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PREFACE 

 
This document has been prepared by the City of Ukiah as the Lead Agency in conformance with 

the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA). The purpose of this draft Environmental Impact 

Report (EIR) is to inform decision makers and the general public of the environmental effects of a 

proposed project. 

 

The project that is the subject of this draft EIR is a proposed ordinance of the City of Ukiah to 

prohibit the distribution of single-use plastic carryout bags at the point of sale in retail sales 

establishments within the City. The proposed ordinance would allow paper bags containing a 

minimum of 40 percent post-consumer recycled content, provided they are sold for a minimum price. 

 

This draft EIR is available for public review at the City Clerkôs Office of the City of Ukiah, 300 

Seminary Avenue, Ukiah CA 95482, on weekdays (Monday-Thursday) during normal business 

hours. 

 

Comments on this draft EIR may be sent to the City of Ukiah by email or by U.S. Mail. 

The email address for comments is: cstump@cityofukiah.com. 

 

The mailing address is:  

 

City of Ukiah 

Community Development Department 

300 Seminary Avenue 

Ukiah, CA 95482 

 

The deadline for sending comments on the Draft EIR is March 12, 2012 at 5:00 p.m.  The Ukiah City 

Council will conduct a public hearing to receive comments on the DEIR on Wednesday, March 7, 

2012 at 6:15 in the Ukiah City Council Chambers, 300 Seminary Avenue, Ukiah, CA.   You can 

learn the most current status of the DEIR and the scheduled public hearing by calling Charley Stump, 

Director of Planning and Community Development at (707) 463-6219. 
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1.0   SUMMARY  
 

The City of Ukiah is proposing to adopt an ordinance regulating the distribution of single-use 

carryout bags at the point of sale.  The proposed ordinance would add Chapter 9 to Division 5 of 

the Cityôs Municipal Code and prohibit the free distribution of single-use carryout paper 

and plastic bags at the point of sale (i.e., check-out) for all commercial retail businesses in Ukiah, 

on a phased timetable depending on the type of retail establishment. 

 

An exception is made for paper bags containing at least 40 percent recycled content, which can 

be provided to customers for a minimum store charge not less than the store's actual cost of 

providing the bag, which is assumed to be a minimum of $.10 per bag, unless the store 

documents a lesser actual cost. 

 

The business is required to charge for the exempt paper bags so that the cost of carryout bags is 

no longer hidden in the price of the merchandise, and the customer can choose whether to pay or 

not to pay the cost of the bag.  

 

The ordinance would exclude plastic or paper bags that are used by customers or the store to 

protect or contain meat, fresh produce, food prepared at the establishment, or other goods that 

must be protected from moisture, damage, or contamination, and that are typically placed inside 

a carryout bag at the point of sale.  

 

Supermarkets,  drug stores, and take-out restaurants with drive-up windows would be subject to 

the ordinance 180 days after it is enacted.  Other stores, including department stores, clothing 

stores, liquor stores, book stores, specialty stores, and convenience stores would have to comply 

one year later.  The ordinance does not distinguish among types of plastic or types of plastic bags 

beyond their ability to be reused multiple times. Single-use plastic bags provided free to 

customers at the check-out stand for the purpose of holding the customerôs purchases are 

prohibited by the ordinance. Plastic bags are allowed if the bags are intended and identified as 

reusable and meet the ordinance's definition of reusable bags. The requirement for a minimum 

charge for paper carryout bags would not apply to 40% recycled-content bags smaller than 250 

cubic inches capacity or for restaurant takeout bags smaller than 440 cubic inches. 

 

The EIR projects the following changes would occur from the proposed ordinance in carryout 

bag usage in Ukiah: 
 

Annual Carryout Bag Usage, Ukiah 

 Current estimated Future projected 

Plastic single-use 5,863,000 0 

Paper single-use 863,000 1,288,500 

Reusable (worn out and 
replaced) 

Unknown Unknown + 28,000 

[This chart appears as Table 2 on p. 19] 

 

Only beneficial environmental impacts or less than significant environmental impacts are 

projected by the EIR so there are no recommended mitigation measures for adverse impacts. 
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2.0 PROJECT DESCRIPTION 

 
2.1 Background 

 

Plastic bags have been recognized world-wide as a special problem for litter and consumption of 

nonrenewable resources.  Legislation restricting the use of single-use plastic carry-out bags has been 

adopted in many countries.  In California, ordinances prohibiting plastic carry-out bags have been 

adopted in San Francisco, San Jose, Santa Monica, Palo Alto, Fairfax, Malibu, Manhattan Beach, 

Marin County and Los Angeles County.  Many other municipalities are considering similar action, 

including both the County of Mendocino and the City of Fort Bragg (in Mendocino County). 

 

A special concern regarding plastic bags is the threat of partially-decomposed bags entering 

waterways and the ocean and eventually affecting marine life.  As a river-front city on a tributary to 

the Pacific Ocean, Ukiah is particularly aware of the impact of human activity on the ocean.  In 2010, 

the City Council began consideration of an ordinance that would be intended to bring about the 

replacement of single-use carry-out bags with reusable bags.  The content of a proposed ordinance 

was approved in concept by the City Council on December 7, 2011 and direction was given for 

preparation of an Environmental Impact Report (EIR). 

 

Four  EIRs have been prepared by California jurisdictions for single-use carry-out bag ordinances:  

San Jose, Santa Monica, Los Angeles County and Fort Bragg.  This EIR draws upon the research and 

analysis done for those EIRs, along with the Master Environmental Assessment prepared for the 

GreenCities California Coalition.1   Since the issues, background data, and geographical nexus are 

very similar for Ukiah and Fort Bragg, this EIR is based on the Fort Bragg DEIR issued in October, 

2011. 

 

Preparation of EIRs on bag ordinances has been stimulated by opposition to such ordinances by 

the Save the Plastic Bag Coalition, an organization supported by plastic bag manufacturers.  

Since 2007, this organization has filed lawsuits or made formal legal objections against at least 

eleven California jurisdictions for the purpose of requiring an EIR prior to adoption of any 

ordinance affecting single-use plastic carryout bags.
2
 

 

The intervention of the plastic bag manufacturers has stimulated more thoughtful consideration 

of the environmental issues associated with single-use carryout bags.  In particular, the 

limitations of earlier ordinances in San Francisco and Oakland have been understood.  These 

ordinances (enacted in San Francisco in 2007, blocked by litigation in Oakland in 2008) merely 

banned plastic bags without regulating paper bags.  The plastic bag manufacturers pointed out 

that paper bags may require more energy to manufacture and distribute, and, consequently, that 

the environmental impacts of single-use paper bags must also be considered when proposing a 

ban on single-use plastic carryout bags.  However, an EIR is not necessarily required.
3
 

 

 

                                                           
1
 These documents are referenced by this report as ñSan Jose DEIR,ò ñSanta Monica DEIR,ò ñLA County DEIR,ò 
and ñGreenCities MEA,ò and are described more fully in the References section of this EIR. 
2
 LA County DEIR, pp. 2-8 through 2-12. 

3
 Save the Plastic Bag Coalition v. City of Manhattan Beach (July 14, 2011, S180720) . 
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2.2   Current Carryout Bag Distribution and Use 

 

The widespread displacement of the paper bag by the plastic bag is a relatively recent 

phenomenon, as illustrated by Table 1: 
 

Table 1:   Plastic and Paper Bag Production from 1980 to 2006 
Year Plastic Bags and Sacks 

Produced 
(thousands of tons) 

Paper Bags and Sacks Produced 
(thousands of tons) 

 
1980 390 3,380 

1990 940 2,440 

2000 1,650 1,490 

2004 1,810 1,270 

2005 1,640 1,120 

2006 1,830 1,080 

 
SOURCE: U.S. Environmental Protection Agency. November 2008. Municipal Solid Waste in the United States: 2007 
Facts and Figures. Washington, DC.  Table 18, p. 87.  

 

Under existing conditions, most retail businesses in Ukiah offer customers a free bag in which to 

place their purchases prior to leaving the store.  The bags are offered at the check-out counter 

and, in most cases, the purchases are placed in the bag by store employees.  The predominant 

type of single-use plastic bag distributed at point-of-sale in Ukiah is the high density 

polyethylene (HDPE) bag. The most common type of single-use paper grocery bag is made of 

unbleached kraft paper. 

 

The proposed ordinance prohibits the free distribution of single-use carryout paper and plastic 

bags at the point of sale (i.e., check-out) for all commercial retail businesses in Ukiah.  Single-

use paper bags with a minimum 40 percent post-consumer recycled content would be exempt 

from the prohibition, but would have to be sold for a minimum charge.     

 

Most grocery stores in Ukiah offer customers a choice of paper or plastic, except for Ukiah 

Natural Foods Co-op, which offers only paper for a charge of $.10 per bag.  Other stores, 

including clothing and department stores, drug stores, and specialty retail stores, offer plastic 

bags of various sizes and shapes.  Some also offer paper bags.  Most of the plastic bags used in 

grocery stores are high-density polyethylene (HDPE) and plastic bags used in other stores may 

be low-density polyethylene (LDPE.)  The former are thin and very lightweight; the latter tend to 

be sturdier and are sometimes reused.   The paper bags offered in most grocery stores are 

unbleached brown kraft paper; the paper bags offered at other retail stores vary widely. 

 

In recent years, a significant number of stores began offering reusable bags for sale.  Reusable 

bags are made of a variety of materials, including canvas (cotton, cotton/PET blend, or PET), 

polypropylene, or polyethylene (both HDPE and LDPE).  Some stores offer several different 

kinds.  The nonwoven polypropylene type has become dominant among reusable bags.  This 

appears to be a cost-driven development.  A recent review of wholesale prices of reusable bags 

available on the internet showed that polypropylene bags were most common, at prices 50 to 100 

percent less than cotton or canvas bags. 
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State legislation (AB 2449) defines ñreusableò plastic bags as being ñdurableò, with a minimum 

thickness of 2.25 mils and with handles.  The proposed ordinance adds the definitional 

requirements that a reusable bag is manufactured to carry at minimum of 22 pounds for at least 

125 times over a distance of at least 175 feet, and does not contain lead, cadmium, or any other 

heavy metal in toxic amounts.  

