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Plastic Bags have been the chemical industry’s lightning rod product in the attacks against all plastics by 
government regulators and legislators, competing industries, and environmental non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs).  The attacks have been cloaked in the burka of “save the environment” and “make the 
whole world biodegradable,” but beneath and unseen have been the economically competitive interests of the 
paper, wood, glass, steel and aluminum industries, marching almost in lock-step with a variety of environmental 
NGOs, all with their own economic objectives. The grossest distortions have been to confuse the discussion of 
resource conservation and pollution prevention away from its science-based so-called “3R’s” principles of (in 
this priority) “1-Reduce, 2-Reuse, 3-Recycle” to Recycle, Recycle, Recycle.  The social mantra of “recycle-or-
die” is as mindless and non-scientific as “make the world biodegradable.” 
 
How did it get to this point? 
 
Without exception, at every presentation I ever make on these issues, inside the plastics industry and outside to 
a wide variety of audiences of other constituencies, audience attendees are shocked to realize they had been 
misled and manipulated into beliefs about plastics and plastic bags by not just “distorted facts” but also by 
outright lies.   
 
My thoughts about business and industry activity through these experiences were two-fold.  The first was 
always resentment at the prevaricators.  The other, I admitted, was a chagrined envy for the effectiveness of the 
competing industries’ efforts and success in trashing plastics in the public mind and government regulation.   
 
A frequent question from audiences was, “Well, if what you’ve said in the positive about plastics is true, why 
hasn’t the plastics industry ever said or done anything about it?”  The plastics’ industry’s silence was inferred to 
be an acknowledgment that plastics’ critics’ statements were accurate. 
 
In fact, for the decades beginning in the 1980s, many environmental extremists made their fame and fortune by 
bashing plastics.  Most notably the EDF (then “Environmental Defense Fund”, now “Environmental Defense”), 
EAF (“Environmental Action Foundation”, now defunct) and Greenpeace were assigned “plastics” as a target 
by The Group of Ten.   
 
The “Group of Ten” was a collection of ten of the largest environmental organizations, at the time (1980s/90s): 

• Environmental Defense Fund • National Parks and Conservation Association 
• Environmental Policy Institute • National Wildlife Federation 
• Friends of the Earth • Natural Resources Defense Council 
• Izaak Walton League • Sierra Club 
• National Audubon Society • Wilderness Society 

 
They realized that working individually, they would squander their time and financial resources.  However, as a 
cartel, they could divvy up and assign target audiences for specific objectives and messages, based on 
environmental topic.  They established credibility as sources of information with their audiences, which had 
never heard anything to counter the Group’s mis- and disinformation.   
 
Note that Greenpeace is not a Group of Ten member.  Following is Greenpeace’s letter to the Group of Ten, 
explaining why Greenpeace was unwilling to be a part and wanted to attack plastics, chemicals and other 
industries independently.  It’s rough stuff.  And, coming less than a year after the fall of the Berlin wall and 
Soviet domination, the Greenpeace letter is especially naïve or worse.  It is NOT sound science, although the 
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few comments that laud new technology (if put in the proper context) would have been reasonable.  Among 
Greenpeace’s statements: 
 

(Page 2 of letter) “Environmental protection and restoration means (sic) nothing less than abandoning 
the old technologies we rely upon to produce goods and services.  Tinkering with existing systems has 
only serviced to perpetuate the mega-crisis. Now basic decisions have to be made about what we make 
and how we produce.  And the way those decisions are made needs to change as well. 
… 
consorting with polluters is out.  Accepting piecemeal movement forward, when it is really not forward 
at all, is no longer desirable.  The pollution class should not be lauded as good institutions (sic) because 
they clean up after our messes.  Further, we shouldn’t see corporations, of any stripes, as the institutions 
for change in our society. 
…(Page 3) The real solutions have to do with eliminating waste in the first place, shutting down 
factories that harem the earth, imposing changed in energy use and human consumtion, investing in new, 
cleaner systems of production, and looking to the future for new technologies.  Many of these solutions 
won’t be comfortable, or as profitable, for the powers that be.  All will require significant cuts in 
military spending. 

 
These are not statements of “environmental” objective; these are statements of total political, economic and 
social upheaval. 

 
(If you would like a large legible copy of the letter, just ask.) 

