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Topic: Are paper bags better than plastic bags?

Abstract:

Today there are varieties of comments prevailing among people who use Plastic and paper bags for their shopping needs. A few people support Plastic bags with their own justifications and others support Paper bags. This is a hot topic of today and arguments are going up and down to deduce which one is better in term of environmental impact, but some people abstain from this issue by choosing the other option of going with reusable bags. This exploratory study is attempted to infer the environmental concerns made by these bags. The two common grocery bags of today; Paper and Plastic bags are compared in this study. Two imperative measures- total amount of energy used by a bag to get it manufactured and the amount of pollutants emitted during the manufacturing phase of a bag- are chosen as a data for Life Cycle Inventory. To arrive at a clear of conclusion with respect to environmental impact made by these two bags, life cycle impact assessment study was accomplished. 


1- Introduction

Sanitizing the environment is a policy of government to fight against the climate change. However, the government encourages the use of paper bags instead of using plastics bags. As plastic bags are non bio degradable which is very bad for the environment.
In this perspective, my study will be focused on asking customers of five supermarkets such as Morrison, Lidl, Iceland, Tesco and The Cooperative in my area at Camberwell. Some of them opt for paper bags unlike those still use plastic ones. So, why some customers opt for paper bags while other prefer the plastic bags. There are many types of bags available today to cater the shopping needs of people. An endless variety of raw materials and technologies are employed to manufacture them. Out of them the most popular ones are Plastic and Paper bags, since many years. Also, one should accept that they are the ones which are being subjected to a lot of constructive criticisms as well. Due to the highly demanding environmental needs, many alternatives are found to be superior to them in many platforms, especially in terms of environmental friendliness have come to the market now and become familiar among common people. Even then it is worthwhile to infer the Eco-Impact made by them. Numerous perplexing arguments can be seen in many discussions from different web pages on which bag is better amongst Paper and Plastic ones? Nevertheless, a scientific evaluation to quantify the environmental impacts is very much needed. This paper serves as an exploratory study on the quantification of environmental impacts of these bags to facilitate the investigation on the piled up issues associated with these bags. This present study sheds light on the eco-impact made by plastic and paper bags. 

In addition, information obtained from site visits with physical observations coupled with unstructured interviews administered on some consumers and open waste dumps in Camberwell in five supermarkets such as Morrison, Iceland, Lidl, Tesco and The Cooperative. 


Paper

Paper comes from trees which are a renewable resource when grown sustainably. However, paper also requires a great deal of energy during production. According to The Kansas Green Guide, 14 million trees were used to make the 10 billion paper grocery bags that were used in the United States in 1999. This has two negative impacts on the environment. The manufacturing process produces greenhouse gases while the effect of reducing the number of trees means that there are fewer trees to absorb greenhouse gases.

Plastic

Plastic is made from oil, which is a non-renewable resource. This has an obvious detrimental effect on the environment. Plastic also requires a great deal of energy to produce. TreeHugger reports that the largest energy input into the plastic bag manufacturing process is electricity. In the United States, half of this energy comes from coal burning power plants. This, again, has a negative impact on the environment.
Plastics can be recycled. The recycling process means that plastics are often down-cycled, which means that they produce a lesser-quality material after each recycling.


Decomposition

Paper bags
Research demonstrates that paper in landfills does not degrade or break down at a substantially faster rate than plastic does. In fact, nothing completely degrades in modern landfills because of the water, light, oxygen and other important elements that are necessary for the degradation process to be completed. A paper bag takes up more space than a plastic bag in a landfill, but because paper is recycled at a higher rate, saving space in landfills is less of an issue. 




Plastic bags

It can take between 400and 1000 years for plastic bags to decompose. A number of UK retailers have recently introduced degradable carrier bags. These bags are made from plastic which degradable under certain conditions or after a predetermined length of time. There are two types of degradable plastic: bio degradable plastics, which contain a small percentage of non oil-based material, such as corn starch; and photodegradable plastics, which will break down when exposed to sunlight.

There are a number of concerns over the use of degradable plastics. First, these plastics will only degradable if disposed of in appropriate conditions. For example, a photodegradable plastic product will not degradable if it is buried in a landfill site where is no light. Second, they may cause an increase in emissions of the greenhouse gas methane, as methane is release when materials biodegrade anaerobically. 


Reusability 

Plastic Bags can be made very thin, and are still strong enough to carry a full load of heavy shopping. A plastic bag can carry 2,500 times its own weight and stay strong when wet. The bags can also be re-used many times over for shopping, and are compact enough to be put in a pocket or handbag. They are also put to many other uses in the home, and for other uses such as clearing dog-waste from the streets, and most of them will eventually serve as a bin-liner to safely collect and dispose of household waste.10 Reusable plastic bags (the so-called ‘bags for life’) are more sustainable than all types of lightweight plastic carrier bags if used four times or more. They give the greatest environmental benefits over the full lifecycle. 11 Tesco reward customers with one ‘Green’ Clubcard point for every bag re-used, even if it isn’t one of their bags. 12 According to the Welsh Assembly Government, The Environment Agency completed a study into the environmental impacts of types of carrier bags. The study concluded that for a paper bag to have the same impact on the environment as a plastic bag it would need to be used at least 4 times; however, most paper bags would not be durable enough to be used 4 times.13
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Methodology


In this study I have made a questionnaire paper to ask ten people from each supermarket. I have been standing in the main entrance of my five chosen supermarkets to ask people regarding their carrier bags choice. People from different background.

Topic: Are paper bags better than plastic bags? P=People

Question1: How many times do you reuse your carrier bag?

	
	P1
	P2
	P3
	P4
	P5
	P6
	P7
	P8
	P9
	P10

	Plastic
	4
	2
	1
	2
	2
	6
	5
	2
	4
	
	

	Paper
	1
	1
	1
	2
	1
	2
	2
	1
	1
	
	





Question2: Which carrier bag is cheap?

	
	P1
	P2
	P3
	P4
	P5
	P6
	P7
	P8
	P9

	Plastic
	· 
	· 
	· 
	· 
	· 
	· 
	· 
	· 
	

	Paper
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	





Question3: Which carrier bag is easy to carry?

	
	P1
	P2
	P3
	P4
	P5
	P6
	P7
	P8
	P9

	Plastic
	· 
	· 
	· 
	· 
	· 
	· 
	
	
	

	Paper
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	







Question4: Which carrier bag is more resistant?

	
	P1
	P2
	P3
	P4
	P5
	P6
	P7
	P8
	P9

	Plastic
	· 
	· 
	· 
	· 
	· 
	· 
	· 
	
	

	Paper
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	




Question4: Which carrier bag is easy-going? C=Customer

	
	C1
	C2
	C3
	C4
	C5
	C6
	C7
	C8
	C9

	Plastic
	· 
	· 
	· 
	· 
	· 
	· 
	· 
	· 
	

	Paper
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