 

There is no single or definitive estimate about the proportion of single-use bags that are paper.  

The San Francisco Environment Department estimated that bags distributed at San Francisco 

Supermarkets in 2004 consisted of 90 percent plastic bags and 10 percent paper bags.
4
  A study 

prepared more recently for the City of Seattle estimated that, based on statistics garnered from 

waste characterization studies, roughly 80 percent of single-use grocery bags distributed freely 

are plastic and 20 percent are paper.
5
  

 
The website for the California Department of Resources, Recycling and Recovery (CalRecycle), 

presents a 2007 estimate made by the Progressive Bag Alliance that retail establishments in 

California hand out approximately 19 billion single-use plastic bags at the point of sale annually, at a 

rate of 600 bags per second.6
  If Ukiah and the surrounding unincorporated area served by Ukiahôs 

businesses used its proportionate share of the statewide total based on population, it would mean 22 

million plastic carryout bags are handed out annually.  Statistically, this is an unreliable number 

because it is calculated as a tiny percentage of the statewide estimate. 

 

The City of Santa Monica estimated bag use through a telephone survey of grocery stores, liquor 

stores, gas station minimarts and drug stores.7  It concluded that 17.8 million to 34.3 million single-

use bags were used annually in Santa Monica, a city of 90,000 persons.  Reducing these numbers 

proportionally to the greater Ukiah-area population [35,000] would indicate 6.9 million to 13.3 

million single-use bags are used annually in Ukiah. 

 

To develop a more reliable estimate of Ukiahôs bag use, local information was utilized. 
 

An examination of Ukiah business license records showed the following profile of retail 

businesses: 

 

Small grocery:  12 

Large grocery:  5 

Drug stores:  5 

Miscellaneous retail:   90 

Food vendors:  53 

Walmart, the Cityôs largest single retail store, voluntarily eliminated free plastic shopping bags 

in 2010 as a corporate pilot project involving three Walmarts in California, including Ukiah.  A 

                                                           
4 San Jose DEIR, citing San Francisco Department of the Environment. November 18, 2004 Bag Cost Analysis: 

Costs Associated with Paper and Plastic Bags. November 18, 2004. Available at: 

<http://www.ci.sf.ca.us/site/sfenvironment_page.asp?id=28374>. 
5 San Jose DEIR, citing Herrera Environmental Consultants, Inc. Alternatives to Disposable Shopping Bags and 

Food Service Items: Volume 1. January 29, 2008. 
6 San Jose DEIR, citing www.calrecycle.org/lgcentral/basics/plasticbag.htm 
 

7
 Santa Monica DEIR, Nexus Study, Appendix A. 
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major supermarket, Ukiah Natural Foods, eliminated all free carryout bags in 2010 and charges 

$.10 for paper bags.  Burger King restaurant has replaced plastic carryout bags with unbleached 

paper for all orders, while McDonaldôs, Jack in the Box and KFC restaurants use paper as their 

primary carryout bag but use plastic bags for some larger orders.  

 

Harvest Market, a principal Fort Bragg supermarket, made its sales and bag use data available 

for this report, allowing the calculation of bags per transaction and average sales per transaction.  

These factors were applied to Ukiahôs retail sector, whose annual sales per store were available 

from City business license reports.  Adjustments were made for: (1) those retail outlets that 

typically donôt use bags (e.g., car dealer, appliance dealer, many restaurants); (2) an assumed 

ratio of 9:1 for plastic single-use bags vs. paper at stores that give a choice; and (3) the no plastic 

policy at Ukiah Natural Foods and the no-free-bag policy at Walmart.  Based on this approach, 

the following estimate of current annual bag use in Ukiah was developed: 

 

5,863,000 plastic single-use carryout bags 

863,000 paper single-use carryout bags 

Total single-use bags:  6,726,000   

 

These numbers will be used for the environmental analysis in this report. 

 

2.3  Paper versus Plastic 

 

Most discussions about single-use carryout bags involve the question of which is better for the 

environment, paper or plastic. In much of the world, plastic bags are made from oil, and oil 

production and use are considered serious environmental threats.  This environmental threat, 

combined with the visible persistence of plastic litter in the environment, has led to the public belief 

that making and using single-use bags from plastic is more likely to damage the environment than 

making and using single-use paper bags. In response to this frequently expressed belief, 

representatives of the plastic bag industry contend that paper bags are more damaging to the 

environment than plastic bags. 

 

Most of the single-use paper shopping bags are made in the United States and, according to a 

representative of the paper bag industry, most contain recycled content.  Paper single-use bags that 

were distributed by Safeway and Raleyôs supermarkets in Ukiah in June, 2011 were imprinted with a 

statement that they contained 40 percent post-consumer recycled content. A distinction is sometimes 

made between ñpost-consumerò recycled content, which is paper that is manufactured, used for its 

intended purpose, and then recycled back into new paper, and ñmill endsò or scrap that never leaves 

the factory where it was made.  

 

According to representatives of the plastic bag industry, most of the single-use HDPE plastic bags 

used in the United States are made in this country and 85 percent are made from a byproduct of 

natural gas. The other 15 percent are assumed to have been made outside the United States from 

petroleum.8 

 

                                                           
8
 San Jose DEIR, p. 7, citing industry's Save the Plastic Bag Coalition statement in response to Notice of 

Preparation. 
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In any comparison of bags, account must be taken of their comparative usefulness; how many of 

each type of bag is required to do an equivalent amount of ñworkò (carry the same quantity of 

goods for the same number of times). This becomes a question of capacity and durability. 
 

2.4   Capacity 

 

In evaluating any kind of carryout bags, capacity is a major factor. Plastic grocery bags are smaller 

than paper grocery bags and store clerks and customers typically do not fill them as full.9
  Paper bags 

are also not always filled to capacity. However, based entirely on observed behavior in grocery and 

other retail stores, it appears that store clerks will routinely fill a paper bag more than half full unless 

the items are unusually heavy (multiple large glass jars and/or cans, watermelons, etc.). Plastic bags, 

on the other hand, were routinely left less than half full. Two life cycle analyses prepared by two 

different consultants under contracts with the plastic bag industry (Boustead and Franklin) assumed 

relative capacities of 1:1, 1.5:1, and 2:1 (with paper bags having capacity of one to two times that of 

plastic bags). Minimal explanation is provided as to how these ratios were identified. The capacity 

assumptions do not include any adjustment for the real-world behavior of how users and clerks fill 

the bags. In statements made in the life cycle analyses and elsewhere, it has been suggested that 

ñproper trainingò of store clerks would minimize differences in bag capacity.10
  It is not clear what 

kind of training is envisioned or who would supply it and/or pay for it, but since such training would 

have to occur and re-occur often to ensure that newly hired clerks in all grocery, drug and 

convenience stores have the same training in order to maintain standards based on that training, the 

use of training as a mechanism to achieve parity in bag capacity is not considered as a viable option 

in this EIR.  Representatives of the paper bag industry advised that the appropriate capacity ratio was 

3:1 (plastic to paper). No explanation was provided on how that ratio was identified. 

 

A study of carryout bags carried out for the City of San Jose's EIR concluded that a 15-inch-high 

single-use paper carryout bag will hold 1.5 times the capacity of the single-use HDPE carryout 

plastic bag, and a 17-inch-high paper bag will hold twice the capacity.11  

 

2.5  Durability 

 

Many single-use bags could be used more than once. People sometimes use either paper or 

plastic single-use bags to line wastebaskets and garbage bins, to hold smaller recyclables put out 

for collection, or for a similar purpose before discarding or recycling them. The single-use bags 

are not, however, made to last very long. State law (AB 2449) refers to ñdurableò plastic bags 

that are ñspecifically designed and manufactured for multiple reuseò in its definition of a 

reusable plastic bag, to distinguish them from single-use bags. The number of times a reusable 

bag can actually be reused will vary, from perhaps a few dozen to hundreds of times, and must 

endure at least 125 uses to qualify as a reusable bag under the proposed ordinance.  A reusable 

bag as defined by state law can also be made of ñcloth or other machine washable fabric.ò 
 

                                                           
9
 This issue is raised and acknowledged in various contexts, including Life Cycle Analyses prepared by consultants 

to the plastics industry. 
10 San Jose DEIR, citing Boustead Consulting & Associates. Life Cycle Assessment for Three Types of Grocery Bags 

ï Recyclable Plastic; Compostable, Biodegradable Plastic; and Recycled, Recyclable Paper.  Peer Reviewed 

2007. Page 7. 
11

 San Jose DEIR, p. 12 
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2.6   Concerns Related to Single-Use Carryout Bags 

 

In evaluating possible components to be included in an ordinance to regulate single-use carryout 

bags, a number of factors were taken into consideration, including the materials used in their 

manufacture. 

 

As noted above, roughly 85 percent of plastic bags used in the U.S. are produced domestically, 

most often using ethane, which is a byproduct of natural gas refining. Approximately 15 percent 

of single-use plastic bags used in the United States are imported and often originate as oil. The 

plastic that is made from the ethane is polyethylene.  Plastic bags are generally made from one or 

the other of two different types of polyethylene: low-density polyethylene (LDPE) or high 

density polyethylene (HDPE). LDPE film is usually thicker and glossier than HDPE film, and 

requires more energy and resources per bag to manufacture. HDPE film used to make single-use 

carryout bags is thinner and lighter than LDPE film, and requires less energy and resources per 

bag to manufacture. Typically, single-use grocery bags are made from HDPE, while LDPE is 

used for bags distributed at retail establishments such as clothing stores. In general, HDPE bags, 

because they are lighter and thinner, do not withstand multiple uses and are described in this EIR 

as single-use bags. Since the City is proposing to prohibit all single-use plastic bags given away 

free at the point of sale, the numbers of bags of both types (LDPE and HDPE) that are distributed 

for free in Ukiah would be reduced by the ordinance.  Bags that meet the definition of reusable 

could be sold for a minimum store charge under the proposed ordinance, but very likely would 

be sold for a much higher price, as they are now, that reflects their production cost. 

 

Since the materials that single-use plastic bags are made from (oil and polyethylene) can be 

used for multiple purposes, if the demand for single-use plastic bags were to decline, the 

polyethylene and the raw material from which it is made (oil or ethane) could be used for other 

purposes, including fuel and durable goods. 