 
All that time, the plastics and packaging industries sat silent, content to see their market share grow and being 
oblivious to the brewing storm of misinformation and government regulation. 
 
In 1988, however -- about a year after the March 1987 Mobro Garbage Barge PR stunt -- the plastics industry 
final took a step forward, they thought.  Financed by the chemicals and plastics industries, and under the 
umbrella of the Society of the Plastics Industry (SPI), a special task force was created by 16 leading plastics 
manufacturers, which was named the “Council for Solid Waste Solutions” (CSWS).  To head this ridiculously 
named (in view of the industry’s need) “association,” the SPI hired a former beer industry lobbyist.  To describe 
this as an inauspicious start is gross understatement.  The only accomplishments of CSWS were to waste several 
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'To me, the creation of the partnership 
is a reflection of supplier companies at 
their most senior levels genuinely 
listening to their customers and their 
customers' customers.' 
George A. Makrauer 
Amko Plastics Inc. 

 

millions of chemical and plastics industry dollars, present themselves as experts in garbage, and make some of 
the industry’s senior executives feel good. 
 
Industry customers, however, were of a different mindset. 
 
This next is a PlasticsNews article from January 20, 1992 and describes some other plastics industry activity 
taking place. 
 

  
Processor planted seed for founding PPP 
Lichtenberger had influence, but Makrauer had the idea 
 
By Adam Lashinsky  
PLASTICS NEWS STAFF 
  
PLASTICS NEWS January 20, 1992 - Page 3 

 
The Partnership for Plastics Progress (American Plastics Council), perceived by many as a vehicle of and 
for the major resin companies, may not have been born at all if not for the efforts of one processor. 
H. William Lichtenberger, the group's former chairman and outgoing president of Union Carbide Corp., 
whispered in the ears of his chief-executive counterparts at other resin companies and is credited widely 
with having the vision to begin PPP. 
 
But whispering -- sometimes shouting -- in 
Lichtenberger's ear was George A. Makrauer, 
president and chief executive officer of Amko Plastics 
Inc. in Cincinnati. 
 
Makrauer has made his influence felt far beyond that 
of executives of most mid-sized film extruders. 
As chairman of the Degradable Plastics Council` and president of the Plastic Bag Association, he has been 
out front on several key image issues facing the industry. His most recent -- and potentially most significant 
-- role involved promoting the brainchild that became PPP. 
 
In interviews with Makrauer, Lichtenberger and other plastics industry observers familiar with the 
partnership's formation, a picture of Makrauer emerges as the key, behind-the-scenes player in organizing 
the industry to bolster its poor public image. 
 
In late 1989, Makrauer began contacting his major resin suppliers to show them the research he had 
compiled detailing the paper industry's attempts to discredit plastics in the public arena. He charged that 
paper manufacturers orchestrated a widespread campaign to undermine plastics. 
 
On Oct. 23, 1990, he flew to Danbury, Conn., to present his two-hour program to Lichtenberger and several 
other top Union Carbide Corp. executives. Duly impressed, Lichtenberger asked Makrauer if the Amko 
chief would be willing to repeat his presentation for other top resin company officials. 
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In a recent interview recounting that meeting, Makrauer said he told Lichtenberg: "You name the date, time 
and place, and I'll be there." 
  
His timing could not have been better: One week later, Nov. 1, 1990, Makrauer heard on the 6 am. news that 
McDonald's restaurants would jettison the polystyrene foam clamshell in favor of a "paper" wrap for its 
hamburgers. 
 
His first call was to Lichtenberger, who had not heard the news yet. 
 
The following week, Makrauer said, he returned to Danbury to make his pitch again, this time to a group of 
Lichtenberger's peers that included Philip W. Matos (CEO) of Mobil Chemical Co., H. Eugene McBrayer 
(CEO) of Exxon Chemical Co., Ronald Yokum (CEO) of Quantum Chemical Corp., and Lee A. Shobe 
(Dirctor of Public Issues Management) of Dow Chemical Co. 
 
Several months later, Lichtenberger began putting the partnership together, and slightly more than one year 
later, on Nov. 21, 1991, PPP showed itself in public for the first time. 
 
