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The Citizens Budget Commission (CBC), a nonpartisan, nonprofit think tank whose mission
is to achieve constructive change in the finances and services of New York State and New
York City government, submits this testimony in support of proposed legislation to impose
a 5-cent fee on most paper carryout bags.
Single-use bags are an environmental problem.1 Plastic bags make up about 2 percent, or
71,000 tons, of the City’s residential waste stream; they cost $12.1 million annually to
landfill and take more than 500 years to decompose.2 While paper bags will degrade if
landfilled, they also have negative environmental impacts. They require substantial water to
produce and are heavier to transport than single-use plastic bags, leading to higher
associated greenhouse gas emissions.3
The New York State Plastic Bag Task Force, convened by Governor Andrew Cuomo in
March 2017, found that a hybrid ban on plastic bags along with a fee on alternatives is
more effective than a simple ban. 4 Absent the fee, which provides the economic incentive
to bring reusable bags to the store, simple bans tend to shift consumers from one type of
bag to another rather than reducing the use of single-use bags.5 For example, in Chicago,
which banned plastic bags based on thickness, stores simply provided thicker single-use
bags. The ban was repealed and replaced by a 7-cent tax, which was credited with a
reduction in the use of single-use bags.6 Similarly, Washington D.C.’s fee on single-use
paper and plastic bags is credited with reducing the use of single-use bags and increasing
the use of reusable bags.7 A similar effort in Los Angeles led to a 94 percent reduction in
single-use bags.8
Following the Task Force report, CBC called on the City to reauthorize a ban on single-use
plastic bags with a fee on paper and other single-use bags.9 The New York State Fiscal Year
2020 Adopted State Budget included legislation to ban single-use plastic bags statewide
and provided a local option to impose a fee on paper bags.10 CBC supports legislation to
authorize this fee, which would take effect on March 1, 2020, concurrent with the
statewide plastic bag ban. Residents who use the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance

Program (SNAP), or Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and
Children (WIC) to pay for their purchases would be exempted from the fee. The revenue
collected will be remitted by the retailer to the New York State Department of Taxation
and Finance. According to state law, 40 percent of the revenue collected in New York City
will be returned to the City to buy and distribute reusable bags within the City, with priority
given to low-income and fixed-income communities. The remaining 60 percent be
deposited in the State Environmental Protection Fund.
CBC recommends adopting the paper carryout bag fee to realize the fiscal and
environmental benefits of sharply reducing the number of single-use bags from the waste
stream.
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