 

Paper bags generally consist of both virgin and recycled materials. Virgin material used in the 

manufacture of kraft paper (brown paper grocery bags are usually made of kraft paper) is 

typically pulp chips made from trees. According to statements made by representatives of the 

American Forest & Paper Association, most of the trees used to manufacture paper are grown for 

that purpose. Currently, there are paper bags on the market that contain 100 percent recycled 

content.  
 

Approximately 21 percent of paper bags nationwide are recycled.
12

 Although the percent could 

be similar within California, there is anecdotal evidence that California may have substantially 

higher rates. The City of San Franciscoôs Department of the Environment estimates that at least 

60 percent of paper bags are recycled in the City.
13

  Similarly, according to the Alameda County 

Waste Management Authority's StopWaste, Alameda County currently achieves a 60-80 percent 

paper bag recycling rate.
14

 

 

                                                           
12

 Green Cities California Master Environmental Assessment[hereinafter, "Green Cities MEA"], p. 18, citing 

California Integrated Waste Management Board, 2009. 
13

 Green Cities MEA, p. 18, citing communication with City of San Francisco, 2010. 
14

 Green Cities MEA, p. 18, citing StopWaste. 2010. Comments provided to Green Cities California on draft MEA. 
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Paper bags may be made of post-consumer recycled paper. Weyerhaeuser, a major kraft paper 

bag manufacturer, reported to Boustead Associates (2007) that its unbleached kraft grocery bag 

contains approximately 30 percent post-consumer recycled content.
15

 Anecdotal evidence 

suggests that kraft paper bags with substantially higher post-consumer recycled content are also 

available. In particular, San Francisco has set a minimum 40 percent recycled content level for 

paper bags distributed within the city. StopWaste reports this and other similar requirements 

have led most supermarkets in California to switch to 40 percent recycled content paper bags.
16

  
 

There have been studies that concluded that the pulping and bleaching processes 

involved in many types of paper making produce higher emissions of air pollutants and 

waterborne wastes than occurs from (at least) HDPE plastic bag production.  Brown kraft paper, 

however, does not require bleaching, and making bags from factory waste and post-consumer 

paper waste does not require the pulping process that is part of manufacturing bags from virgin 

content. No study prepared by a neutral third party is known that specifically compares the 

impacts of manufacturing HDPE grocery bags with the impacts of manufacturing kraft paper 

grocery bags made with a high percentage (over 30 percent) of post consumer recycled content. 
 

There have been a large number of life cycle assessments (LCAs) prepared comparing plastic 

and paper bags. Some studies date back to a time when recycling was just beginning in the 

United States. Many were prepared in Europe and reflect assumptions that may not be accurate 

in the United States. Some are difficult to translate into realistic terms or measurements; for 

example, several are based on the total quantity of groceries taken home over a yearôs time by an 

average household in another country. Two of the American LCAs (Boustead and Franklin) 

assumed that a substantial quantity of waste, both paper and plastic bags, would be incinerated 

(and included those impacts in their study totals).  A summary of LCAs appears as Appendix A. 
 

An LCA that evaluates the impacts of paper bags versus plastic bags and is frequently cited was 

prepared for the Progressive Bag Alliance
17

  by Boustead Consulting & Associates. The report is 

undated but the peer review was completed in 2007 so the report would have been prepared at an 

earlier date. The Boustead LCA compares what it calls a ñrecyclable paper bag,ò a ñrecyclable 

plastic bag,ò  and a ñdegradableò (or compostable) plastic bag. The report assumes 30 percent 

recycled material in the paper bags. Its conclusion was that the life cycle process (including 

disposal in a landfill) for paper bags consumes more energy and generates more pollution than 

plastic bags.  The one element of the LCAs that is fairly consistent, including European, 

Australian, and U.S studies, is that they all conclude that reusable bags are environmentally 

superior and would result in fewer adverse impacts. 

 

A reduction in the availability of free single-use carryout plastic bags might lead to an increase in 

the use of consumer products that meet the same purpose as reusing plastic bags, such as garbage 

bags (can liners). Following the introduction of the PlasTax program that implemented a fee on 

single-use plastic carryout bags, food retailers in the Republic of Ireland reported a roughly 75 to 

                                                           
15

 Green Cities MEA, p. 18, citing Boustead Associates (2007). 
16

 Green Cities MEA, p. 18, citing, StopWaste 2010,  comments provided to Green Cities California on draft MEA.  
17 This group is now called the Progressive Bag Affiliates and is part of the American Chemistry Council. 
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77 percent increase in the purchase of plastic ñbin linersò (i.e., garbage bags).
18

  Life cycle 

assessments (LCAs) completed for similar proposed carryout bag policies in Scotland and 

Australia accounted for this increase in bin liner use in their analyses and concluded that the 

environmental benefits of reducing single-use plastic carryout bags outweigh any detrimental impacts 

resulting from increased bin liner consumption.  Because there are so many single-use plastic bags 

given away compared to the small number of plastic bags sold to line garbage bins, the LCA 

completed for the Scottish policy found that even with a 77 percent increase in bin liner 

consumption, the number of bags (and quantity of polyethylene) consumed would decrease overall as 

a result of a fee on plastic grocery bags.19 
 

An additional factor relevant to the Cityôs objectives for this project is that plastic bags sold in 

boxes for lining garbage cans in the home and paid for by the consumer are very likely to be 

filled with trash and sent to disposal, rather than end up as litter on the roadside. 

 

2.7  Waste Management 

 

According to CalRecycle, approximately 155,848 tons of paper bags and 123,405 tons of plastic 

grocery and merchandise bags were disposed of in 2008, comprising 0.4 percent and 0.3 percent 

of all landfilled waste in California, respectively.
20

 Once in a landfill, both types of bags will 

eventually break down, albeit very slowly. While there are statements in print that waste in a 

landfill doesnôt break down, those statements fail to account for the generation of methane from 

landfills, usually lasting for decades. The bags studied in the waste characterization study would 

have included all types of plastic and paper bags, including the smaller plastic bags used to bag 

produce in a grocery store, and the very large heavy-duty paper bags used to contain sugar, flour, 

rice, beans, pet food, and other products. 

 

The tons disposed, however, demonstrate a critical difference between the two types of bags. In 

2003, approximately 386,097 tons of paper bags and 147,038 tons of plastic grocery and 

merchandise bags were disposed in the state.
21

 In five years, the quantity of paper bags disposed 

was reduced by over 59 percent. The quantity of plastic grocery and merchandise bags was 

reduced by 16 percent.  Since this time period also coincided with a significant increase in 

recycling programs and recycling statewide, it is likely that some of the reduction was due to 

recycling. 

 

The Cityôs curbside recycling collection does not accept plastic bags.  Several stores have a 

plastic bag drop-off bin.  The potential for expanded  recycling of plastic bags through curbside 

recycling is questionable because of contamination, and processing problems.
22

  

 

                                                           
18

 San Jose DEIR, p. 14. 
19

 San Jose DEIR, p. 14.  
20

 California Integrated Waste Management Board, California Statewide Waste Characterization Study, 2008, Table 

ES-3, p. 6 
21

 California Integrated Waste Management Board, California Statewide Waste Characterization Study, 2004, Table 

ES-3, p. 6 
22 San Jose DEIR, p. 15 
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CalRecycle states that 3 percent of plastic carryout bags were recycled in 2009 from the 

supermarkets and large drug stores covered by the AB 2449 recycling requirement.
23

   

 

2.8  Litter and Waterways 

 

Single-use carryout bags, especially plastic bags, contribute to a persistent litter problem that is 

of growing concern for the health of waterways locally and worldwide. Marine debris (i.e., ocean 

pollution) has been shown to have dramatic impacts on wildlife and habitat, and most marine 

debris is comprised of plastic materials. Plastics comprise about 60 percent of the trash found on 

beaches,
24

 and 90 percent of the debris floating on water.
25

 Land-based sources, such as 

stormwater runoff from urbanized areas, are the dominant contributor. 

 

The 2009 International Coastal Cleanup (ICC) report, produced by the Ocean Conservancy, 

found that plastic bags were the second most common debris item collected worldwide during 

the annual one-day coastal cleanup event. Cigarettes and cigarette filters were the most common 

item littered; paper bags were the sixth most common debris item collected.
26

 

 

The preparers of the 2008 Anacostia Watershed Trash Reduction Plan completed by the District 

of Columbia Department of the Environment found that plastic bags made up 21 percent of the 

trash in the main river and 47 percent of the trash in tributaries to the river.
27

 

 

A 2004 Los Angeles waste characterization study found that plastic bags comprised 

approximately 25 percent of the waste found in storm drain catch basins by weight.
28

 

 

The exact quantities and proportions vary but the weight of evidence indicates that plastic bags 

are present in, and comprise a substantial component of, the litter in urban environments and 

local streams in the United States. 

 

A study completed for the Santa Clara Valley Urban Runoff Pollution Prevention Program 

(SCVURPPP) documented items of trash collected during a study for various stretches of creeks 

and rivers in the San José area during 2005. Trash was collected from 19 different stretches of 

Coyote Creek, Silver Creek, and the Guadalupe River, among other waterways. The study found 

that plastic bags comprised approximately 10 percent of the total number of trash items 

collected. The study also completed a focused count at one storm drain outfall on Stevens Creek 

                                                           
23 CalRecycle, 2009 Statewide Recycling Rate for Plastic Carryout Bags, 

http://www.calrecycle.ca.gov/Plastics/AtStore/AnnualRate/2009Rate.htm# 
 

24
 U.S. Department of Commerce and U.S. Navy, Turning to the Sea:  Americaôs Ocean Future, Washington D.C., 

September 1999.  
25

 United Nations Environment Programme, Global Programme of Action Coordination Office; Swedish 

Environmental Protection Agency; and United Nations International Marine Protection Organization, Marine Litter: 

What and Where?, www.marine-litter.gpa.unep.org/facts/what-where.htm 
26

Ocean Conservancy. International Coastal Cleanup 2009 Report: A Rising Tide of Ocean Debris (And What We 
Can Do About It). 2009.  
27

 San Jose DEIR, p. 18. 
28

 LA County DEIR, citing City of Los Angeles, 18 June 2004, Characterization of Urban Litter, Prepared by Ad 

Hoc Committee on Los Angeles River and Watershed Protection Division. 
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on three separate dates from October 2008 to February 2009. Of the 849 items of trash collected 

from this outfall, 198 were plastic bags, comprising roughly 23 percent of the overall sample.
29

  

 

In September, 2010, a volunteer group carried out a clean-up of 3 miles of Orrs Creek in Ukiah.  

