, where citizens are 

informed about the detrimental effects plastic bags can have on the environment and particularly 

on wildlife.  As well, environmentally preferable alternatives such as reusable bags or, indeed, no 

bag at all when feasible, are reviewed.   

 

THE FEDERAL GOVERNMENT AND PLASTIC BAG REGULATION 

 

As noted, the regulation of single-use plastic shopping bags (in contrast to plastic 

bags with special applications, such as medical uses) in Canada is primarily a matter of waste 

management, which falls under municipal jurisdiction.   

That said, there is nothing to prevent different levels of government from 

consulting, agreeing and cooperating on issues of shared concern, despite the constitutional 

allocation of jurisdiction.   

For example, in 1989 the Canadian Council of Ministers of the Environment 

(CCME) established a multi-stakeholder National Packaging Task Force to develop national 

policies to reduce the environmental impact of packaging.  The task force was composed of 

 
(14) Société des alcools du Québec, “Toward eliminating single-use bags,” http://www.saq.com/webapp/ 

wcs/stores/servlet/GeneralContentView?page=/ng/saq-at-a-glance-z/environment-z/retrait_sac&langId=-1 
&storeId=10001&catalogId=10001.   

(15) Ibid.   

(16) See, for example, Mountain Equipment Co-op (note 11).   

http://www.saq.com/webapp/wcs/stores/servlet/GeneralContentView?page=/ng/saq-at-a-glance-z/environment-z/retrait_sac&langId=-1&storeId=10001&catalogId=10001
http://www.saq.com/webapp/wcs/stores/servlet/GeneralContentView?page=/ng/saq-at-a-glance-z/environment-z/retrait_sac&langId=-1&storeId=10001&catalogId=10001
http://www.saq.com/webapp/wcs/stores/servlet/GeneralContentView?page=/ng/saq-at-a-glance-z/environment-z/retrait_sac&langId=-1&storeId=10001&catalogId=10001
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representatives from federal, provincial, territorial and municipal governments, and industry, 

consumer and environmental groups.  Consultations resulted in a voluntary agreement between 

the stakeholders to reduce by 50% the amount of packaging sent for disposal by the year 2000.  

These reductions were achieved by 1996.   

A similar project could seek to coordinate attempts to reduce the number of 

plastic bags in use, and ultimately in landfills and ecosystems.   

As well, the CCME has worked to develop Canada-wide standards in a variety of 

environmental initiatives.  The standards are developed under the Canada-wide Environmental 

Standards Sub-Agreement of the Canada-wide Accord on Environmental Harmonization.  These 

are voluntary undertakings between levels of government that seek to address environmental 

issues requiring common environmental standards across the country.   

While there are no Canada-wide standards for plastic bags, such standards could 

be developed under this framework.  Potential standards could stipulate that bags be made of 

biodegradable material or of some other durable material with minimal environmental impact.   

Further, the federal government could complement efforts to discourage 

consumers from using single-use plastic bags.  Retailers can employ incentives such as cash 

discounts, rebates or loyalty points to encourage consumers to shun single-use plastic bags and 

opt for reusable bags instead.  While such programs would likely fall within provincial 

jurisdiction as matters of local works or undertakings, property and civil rights, or matters of a 

local or private nature in the province, the federal government could facilitate these programs by 

providing leadership and incentives to provinces, territories and municipalities.   
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