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Introduction:  Beginning in February, 2005, the City of Los Angeles took steps to specifically examine initiatives to eliminate plastic bags from the litter stream, reduce bag use, and keep the rivers free of these items.  Following is an update on the specific action recommendations that came out of a four month process whereby the plastic bag industry, environmentalists, and city staff worked cooperatively to establish a joint public private partnership to accomplish removing plastic bags from Los Angeles waterways:

Status:  The LA Ad Hoc River Plastic Bag task force wrapped up its initial phase of work in July by developing recommendations on how to eliminate plastic bags from the waterways within the City, particularly in the Los Angeles River.  Following positive and cooperative forward thinking discussions among task force members, several recommendations have been developed that include increased recycling opportunities and anti-litter education programs.  Overall, the Task Force fostered a spirit of cooperation among the involved parties with the acknowledgement that the city faces environmental challenges and all participants share a common desire to implement workable, mutually beneficial solutions. The city staff and environmental groups working on the recommendations were particularly helpful in attaining consensus among task force members. 

The draft recommendations were approved by the City Council’s Ad Hoc River Committee in August and will be considered by the full city council in September/October.  The plastic bag industry, led by the Progressive Bag Alliance (PBA), is in full support of the draft recommendations and plans to provide in-kind services for the initial program development.  The PBA is an alliance of the five major U.S. grocery bag manufacturers and includes Hilex Poly, Vanguard Plastics, Inteplast, Superbag, and API.  The recommendations are also supported by the plastic bag trade associations including the Film and Bag Federation, and the California Film Extruders and Converters Association.

Representing the plastic bag industry on the advisory committee are Larry Johnson and Darwin Groesbeck, Vanguard Plastics; Leon Farahnik, Hilex Poly; Laurie Hansen, Progressive Bag Alliance; Donna Dempsey, Film & Bag Federation.  The other multiple participants include representatives of the polystyrene industry, city sanitation and waste management staff, city council staff, and environmentalists.  The President of the California Film Extruders and Converters Association also participated in final discussions on the task force-approved recommendations. 

In addition, the California Grocers Association and the California Restaurant Association, end users of plastic bags, were actively involved in the recommendation development process. 

Background:  Under the leadership of Councilmember Ed Reyes, the city council in February officially called for the creation of the stakeholders group and required that the industry return to the council within 60 days of the first meeting with solid recommendations on solving the plastic bag litter problem.  In June 2004, the LA Bureau of Sanitation characterized trash collected from storm drain catch basins.  The results showed that plastics, predominantly plastic bags, were a very visible component of urban litter.  

The city is under mandate to eliminate all trash going into the LA water ways by 2013 to meet US EPA Total Maximum Daily Load (TMDL) regulations imposed to improve water quality.  A TMDL establishes the maximum amount of a specified pollutant, such as trash and bacteria that can be discharged into a water body without causing it to become impaired.  

Relationship with Friends of the LA River (FoLAR):  The benefits of working directly with the principals from the plastic bag manufacturing companies themselves became evident from the beginning of the task force process.  During one of the first Task Force meetings, FoLAR discussed their upcoming annual river cleanup, La Gran Limpieza, and decided to use the event to highlight the problem of plastic bags in the River and to examine their recyclability.  In quick order, the PBA produced special bags for the clean up and helped coordinate a trial recovery and recycling effort.  The pilot project was testimony to good collaboration as demonstrated by the joint work of SRSSD staff, the PBA, Waste Management, and the city’s contractor, City Fibers.  However, the Task Force did learn that despite the efforts to segregate the plastic bag litter, the recovered plastic bags were not recyclable due to excessive contamination.  FoLAR also received a $5,000 contribution towards the CleanUp from PBA members on the Task Force.  

In addition to work with FoLAR, the Progressive Bag Alliance representatives worked to establish a relationship with the city’s recyclers and collectors.  On the market development side, City Fibers (one of the city’s recyclers) began working with referrals provided by the manufacturers who offer more competitive prices to recycle the City’s film plastic.