Plastic bags were the fourth most-common item recovered, numbering 139.
30

    

 

On September 17, 2011, a volunteer cleanup of Gibson Creek in Ukiah yielded 241 plastic bags, 

the second-most common item after food wrappers.
31

 

 

Both Orrs Creek and Gibson Creek are tributaries to the Russian River, which flows through 

Sonoma County into the Pacific Ocean.  On January 30, 2011, the Santa Rosa Press Democrat 

published a photograph of numerous plastic bags and bag fragments caught on branches 

overhanging the Russian River, where they had been deposited during high water conditions. 

 

The California Ocean Protection Council (OPC), a state government body, issued the 

Implementation Strategy for the OPC Resolution to Reduce and Prevent Ocean Litter in 

November, 2008.  The strategy cites the elimination of packaging wastes that contribute to litter, 

including single-use carryout bags, as a priority, and recommends a fee on paper and plastic bags 

as an incentive for using reusable bags.  In addition to litter impacts, the report states that 

ñPlastic bags are also known to pose a significant threat to marine wildlife.ò
32

 

 

Even if placed appropriately in garbage containers after use, single-use plastic bags can become 

a part of the urban litter problem. The bags are lightweight and so, during transfer (from 

residential garbage cart or from bin to collection vehicle or from collection vehicle to the 

working face of the landfill), can become airborne.  
 

2.9 Project Location 
 

The proposed ordinance would apply to all commercial retail stores within the City of Ukiah. 

 

Ukiah is the largest city in Mendocino County.  It has an area of 4.7 square miles and a 

population of 16,075 according to the 2010 U.S. Census.  The Cityôs eastern border touches the 

Russian River in several spots, and the Cityôs creeks drain to the Russian River. 

 

2.10 Project Description 
 

The proposed ordinance would adds Chapter 9 (Disposable Bag Reduction) to Division 5 of the 

Ukiah Municipal Code. The ordinance prohibits the free distribution of single-use carryout paper 

and plastic bags at the point of sale (i.e., check-out) for all commercial retail businesses in Ukiah, 

with a phased implementation depending on category of store.  An exception is made for paper 

bags less than 250 cubic inches in capacity and for recycled-content paper bags of less than 440 

                                                           
29

 San Jose DEIR p. 50. 
30

 Linda Sanders, Friends of Gibson Creek, email to Michael Sweeney, September 30, 2010. 
31

 Linda Sanders, Friends of Gibson Creek, email to Michael Sweeney, September 18, 2011. 
32

 California Ocean Protection Council, An Implementation Strategy for the Ocean Protection Council Resolution to 

Reduce and Prevent Ocean Litter, November 20, 2008, p.  7. 
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cubic inches in capacity used for prepared food.  Paper bags of any size containing at least 40 

percent recycled content can be provided to customers provided the store charges customers an 

amount sufficient to recover the storeôs cost of providing the bag, which would be assumed to be 

not less than 10 cents per bag unless the store submits an annual full-cost accounting that shows 

a lower amount, including wholesale cost, shipping, tax, handling, storage and all other costs 

arising from the storeôs provision of the paper carryout bags.  Based on current cost information, 

such an accounting would amount to not less than 10 cents for the most commonly-used paper 

carryout bags.  The business is required to charge for the paper carryout bags so that the cost of 

carryout bags is no longer hidden in the price of the merchandise, and the customer can choose 

whether to pay or not to pay for the cost of the bag.  

 

In addition to grocery stores, the ordinance as proposed would apply to all other retail 

establishments that put purchases into single-use carryout bags, either paper or plastic, at the 

point of sale.  This includes department stores, clothing stores, liquor stores, book stores, 

specialty stores, drug stores, convenience stores, etc.  This ordinance does not distinguish among 

types of plastic or types of plastic bags beyond their ability to meet the definition of ñreusable 

grocery bagò set forth in the ordinance.  Single-use plastic bags provided free to customers at the 

check-out stand for the purpose of holding the customerôs purchases are prohibited by the 

ordinance.  Plastic carryout bags are allowed if the bags are intended and identified as reusable 

and meet the ordinance's definition of reusable bags.  The prohibition on paper bags would apply 

to all single-use paper bags provided free to customers at the check-out stand for the purpose of 

holding the customerôs purchases and containing less than 40 percent post consumer recycled 

content.  

 

The requirement to charge for paper bags doesnôt apply to take-out restaurant operations for bags 

of less than 440 cubic inches capacity, because of the difficulty of packaging a take-out order 

into a customerôs reusable bag, particularly at drive-up take-out windows. 

 

The ordinance would exclude plastic or paper bags that are used by customers or the store to 

protect or contain meat, fresh produce, food prepared at the establishment, or other goods that 

must be protected  from moisture, damage, or contamination, and that are typically placed inside 

a carryout bag at the point of sale.  
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Figure 1: Vicinity Map  
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2.11 Public Education and Outreach 
 

The City of Ukiah has extensive experience in successfully managing public outreach to achieve 

City goals on solid waste, recycling, and other environmental issues.  Past outreach efforts, 

assisted by the City's franchise hauler and the Mendocino Solid Waste Management Authority, 

have included implementation of leading edge garbage and curbside recycling collection 

programs, yard trimmings and organic waste, and marketing a variety of targeted environmental 

management programs for household hazardous waste, business recycling technical assistance, 

and construction and demolition recycling.   As a small, compact municipality, the City can 

effectively reach its entire population with information about new programs. 

 

Public awareness of the carryout bag issue is already high in Ukiah due to a the initiative taken 

by two of the cityôs stores, Walmart and Ukiah Natural Foods, both of which stopped giving 

away free carryout bags.   Major supermarkets have promoted reusable bags. 
 

2.12 Goals of the Program 
 

As described in Section 213, the proposed ordinance is designed to contribute to a number of 

specific objectives.  The effectiveness of each element of the program will be evaluated as it is 

implemented, starting with the public education and outreach efforts to encourage use of reusable 

bags.  Modifications can be made to the ordinance in the future, based on ongoing monitoring, in 

order to achieve a closer approximation of the Cityôs goals ï including increasing the minimum 

store charge. 

 
2.13 Statement of Policy Objectives 
 

The objectives of the City of Ukiah in proposing an ordinance prohibiting the free distribution of 

single-use paper and plastic carryout bags include the following: 

 

1. Minimizing the dedication of non-renewable resources to single-use carryout bags. 

 

2. Facilitating the change in consumer behavior toward the use of reusable bags. 

 

3. Reducing the annual distribution of single-use carryout bags through regulating their free 

distribution at retail establishments.  

 

4. Minimizing to the greatest extent feasible the amount of single-use carryout bag litter 

contaminating property, polluting streets, parks, sidewalks, storm and sewer systems, 

creeks, streams and the ocean. 

 

5. Minimizing to the greatest extent feasible the presence of plastic bags in the Cityôs 

recycling program, where they contaminate recovered material streams and clog 

processing equipment.    
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2.14  Uses of the Environmental Impact Report 
 

The City of Ukiah proposes to use this EIR to identify the impacts likely to result from adoption 

of an ordinance prohibiting the distribution of free single-use carryout bags at retail sales 

businesses.  
 

2.15   Consistency with General Plan 
 

There are no provisions in the Ukiah General Plan that are relevant to the proposed ordinance, so 

there are no inconsistencies. 
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3.0 ENVIRONMENTAL SETTING AND  IMPACTS  

 

3.1   Impact of the ordinance on bag use 
 

The environmental impacts of the proposed ordinance depend on the ordinance's effect on 

carryout bag use in Ukiah.  The ordinance's goal is to encourage a switch to reusable bags.  The 

degree to which this goal will be attained can be estimated by the experience of other 

jurisdictions. 

 

The District of Columbia implemented an ordinance in 2009 requiring every store to charge 5 

cents for each disposable carryout bag provided at point of purchase.  The ordinance caused a 

reduction from 22.5 million bags per month to 3.3 million bags, a drop of 85 per cent.
33

 

 

Ireland levied a nationwide tax in 2002 on plastic shopping bags, initially 0.15 euros.  The tax 

caused an initial 90 to 95 percent drop in plastic carryout bag usage, subsequently leveling off at 

a 75 percent decline.
34

 

 

The United Kingdom grocery and general merchandise chain, Marks and Spencer, began 

charging five (5) pence (about eight (8) cents U.S.) in 2008 for single-use carryout bags.  A year 

later, their customers were using 83 percent fewer bags.
35

 

 

A survey of residents of the City of San José done in spring/summer 2010 showed that 81 

percent of respondents  indicated they would bring reusable bags for shopping if plastic bags 

were banned and recycled content paper bags cost $.10.  A fiscal analysis commissioned by San 

Jose in 2010 considered the survey results and experiences around the world and concluded that 

65 percent of retail customers would change to a reusable bag or no bag if single-used plastic 

carryout bags are banned and $.10 fee is charged for single-use paper carryout bags.
36

 
 

A major Canadian supermarket chain, Metro, began charging $.05 (Canadian) for each plastic 

carryout bag in June, 2009.  Demand for plastic carryout bags immediately dropped 50 per cent, 

a decrease that later grew to 80 per cent.
37

 

 

The Ukiah Walmart store eliminated single-use carryout bags of all kinds in January, 2010, and 

instead offered a light reusable bag for sale for $.15 and a heavier reusable bag for $.99.  From 

                                                           
33

 LA DEIR p. 2-7 citing Craig, Tim, March 29, 2010, "Bag tax raises $150,000 but far fewer bags used," 

Washington Post. 
34

 LA DEIR p. 2-8 citing James Cadman, Suzanne Evans, Mike Holland and Richard Boyd, August 2005, Proposed 

Plastic Bag Levy --Extended Impact Assessment, Volume 1: Main Report: Final Report, p. 7, Edinburg, Scotland: 

Scottish Executive. 
35

 Santa Monica DEIR, citing www.environmentalleader.com, June 5, 2009. 
36

 San Jose DEIR p. 29 citing  Herrera Environmental Consultants.  City of San José Single-Use Carryout Bag Fee 

Fiscal Analysis ï Final Report.  June 22, 2010. 
 

37
 "Fewer Plastic Shopping Bags Handed Out," The Canadian Press, January 3, 2011, 

www.cbc.ca/news/canada/montreal/story/2011/01/03/con-plastic 

http://www.environmentalleader.com/
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January 1, 2010 ï March 24, 2011 approximately 87.7% of Ukiah Walmart customers either 

declined to purchase a bag at check-out, declined to use any kind of bag at check-out, or they 

brought a reusable bag from home. 
38

    

 

Also in Ukiah, the Ukiah Natural Foods Cooperative, a small supermarket, had never used 

plastic carryout bags and instead provided free paper bags.  A credit was given to customers who 

brought their own bags and a significant number were doing so.  Then in June, 2010, the store 

decided to go further and instituted a $.10 charge for paper bags and increased promotion of 

reusable bags.  Despite the fact that reusable bags were already being used by a significant 

number of customers, the new charge resulted in the store's purchases of paper bags declining 

from 11,000 per month to 3,000 per month, a drop of 73%.
39

 

 

These examples establish that the $.10 minimum charge for carryout bags under the Ukiah 

ordinance can be expected to cause a large decline in consumption of single-use bags.  For 

purpose of environmental analysis, the size of this decline must be projected.  The 73% decline 

at Ukiah Natural Foods provides a conservative estimate of the impact of a minimum $.10 charge 

in Ukiah, and will be used in this report.   

 

A 73 percent decline in the frequency of issuance of single-use carryout bags at the checkstands 

translates into a larger percentage decline in total number of bags, due to the greater capacity of a 

standard single-use paper bag compared to a plastic bag.   A conservative estimate of the greater 

capacity of standard paper bags compared to plastic bags is 1.5:1.
40

  Therefore the 5,863,000 

plastic bags currently used could be replaced by only 3,910,000 paper bags, demand for which is 

projected to decline 73 percent due to the imposition of a minimum $.10 charge.  Combined with 

the existing 863,000 paper bags already in use, which will also decline by 73 percent, the net 

projected future bag use will be 1,288,000 paper single-use carryout bags, compared to the 

present usage of 6,726,000 total plastic and paper bags.   

 

There will also be annual consumption of reusable bags, since they donôt last forever.  Bags will 

be worn out, lost or discarded.  The proposed ordinance requires that a reusable bag be sturdy 

enough to last for at least 125 uses.  Many bags will be used more than 125 times, while some for 

less.  Assuming, conservatively, that 125 uses is the average for the community, 28,000 reusable 

bags will be ñconsumedò annually to replace single-use bags.
41

   The impacts for other levels of 

usage of reusable bags are discussed in Appendix B. 

                                                           
38

 Angela Stoner, Walmart Corporation, telephone conversation with Michael Sweeney, June 6, 2011. 
 

39
 Ukiah Co-op News, July, 2010, confirmed by Lori Rosenberg, General Manager, Ukiah Natural Foods, email to 

Michael Sweeney, May 9, 2011. 
40

 San Jose DEIR, p. 33. 
41 This calculation is based on the assumption that the average reusable bag will have the same capacity as a paper 

carryout bag, which is 1.5 times the capacity of a plastic carryout bag.  As noted, the 5,863,000 plastic bags have the 

same capacity as 3,910,000 paper bags.  There are 863,000 paper bags already in use.  So the ñpaper bag equivalentò 

of current bag use is 3,910,000 + 863,000 = 4,772,000.  A 73% reduction is 4,772,000 x .73 = 1,288,000.  If one 

reusable bag replaces 125 paper bags, then 3,484,000÷  125 = 28,000 reusable bags.  Numbers are rounded.  In their 

comments on EIRs for other jurisdictions in California regarding similar ordinances, the plastics industry has 

contended that reusable bags will be used only a few times.  There is no known data to support this assertion.  Since 

customers typically have to pay $1.00 or more for each reusable bag, they would presumably treat the bags like all 

other things to have to buy, and use them as much as possible. 
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These bag use projections are summarized in the following table: 

 

 

Table 2:  Carryout Bag Usage, Ukiah 

 Current estimated Future projected 

Plastic single-use 5,863,000 0 

Paper single-use 863,000 1,288,000 

Reusable (worn out and 
replaced) 

Unknown Unknown + 28,000 

 

 These numbers will be used as the basis for analysis in this EIR. 
 

3.2  Land Use and Aesthetics 
 

3.2.1 Existing Land Uses 
 

Under existing conditions, most retail businesses in Ukiah offer customers a free bag in which to 

place their purchases prior to leaving the store.  The bags are offered at the check-out counter 

and, in most cases, the purchases are placed in the bag by store employees.   

 

Most grocery stores offer customers a choice of paper or plastic, except Ukiah Natural Foods, 

which will only sell a paper bag.   Other stores, including clothing and department stores, drug 

stores, and specialty retail stores, offer plastic bags of various sizes and shapes.  Some also offer 

paper bags.  Most of the plastic bags used in grocery stores are high-density polyethylene 

(HDPE) and plastic bags used in other stores may be low-density polyethylene (LDPE.)  The 

former are thin and very lightweight; the latter tend to be sturdier and are sometimes reused.   

The paper bags offered in most grocery stores are unbleached brown kraft paper; the paper bags 

offered at other retail stores vary widely, including brown and white (bleached). 

 

In recent years, a significant number of stores began offering reusable bags for sale.  Reusable 

bags are made of a variety of materials, including canvas (cotton, cotton/PET blend, or PET), 

polypropylene, or polyethylene (both HDPE and LDPE).  Some stores offer several different 

kinds.  Nonwoven polypropylene is, by far, the most prevalent material.  

 

The wide variety of reusable bags and bag types, and of the materials they are made from make it 

impossible to know which bags would be the most used in Ukiah as a result of this ordinance, 

where they would come from, and what might be the impacts caused by their manufacture and 

use.  The open market on this type of merchandise is growing quickly and evolving in a variety 

of directions.  Many, but not all of the bags are manufactured outside the United States.  

However, it is apparent that the polypropylene reusable bag is most common and enjoys a cost 

advantage.   
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The carryout bags handed out to customers are purchased by the businesses from various sources 

and are delivered to the stores.  In a survey of businesses conducted in San Jose, California, all 

stores contacted indicated that bags are delivered in mixed shipments with other merchandise.
42

  

No business said that a truck carrying only plastic and/or paper bags delivered bags to their store.  

This is standard business practice and it is assumed that the same condition exists in Ukiah. 
 

3.2.2  Visual and Aesthetic Character 

 

The visual character of Ukiah is that of a scenic valley between westerly hills and the Russian 

River.   Major waterways include the Russian River to the east, with Orr, Doolin and Gibson 

Creeks flowing from the hills east to the river.  Most of the land within Ukiah contains suburban 

development, made up primarily of single family residences.  Commercial business is 

concentrated on the State, Perkins, Gobbi and Talmage Street and Highway 101 corridors and 

there is some industrial activity on the northern and eastern edges of the city. 
  

3.2.3  Litter 

 

Littering is illegal in California. It is defined and prohibited by the California Penal Code Section 

374. While littering is illegal, litter is a substantial presence in the urban environment, including 

Ukiah. Various composition studies of litter in California have consistently found that plastic is a 

major component of litter, and in those studies that sort and type the components of the plastic 

litter, it is documented that plastic bags make up a substantial part of the plastics total. 
 

Paper and plastic behave differently in the natural environment. Paper breaks down in 

water, loses cohesion, and (in effect) becomes invisible. It biodegrades and leaves behind the 

organic paper fibers, and residues of whatever was on the paper (ink, glue, etc.). Plastic may 

photodegrade (break down in sunlight), which means it breaks up into smaller and smaller 

pieces.  

 

Litter surveys can only document the litter in its condition at the time of the survey. Many 

surveys refer to the presence of small pieces of plastic and plastic film whose origin cannot be 

determined.  Litter also moves around.  In a marine environment or in urban waterways, floating 

litter is carried with the water and may travel for miles or become entangled in streamside 

vegetation or urban infrastructure. 

 

No single plastic bag known to have been given away in Ukiah is known to have been identified 

in any of the concentrations of floating ocean plastic such as the Pacific Gyre.  On the website 

called ñMarine Debris Programò maintained by the National Oceanic and Atmospheric 

Administrationôs National Ocean Service Office of Response and Restoration is a simplified 

strategic diagram of the ocean currents that support and maintain the Pacific Gyre.
43

  It is 

apparent that the major oceanic currents travel from the California coast as part of the overall 

circulation system that contributes to the Gyre. There are also references in the literature to 

plastic bags seen underwater at other oceanic locations. Ukiahôs plastic bags may or may not 
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 San Jose DEIR, p. 43. 
43

 San Jose DEIR, citing http://marinedebris.noaa.gov/info/patch.html. Accessed on July 2, 2010. 
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have contributed to the Pacific Gyre and/or to other accumulations of trash elsewhere in the 

Pacific. 

 

Plastic bags are found on the streets, sidewalks, and in parks in Ukiah, and in the storm sewers 

and catch basins that drain to the Russian River.  

 

Recent surveys of urban litter document the presence of single-use plastic carryout bags in litter. 

 

3.2.4   Litter Surveys 

 

Surveys of litter composition were described in Section 2.8 above. 