Process:  The task force met a total of four times.  Each meeting allowed for the participants to have an open and frank discussion.   The communication between the city staff, the FoLAR representatives, environmentalists and the industry representatives was open and honest.  This resulted in a good working relationship. According to the draft report conclusions, the city found that “each industry represented on the Task Force functions in a different environment with its own advantages and constraints in dealing with the impacts of plastics on their operations.  It is important for Industry and Government to understand each other’s functions and processes.  Our goal was to arrive at collaborative opportunities that enhance the city’s environmental stewardship as well as the city’s business climate.”

The meetings resulted in the development of criteria and goals that were used as a guideline to narrow the list of ideas that were thought to be effective, targeted, collaborative, and visible.

Specific Recommendations:  The Los Angeles City Council will ultimately be asked to authorize the recommendations of the Task Force to build on the collaboration that has been established between the City, the Plastic Bag Industry, Grocers, Restaurants, and Environmentalists.  Those recommendations include: 

· Adopt-a-River Campaign:  Similar in concept to the “Adopt-a-Highway” program, this campaign will be sponsored by the City and corporate stakeholders and encompass the clean up of hot spots and natural bottom sections of the River.  The Campaign will be coordinated with the Public Education/Social Marketing campaign.  Funding options for the campaign are still being explored, but the establishment of a new nonprofit foundation is popular among stakeholders.

· City-wide LA-Branded Public Education/Social Marketing Campaign:  Task Force members will participate in the development of a professional public education/social marketing campaign aimed at changing behavior to reduce plastic bag usage, increase plastic bag recycling, and deter littering in general.  The campaign will be developed jointly by the City, grocers, restaurants, retailers, plastic bag manufacturers, and others with an interest in reducing litter and keeping the River/waterways free of man-made debris.  Elements can be based on themes such as “Just Ask for One”, “Reduce, Reuse, Recycle” and “Just Don’t Litter”.
· Pilot Programs to Focus on Trash Hot Spot Areas in the City

The City has identified trash hot spot areas based on the amount of debris cleaned out of storm drain catch basins.  Under this program, grocers, restaurants, and retailers will employ the measures described above to reduce plastic bag usage, increase recycling, and reduce littering in selected areas.  

· Market Development for Recyclable Plastic

The PBA will assist in the development of initial and ongoing education program upgrades/advances to continue to increase plastic bag recycling in curbside collection programs, and will work with retailers/grocers through in-store collection programs.
During the ongoing task force discussions, the Progressive Bag Alliance offered new solutions, including:

· “Just Ask for One” public education campaign to teach the public to use less bags.

· Print a consistent set of messages on plastic bags for free – anti litter and pro recycling.

· Provide resources and social marketing professionals to assist in developing and promoting an LA-branded program to help clean the River, reduce bag use, increase at-store recycling, and educate and outreach to consumers.  The public campaign can include the promotion of the City’s new residential curbside program to collect plastic bags for recycling.  The PBA offered its assistance in designing a possible joint campaign along the theme of “take it to us or put it in curbside.”

· Recruit local plastic manufacturers to participate in a specific pilot project to address trash hot spot areas.

· Assist the City in exploring possible ways to fund litter clean up, prevention, and “Adopt-a-River” programs by providing expertise and experience on establishing a new nonprofit foundation.

· Provide assistance to grocers in helping to retool store collection systems to aid in increased recycling together with development of the city-wide branded retail recycling campaign.

Conclusion:  The task force met a total of four times.  Los Angeles is the first city to seriously deal with this issue in a cooperative, joint public/private fashion.  The issues were discussed by the company representatives in a manner that was constructive and the city and environmentalist representatives responded to this approach with a willingness to work in an atmosphere that the business members could understand.  The proposed recommendations maintain the collaborative relationships that have been forged between the City, the plastics industry, and the business sector, create accountability and uniformity, allow for quick and visible successes, and have flexibility to grow and adapt.
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