 

The conclusion from these surveys is that plastic is a substantial element in litter found in most 

urban areas, including urban waterways, and plastic bags are commonly found in significant 

numbers in plastic litter. Visual inspection of Ukiah and creek cleanup projects during 

preparation of this EIR confirmed the presence of plastic carryout bags in litter on roadsides, 

vacant lots, and along waterways. 
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3.2.5   Land Use, Agricultural, Population and Housing, and Aesthetics Impacts:  

Thresholds of Significance 

 

For the purposes of this project, a land use impact is considered significant if the project would: 

 

Á physically divide an established community; 

Á conflict with any applicable land use plan, policy, or regulation of an agency with jurisdiction 

over the project (including, but not limited to the general plan, specific plan, local coastal 

program, or zoning ordinance) adopted for the purpose of avoiding or mitigating an 

environmental effect; 

Á conflict with any applicable habitat conservation plan or natural community conservation 

plan; 

Á convert Prime Farmland, Unique Farmland, or Farmland of Statewide Importance 

(Farmland), as shown on maps prepared pursuant to the Farmland Mapping and Monitoring 

Program of the California Resources Agency, to non-agricultural use; 

Á conflict with existing zoning for agricultural use, or a Williamson Act contract; 

Á involve other changes in the existing environment which, due to their location or nature, 

could result in conversion of farmland to non-agricultural use; 

Á induce substantial population growth in an area, either directly (for example by proposing 

new homes and businesses) or indirectly (for example, through extension of roads or other 

infrastructure); 

Á displace substantial numbers of existing housing, necessitating the construction of 

replacement housing elsewhere; 

Á displace substantial numbers of people, necessitating the construction of replacement housing 

elsewhere; or result in substantial shading of existing residences and/or a public park or open 

space area. 

Á have a substantial adverse effect on a scenic vista; 

Á substantially damage scenic resources, including, but not limited to, trees, rock outcroppings, 

and historic buildings within a state scenic highway; 

Á substantially degrade the existing visual character or quality of the site and its surroundings; 

or 

Á create a new source of substantial light or glare which would adversely affect day or 

nighttime views in the area. 
 

3.2.6   Direct Land Use Impacts of the Proposed Project 
 

Because the proposed ordinance would eliminate single-use carryout plastic bags in Ukiah, they 

would cease to appear in litter except for bags acquired in other areas which might be brought to 

Ukiah by visitors and the bags people still have. This would be an immediate beneficial 

environmental impact. (Beneficial Impact) 

 

There would be an increase in the number of paper single-use carryout bags used in Ukiah.  

These would be less likely to become litter than plastic because they are accepted in the curbside 

and drop-off recycling program of the City.  Those bags that do become litter are less of an 

environmental problem than plastic because they biodegrade rapidly.  
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More reusable bags would also be acquired and used by customers, and it is conceivable that 

some reusable bags could become litter.  But people are less likely to discard something that they 

have paid for and which has certain future usefulness.  A reusable bag may cost the customer 

$1.00 or more, so they will be unlikely to become litter. 

 

3.2.7   Indirect Land Use Impacts of the Project 

 

There may be an increase in sale of wastebasket liners in Ukiah, for those customers who 

previously used freely distributed carryout bags to line wastebaskets but there is no reason to 

believe the number sold will ever approach the number of carryout plastic bags given away in 

Ukiah each year since not all carryout plastic bags are used as trash can liners. 

  

Wastebasket liners are unlikely to end up as litter in either a land or marine environment because 

they are typically filled with household or commercial rubbish and are therefore too heavy to 

become airborne by the time they leave the home or office. Even if most carryout bags had been 

used as wastebasket liners, there would currently be no concerns about their contribution to litter. 

An increase in the sale of wastebasket liners is not likely to result in any increase in litter.  The 

same assumptions would be true for the small plastic bags distributed in dog parks and other 

public places for use in picking up and disposing of animal feces. There may be some increase in 

their use, but there is virtually no possibility of that increase approaching the volume of freely 

distributed plastic retail carryout bags, and bags used to dispose of animal feces (which by the 

nature of the use are heavy after use) are also unlikely to end up as litter.  
 

3.2.8   Impacts at the Retail Stores 

 

The proposed ordinance would create a substantial reduction in the total number of single-use 

carryout bags, paper and plastic, handed out in the City of Ukiah.  As discussed earlier, the total 

number of exempt bags sold at check-out stands would be substantially fewer than the combined 

total of plastic and paper carryout bags formerly given away free, based on historical habits of 

shoppers in other jurisdictions as discussed above. 

 

Physical impacts to the stores (changes in storage) would be minimal or positive.  Single-use 

plastic bags require less space than single-use paper bags but plastic bags will be virtually 

eliminated. This would open storage space for any additional paper bags, which would not have 

to be stored in the same quantities, using up less internal space. There would also be much less 

plastic bag litter in the immediate vicinity of the stores. 

 

Stores are likely to increase reusable bag giveaways and promotions (since reusable bags with 

the storesô names on them will be advertising the customers keep with them), which would 

further reduce the numbers of single-use paper bags purchased. Reusable bags could occupy the 

storage space currently used for single-use carryout bags. 

 

Single-use carryout bags given away or sold by grocery and other stores in Ukiah are shipped 

and delivered to stores in mixed loads with other products. As described above, it is assumed that 

no single-use plastic carryout bags would be delivered to the stores, although exempt paper bags 

would still be delivered, as would the plastic bags used for produce and other exempt purposes. 
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The same trucks would still be making the same rounds since those trucks that deliver carryout 

bags also deliver other merchandise to the stores. It is likely that the vendors would stock other 

merchandise for delivery to the same retail stores, or they might add other stores to the same 

routes, if the arrangement allows for more efficient routing. No physical changes would be 

required to the stores, their delivery arrangements, or the outside layouts of the business sites as a 

result of the project. 

 

There is no reason to assume that the proposed project will directly result in the creation of any 

new buildings, permanent structures or other permanent physical changes in the natural or man-

made environment other than a reduction in the presence of single-use plastic bags in litter found 

in and around Ukiah. A reduction in litter would not be a barrier nor would it constitute a 

division of a community.  

 

No physical changes in the built environment are anticipated or likely to occur as a result of the 

proposed ordinance. No physical change would need to occur at the retail stores that would cease 

to give away single-use plastic carryout bags at the point sale, and would offer exempt bags to 

customers for a store charge. 
 

3.2.9  Impacts to Littering  

 

Elimination of the single-use carryout plastic bags handed out to shoppers in Ukiah would 

directly result in a reduction in the quantity of litter on the ground and in the streams and river.  

 

It is the Cityôs intention that the proposed ordinance will significantly reduce the number of all 

single-use carryout bags used in Ukiah. The number of plastic bags will go down immediately. If 

it is assumed that the number of single-use bags that become litter remains a constant percentage 

of the number used, the number of bags discarded outdoors will decline immediately and will 

continue to drop over time. 

 

A reduction in the number of plastic bags discarded outside would reduce the amount of plastic 

litter on and around the retail businesses that hand out the bags, in the streets of Ukiah, 

accumulated on public and private property in and around Ukiah, and in the waterways in and 

around Ukiah. 

 

The proposed project will create a reduction in plastic litter and improve the appearance of the 

City. (Beneficial Impact) 

 

3.2.10   Agricultural Resources Impacts Resulting from the Project 

 

Litter is a contaminant that is found on agricultural land as well as in urban areas. Plastic that 

breaks into smaller pieces and remains in the soil reduces its fertility and permeability. Reducing 

the quantity of plastic litter generated in the urban areas of Ukiah, especially wind blown plastic 

litter, will also reduce the quantity of plastic litter that contaminates the remaining farmland in 

and adjacent to the urban areas. Reducing the total number of single-use carryout bags, thus 

reducing the quantity of the litter that is made up of single-use carryout bags, will be a beneficial 

impact. 
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Implementation of the proposed project would not adversely impact any designated, planned or 

important farmlands. The project would likely reduce the quantity of litter on nearby agricultural 

lands, and would not impede or adversely impact any active agriculture. For these reasons, the 

proposed project would not result in a significant adverse impact on agricultural resources. 

 

3.2.11  Land Use Impacts from Reusable Bags 

 

Reusable bags, because they are purchased by a user and because they are made of heavier 

materials, are less likely than single-use bags to be discarded outdoors. Obviously, any portable 

object can become litter (clothes, toys, etc.), but people place more value on things they purchase 

and a reusable bag by its nature has value as a useful object. Just as handbags, briefcases, and 

luggage are not frequently seen as littered items, reusable bags are not likely to occur in litter. 

 

No other potentially significant land use impact associated with increased use of reusable bags 

was identified. 
 

3.2.12   Conclusion 

 

The proposed project would not result in any physical changes to the retail stores. (Less Than 

Significant Impact) 

 

The proposed project will create a reduction in plastic litter. (Beneficial Impact)  

 

The projectôs impacts on agricultural resources would be beneficial. (Beneficial Impact)  
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3.3  BIOLOGICAL RESOURCES 
 

3.3.1  Existing Environmental Setting 

 

Ukiah, elevation 610 feet, extends from steep hills on the west across an almost flat valley floor 

toward the Russian River, touching it at several points.  Creeks flow easterly from the hills to the 

Russian River, which flows into the Pacific Ocean. 

The Russian River is home to three species of salmonids: coho salmon, chinook salmon and 

steelhead trout. All three species have experienced serious population declines and are listed as 

threatened under the federal Endangered Species Act in 2004. Additionally, coho are listed as 

endangered under the California Endangered Species Act.  

In addition to the wild populations of salmonids, there are two hatcheries on the Russian River 

that produce coho and steelhead to supplement wild populations impacted by loss of habitat due 

to dam construction. The Don Clausen Fish Hatchery is located on Dry Creek at the base of 

Warm Springs Dam and the Coyote Valley Fish Facility is located on the East Fork of the 

Russian River at the base of the Coyote Valley Dam. Although hatchery fish were not formerly 

included in determining speciesô status under the Endangered Species Act, in May 2004, the 

National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration announced that it would include hatchery fish 

closely related to wild salmon in all of the Evoluntionarily Significant Units that are currently 

listed under the Endangered Species Act (ESA).  

The sustainability of salmonid populations in the Russian River watershed depends upon a 

variety of factors, including habitat conditions. 

The biological resources of Ukiah are impacted by carryout bag litter.  Plastic debris is common 

in marine habitats worldwide. Extensive scientific references document its presence in the deep 

sea and even at the poles. The government of Nepal is seeking to ban plastic bags in Sagamantha 

National Park near the base of Mount Everest.
44

 Paper bags are also present in litter but paper 

does not survive as long or maintain its physical form in the natural environment. Heavy, large 

single-use kraft paper grocery sacks are not as easily windblown as single-use plastic bags. 

Lighter weight single-use paper bags are more easily windblown and also break down more 

quickly.  Paper tears easily, especially when wet, and animals are not caught or entangled by 

paper.  When paper degrades, it becomes wood fiber, an organic material.  Dyes and inks on or 

in paper, like the dyes and inks on plastic film, can be either soy-based or petroleum-based and 

will contain chemicals that will enter the natural environment when the paper deteriorates. 

 

As many as 260 species of animals, including invertebrates, turtles, fish and mammals, are 

known to ingest or become entangled in plastic debris.
45

 In addition to the physical risks of 

becoming entangled or eating plastic, chemical contamination of water, animals, and human 

                                                           
44

 San Jose DEIR, citing http://green.blogs.nytimes.com/2010/04/22/shouldering-waste-on-the-trek-down-mount-

everest 

45 Thompson et. al., Plastics, the environment and human health: current consensus and future trends, Philosophical 

Transactions of the Royal Society, July, 2009. 
 

http://green.blogs.nytimes.com/2010/04/22/shouldering-waste-on-the-trek-down-mount-ever
http://green.blogs.nytimes.com/2010/04/22/shouldering-waste-on-the-trek-down-mount-ever
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beings has been traced to plastic waste. There is no similar documentation of the widespread 

occurrence of animals suffering from the presence of paper debris. 

 

Studies and expeditions have documented the mass of trash formed in the Pacific Gyre. A gyre is 

an area within which little wind and extremely high pressure weather systems combine to greatly 

reduce ocean circulation. The subtropical gyres (they are found in all oceans near the equator) 

contain the doldrums mentioned in historic texts. The Pacific Gyre contains a growing mass of 

floating garbage, much of which is plastic. The conditions in the gyre have been well 

documented since at least 1997 by photographers, biologists, meteorologists, and various 

governmental agencies and nonprofit organizations. 

 

Closer to home, the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) has extensive 

documentation on contamination by plastic debris in all of the National Marine Sanctuaries. 

Three of the sanctuaries are located adjacent to the coast of Northern California ï Cordell Bank, 

Gulf of the Farallones, and Monterey Bay. 

 

According to the National Oceanographic and Atmospheric Administration:
46

 

 

Levels of debris in both the ocean and at the land-sea interface are of growing concern. 

Marine debris poses a growing threat to marine life and biological diversity. Various 

types of debris are known to have adverse effects on marine species. Ingestion and 

entanglement are two of the largest problems associated with marine debris, which may 

cause injury and death to selected marine wildlife. Marine debris originates from both 

land and ocean-based sources. Land-based sources include: littering, storm water runoff, 

coastal municipal landfills, loss during garbage transport, open trash collection 

containers, industrial facilities, and beach-goers. Ocean-based sources include: 

commercial and recreational fishing, overboard disposal of passenger and commercial 

shipboard waste, and cargo containers falling off ships in high seas. The potential impact 

of floating marine debris on living resources in Cordell Bank sanctuary was highlighted 

by high rainfall in 2006, which flooded inland areas in the San Francisco Bay watershed 

and resulted in large amounts of debris washing 50 miles (80 km) to the northwest to 

Cordell Bank (Cordell Bank sanctuary, unpubl. data). 

 

Plastics in the marine environment never fully degrade and recent studies show plastic is 

consumed by organisms at all levels of the marine food web. Given the quantities of plastic 

debris floating in the ocean, the potential for ingestion is enormous. For example, survival of 

endangered sea turtles is threatened by ingestion of plastic; studies have found that as many as 

75% of sampled loggerhead sea turtles had plastic debris in their digestive tracks (Tomas et al. 

2002).  Plastic marine debris also impacts many seabird species. Surface feeding seabirds, 

including albatrosses, shearwaters, fulmars, and storm-petrels are most susceptible to plastic 

ingestion, with frequency of individuals with plastic in the stomach ranging from 50 to 80% 

(Nevins et al. 2005). For example, adult Black-footed Albatross often mistake floating plastic 

                                                           
46 San Jose DEIR, citing National Marine Sanctuaries. ñCordell Bank 2009 Condition Report ï Pressures on the 

Sanctuaryò. 2009. http://sanctuaries.noaa.gov/science/condition/cbnms/pressures.html 

 

http://sanctuaries.noaa.gov/science/condition/cbnms/pressures.html
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debris as food and ingest huge quantities of plastic bottle caps, plastic fragments, discarded 

cigarette lighters, and plastic toys. When these adults return to their nests on the Northwestern 

Hawaiian Islands to feed their chicks, a high percentage of the meal is composed of plastic. 

Tagging studies have documented Black-footed Albatross crossing the eastern Pacific to feed in 

and around Cordell Bank sanctuary (Hyrenbach et al. 2006). 

 

3.3.2   Plastic Litter in Water Bodies 
 

Studies done on the components of urban litter find that plastic is a substantial element. The 

Anacostia study cited previously in this EIR found plastic wrapping, plastic containers, and 

plastic bags present throughout their study area. Although plastic bags and food wrappers were 

present on the city streets and sidewalks that drained to the Anacostia watershed, they were not 

the primary constituents in the dry land environment. In the waterways, however, plastic bags 

and wrappers were a major component. This pattern is consistent with the earlier discussion 

which said that paper deteriorates more quickly in a natural environment than plastic; there is 

more paper litter on urban streets than there is in urban waterways because paper degrades 

quickly when wet. 

 

Plastic bags are not just a substantial component of litter in the Eastern United States. A 

characterization study of trash taken from storm water catch basins by the City of Los Angeles in 

2004 found that plastic bags and plastic film made up 25 percent by weight of the debris found, 

despite the relatively light weight of plastic film.
47

 

 

The contribution of plastic bags to water-borne litter is also shown by the experience of the City 

of San Jose. Prior to recommending that USEPA designate five creeks in San José as trash 

impaired, the Regional Water Quality Control Board reviewed a substantial number of 

photographs taken at various locations along those creeks. In many of the photographs, plastic 

bags are clearly discernable. 

 

A study documented items of trash collected on various stretches of creeks and rivers in the San 

José area during 2005. Trash was collected from 19 different stretches of Coyote Creek, Silver 

Creek, and the Guadalupe River, among other waterways. The study found that plastic bags 

comprised approximately 10 percent of the total number of trash items collected. The study also 

completed a focused count at one storm drain outfall on Stevens Creek on three separate dates 

from October 2008 to February 2009. Of the 849 items of trash collected from this outfall, 198 

were plastic bags, comprising roughly 23 percent of the overall sample.
48

 

 

The infiltration of litter into the natural biotic system poses a substantial threat to wildlife. The 

two primary problems that trash poses to wildlife are entanglement and ingestion. Mammals, 

turtles, birds, fish, and crustaceans all have been affected by entanglement in or ingestion of 

floatable debris, and many of the species most vulnerable to the problems of floatable debris are 

endangered or threatened. Entanglement is harmful to wildlife because it can cause wounds that 

                                                           
47

 LA County DEIR, citing City of Los Angeles, 18 June 2004, Characterization of Urban Litter, Prepared by Ad 

Hoc Committee on Los Angeles River and Watershed Protection Division. 
48

 San Jose DEIR, p. 68. 
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can lead to infections or loss of limbs; it can also cause strangulation, suffocation, drowning, and 

limit escape from predators. Ingestion of trash can lead to starvation or malnutrition if the 

ingested items block the intestinal tract, preventing digestion, or if they accumulate in the 

digestive tract, making the animal feel "full" and lessening its desire to feed. Ingested items can 

also block air passages and prevent breathing, thereby causing death. Parent birds that eat plastic 

or other trash will regurgitate the trash for their young, causing the chicks to starve to death.
49

 

 

ExcelPlas Australia (2004) reports that sea turtles sometimes mistake plastic bags for jellyfish, 

one of their primary food sources. Many have been found bloated with plastic bags in their 

digestive tract and gut.
50

 According to the International Coastal Clean-up Report (2005), 2.2% of 

all animals found dead during the 2004 survey had been entangled in plastic bags.
51

 

 

Plastic bag litter was observed on vacant lots and roadsides in Ukiah during preparation of this 

EIR.  These sites drain into the creeks, storm sewers and the ocean, creating risks to wildlife. 

 

The presence of paper shopping bags in litter is less well defined. There is paper in litter, but it is 

usually sufficiently altered that its source cannot be identified. Most paper dissolves in water. Its 

presence adds to the nutrient loading in the creeks, and it is an undesirable contaminant. 

 

Because paper is made from wood fiber, it is organic and its dissolution in natural waterways 

will  add to nutrient loading. No documentation was identified on the degree to which 

eutrophication from post-consumer paper litter is a significant problem in creeks or the ocean. 

However, an abstract of a scholarly presentation prepared in 1995 describes the multiple human 

causes of eutrophication in the coastal marine environment at a point in time before global 

warming and climate change were being widely discussed. The abstract identifies three primary 

causes of marine eutrophication: fertilizer, livestock waste, and human wastes (meaning sewage) 

that are present in the runoff from land. The increasing organic loading is identified as primarily 

resulting from nitrogen and phosphorus. The most recent addition causing increased nitrification is 

identified in the abstract as atmospheric oxides of nitrogen (NOx) generated by the burning of fossil 

fuels. No mention is made of paper litter as a factor.52 
 

3.3.3   Biological Resources Impacts: Thresholds of Significance 
 

For the purposes of this project, a biological resources impact is considered significant if the 

project would: 

 

                                                           
49 San Jose DEIR: An article in the Australian Daily Telegraph from October 23, 2009, shows a picture of a dead 

Laysan albatross chick with its belly opened to show that it was full of plastic trash. The same article said that one-

third of the albatross chicks on Midway Atoll die from ingestion of plastic. 
 

50
 Green Cities MEA, citing ExcelPlas Australia, Centre for Design at RMIT, and NOLAN-ITU. 2004. The Impacts 

of Degradable Plastic Bags in Australia. 
51 Green Cities MEA, citing International Coastal Clean-up, 2005. The International Coastal Clean Up 2005 Report. 

Ocean Conservancy. As reported in AEA Technology 2009.  
 

52 San Jose DEIR citing Nixon, Scott W. ñCoastal Marine Eutrophication: A Definition, Social Causes, and Future 
Concernsò, an abstract. February 1995. 
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Å have a substantial adverse effect, either directly or through habitat modifications, on any 

species identified as a candidate, sensitive, or special status species in local or regional plans, 

policies, or regulations; 

 

Å have a substantial adverse effect on any riparian habitat or other sensitive natural community 

identified in local or regional plans, policies, or regulations; 

 

Å have a substantial adverse effect on federally protected wetlands as defined by Section 404 of 

the Clean Water Act (including, but not limited to, marsh, vernal pool, coastal, etc.) through 

direct removal, filling, hydrological interruption, or other means; 

 

Å interfere substantially with the movement of any native resident or migratory fish or wildlife 

species or with established native resident or migratory wildlife corridors, or impede the use of 

native wildlife nursery sites; or 

 

Å conflict with any local ordinances protecting biological resources, such as a tree preservation 

ordinance. 
 

3.3.4  Biological Resources Impacts Resulting from the Project 

 

The proposed ordinance would reduce the proliferation of plastic litter in the biotic systems of 

the City and surrounding area, because large numbers of free plastic bags would no longer be 

readily available within the City of Ukiah.  
 

Elimination of single-use carryout plastic bags would produce a reduction in plastic litter 

entering waterways and flowing to creeks and the ocean. A reduction of plastic litter entering 

natural water bodies would have a beneficial impact on wildlife dependent upon those ecological 

systems, as well as on the visual quality of waterways, and the visual quality of the streets, parks 

and both public and private properties currently subject to impacts from plastic bag litter. 

(Beneficial Impact) 

 

The reduction in manufacturing 3,837,000 single-use plastic bags per day would reduce the 

energy use and the generation of pollution associated with the manufacturing and distribution of 

those bags, and the secondary impacts the energy generation and materials manufacturing 

processes have on the natural environment (including wildlife and natural habitats) at locations 

other than Ukiah. 
 

3.3.5  Secondary Biological Impacts Resulting from the Project 

 

The usage of paper single-use carryout bags is projected to be essentially unchanged.  If, 

however, the proposed ordinance caused a small increase in the use of single-use paper bags with 

a minimum of 40 percent recycled content, there could be negative effects to biological resources 

related to increased timber harvesting and paper manufacturing. Due to both logging activities 

and later erosion, timber harvesting can lead to land degradation and biological diversity 

impacts, and paper production has adverse environmental impacts to air and water bodies due to 

a number of pollutants released during the manufacturing process. However, the City is 
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proposing to limit single-use carryout paper bags to 40 percent recycled content, which would 

reduce the loss of trees as a result of any increase in demand for single-use paper bags in Ukiah. 

 

The exact effects of paper manufacturing cannot be quantified. As in many industries, 

improvements have been made in recent years in response to environmental concerns and 

regulations. The life cycle assessments financed by the plastic industry usually identify 

significant impacts from the loss of substantial quantities of trees, and from the air and water 

pollution produced by paper manufacturing. The paper industry representatives point out that a 

substantial percentage of the trees used in paper making are grown for that purpose, that paper is 

widely recycled (nationwide, approximately 37 percent estimated by EPA and 63.4 percent 

estimated by the Paper Industry Association Council), and that most of the water used in paper 

manufacturing at the present time is captured, cleaned and returned, and not allowed to pollute 

the environment.
53

 

 

However, even the loss of commercially grown trees adversely impacts the environment, 

including exposing land to erosion and causing habitat loss. While the loss of any trees would 

reduce forested habitat, commercially grown trees are less likely to provide habitat for special 

status or listed species. 

 

Most of the trees are grown for paper and will be removed soon thereafter even if not used for 

single-use paper bags sold in Ukiah. Recycling itself uses energy, water and other resources. 

Exactly what the specific net impacts of producing 40 percent recycled content paper bags would 

be, compared to producing plastic bags, is unknown. A comparative study of the differences in 

pollution when paper is made with recycled content is, however, discussed in Section 3.4, 

Hydrology and Water Quality, of this EIR. 
 

Whatever might be the comparative impacts on the environment of using, discarding, or 

manufacturing plastic or paper bags, the City is not proposing to encourage the widespread use 

of single-use paper bags. The Cityôs proposed ordinance is intended to facilitate and encourage 

the widespread use of reusable bags ï bags that can be used multiple times, not once or twice and 

then discarded.  Moreover, given the small size of Ukiah, any increase in use of paper bags as a 

result of the project will not have a significant impact on the environment. 
54

 
 

Elimination of the plastic bags that enter the litter stream in Ukiah and its immediate environs 

will reduce the incidence of injuries to wildlife from plastic bag litter, including injuries to 

marine and riparian wildlife in or downstream from Ukiah. The reduction in plastic bag litter 

entering the natural environment will also reduce the opportunity for associated injuries to 

wildlife, including marine animals, in creeks and the Pacific Ocean. (Beneficial Impact) 
 

No net increase in the number of paper single-use carryout bags is projected.  If there was such 

an increase, it could result in an associated increase in paper bag litter. While the increased 

                                                           
53 San Jose DEIR citing  Patrick Rita, Orion Advocates provided information from the Paper Bag Council; 

December 1, 2009. 

 
54

 Save the Plastic Bag Coalition v. City of Manhattan Beach (July 14, 2011, S180720)  
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organics loading represented by the increased paper that enters waterways would be an adverse 

impact, it would not create substantial risks of injury or harm to wildlife and due to the 

ephemeral nature of paper, the litter exists for a considerably shorter length of time.  
 

A small increase in paper bag use would result in a small increase in trees cut down for virgin 

material to manufacture the paper bags. Since the trees are grown for paper manufacturing, a 

near term increase in paper bag demand in Ukiah might cause trees to be harvested sooner than 

they would otherwise have been used (i.e., trees would not be cut down for paper that would not 

otherwise have been cut down for paper).  But because no increase in paper bag use is projected, 

and given Ukiahôs small size, the impact will be less than significant. 
 

3.3.6  Impacts from Reusable Bags 

 

There has been speculation, including an article in the Wall Street Journal, that washing reusable 

bags will create new significant demands on water supplies and will add to the pollution stream 

entering natural waterways with detergents and dirty wash water. 
 

In the study of microbial contamination in reusable bags conducted by Canadian plastic bag 

manufacturers (discussed in Section 3.7 of this EIR), almost all of the people who gave up their 

bags for testing said they had never washed them. Bags that are washed (usually when something 

is spilled on them) would typically be placed in a mixed laundry load and not washed by 

themselves, such that no additional water simply to wash bags alone would be used. Many of the 

polypropylene bags on the market contain labels suggesting that they be handwashed or washed 

with a sponge (which can also include wiping with a household disinfectant). Reusable 

polyethylene bags would also be surface cleaned. None of these cleaning techniques is likely to 

result in a measurable increase in water use or water pollution.  
 

Washing reusable bags will not result in a measurable increase in water pollution that could 

adversely impact wildlife. (Less Than Significant Impact) 

 

3.3.7  Mitigation for Project Impacts  

 

No significant adverse impact was identified and no mitigation is required. 

 
 

 

3.4   HYDROLOGY AND WATER QUALITY  
 

3.4.1  Existing Environmental Setting 

 

See Section 2.1.7, Litter & Waterways, above. 

 

3.4.2   Hydrology and Water Quality Impacts:  Thresholds of Significance 

 

For the purposes of this project, a hydrology and water quality impact is considered significant if the 

project would: 
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Å violate any water quality standards or waste discharge requirements; 

Å substantially degrade or deplete groundwater resources or interfere with groundwater 

recharge such that there would be a net deficit in aquifer volume or a lowering of the local 

groundwater table level; 

Å substantially alter the existing drainage pattern of the site or area, including through the 

alteration of a stream or river, or substantially increase the rate or amount of surface runoff in 

a manner which would result in flooding on- or off-site; 

Å substantially alter the existing drainage pattern of the site or area, including through the 

alteration of a stream or river, in a manner which would result in substantial erosion or 

siltation on- or off-site; 

Å create or contribute runoff water which would exceed the capacity of existing or planned 

storm water drainage systems or provide substantial additional sources of polluted runoff; 

Å provide substantial additional sources of polluted runoff or otherwise substantially degrade 

surface or groundwater quality; 

Å place within a 100-year flood hazard area structures which would impede or redirect flood 

flows; 

Å expose people or structures to a significant risk of loss, injury or death involving flooding, 

including flooding as a result of the failure of a levee or dam; or 

Å expose people or structures to inundation by seiche, tsunami, or mudflow. 

 

3.4.3   Hydrology and Water Quality Impacts Resulting from the Project 

 

The proposed ordinance would reduce the proliferation of plastic bag litter into waterways, since  

single-use plastic carry-out bags would no longer be available.  Fewer plastic bags will clog catch 

basins in the public streets. Ukiah will contribute less plastic to the pollution in the Russian River and 

Pacific Ocean, and fewer bags to endanger fish, turtles and birds in local creeks, the river and the 

ocean. (Beneficial Impact) 

 

The ordinance will increase use of reusable bags. Many types of reusable bags are made from 

woven cloth or netting, and can be laundered. Most of the newer reusable bags being sold by 

local merchants are plastic, frequently polypropylene. These durable plastic bags can be wiped 

clean with a sponge; some can also be laundered (labels sometimes recommend hand washing). 

As discussed elsewhere in this EIR, most people donôt wash their reusable bags very often, if at 

all. 

 

It is unlikely that most bag users would dedicate entire laundry loads to shopping bags, or that 

such loads (if they ever occur) would be done frequently. Since any reusable bags that are 

washed would be part of a larger laundry load, the increase in water use and detergents resulting 

from bag laundering would be negligible, particularly compared to water used in the 

manufacturing process for plastic and paper bags. 

 

No increase in single-use paper bags is projected. If, however, there were to be an increase in 

single-use paper bags used, the question arises as to whether it is large enough to result in a 

significant increase in the quantity of water used in their manufacture, or water quality impacts 

associated with that manufacture. Paper production from virgin materials requires more water 

than plastic bag production, and can lead to increased eutrophication (i.e., increased nutrient 