"George has probably done more and worked harder on this whole issue, and if 1 were to credit any person 
for getting me excited about the problem, it was George," Lichtenberger said of Makrauer in an interview 
last month. "Hardly a week goes by where George and I don't talk about what's happening in his end of the 
industry that helps guide my actions in P-Three," which is how the Carbide official refers to PPP. 
 
Lichtenberger, who stepped down as PPP chairman Jan. 13, has been named chairman and chief executive 
officer of the company to be formed by spinning off Union Carbide's industrial gases business. 
 
For Makrauer -- who has taken plenty of heat in the industry, especially for his stand on degradables -- 
PPP's advancement represents a satisfying accomplishment. 
 
"I am gratified that at the same time there are people in the industry who have viewed me as a crank, there is 
a group that views what I have said as reflective of industry points of view that deserve support," he said 
recently. 
"To me, the creation of the partnership is a reflection of supplier companies at their most senior levels 
genuinely listening to their customers and their customers' customers." 
 
Above all, Makrauer's key achievement seems to have been relaying tales from the battle front to top-level 
resin company executives, many of whom have been many layers removed from such seminal events as the 
papervs.-plastic grocery-bag wars. 
 
"The partnership clearly reflects the issues of immediate and long-term impact on processors," Makrauer 
said. 

 
In June 1991, after some word of the plastics industry’s efforts to gear up became a bit of a buzz on the street, 
some of the Group of Ten and a number of Public Interest Research Groups presented a “Partnership 
Challenge” to the plastics industry.  Many of the mainstream environmental groups were not signatories.  The 
entire thrust of the challenge was, “We do not want the plastics industry to communicate, even about the truth.”  
That’s the jugular the anti-plastics advocates saw – shut down plastics industry communications to the public.  
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The overall objective was to restrict as much plastics industry product and economic development as success as 
possible. 
 
The environmental confusion created by the competing industries and the plastics haters affected the bag 
industry noticeably.  Beginning in the mid-1980s, a trend had begun to develop with some retailers, mostly 
smaller and medium size, to shift back to paper bags because paper was “natural” compared to plastic.  That 
trend galloped in 1989 and 1990, as many retailers across the U.S. switched from plastic bags back to paper 
because they believed it was best to do so… best not so much for the environment, but more so for their 
business.  Their consumer customers were saying “we think you are bad for using plastic bags.”  Some of the 
major retailers which switched back to paper were trend leaders, including JC Penney, The Limited Stores, a 
good portion of the Gap stores, and Walt Disney World shops in the theme parks, resorts and Disney Shopping 
Village. Many other retailers–large, medium and small–also made the switch.  Those trend leading retailers sent 
a powerful message for emulation by others. 
 
On October 24, 1990 a meeting was convened by the Council for Solid Waste Solutions (a weak and flawed 
first attempt by the plastics industry to try to deflect their attackers) and the Flexible Packaging Association 
(FPA) to address the anti-plastic bag downward market trend.  Invited guests included representatives of leading 
plastic bag producers and representatives of the major trade associations of retailers, such as the National Retail 
Federation, the International Mass Retail Association (IMRA) and some others.  At one point in the meeting 
when a plastics industry representative was recounting the functional, economic and environmental benefits of 
plastic bags, Robin Lanier of the IMRA stood up, point her finger at our industry and said, “Look, we know that 
information about plastic bags.  We like using plastic bags.  We know we’re not the bad guys for using plastic 
bags. But…our customers are telling us we’re the bad guys for using plastic bags!  You bag manufacturers and 
your resin suppliers have got to start communicating and telling the public that it’s good to use plastic bags.” 
 
How did it get as bad as that?   
 
The simple answer is this: The plastics industry, the chemicals industry, the flexible packaging industry, the 
mass merchandising industry, and the national retailing industry – ALL with common interests – ALL allowed 
the opposition to define the rules of engagement and put the plastics industry on the defensive, throughout the 
battles and continuing war. 
 
The great mystery of life for consumers in the 1990s became, “Do you want a paper or plastic bag?”  As simple 
as this question sounds, it illustrates a critical weakness in the ability of the plastics industry to manage the 
issue.  At the checkout counter, consumers have a unique opportunity to make an individual environmental 
decision which allows them to feel good about having contributed to an enhanced environment by answering 
the “paper vs. plastic” question.   
 
No product other than grocery shopping bags offers that opportunity.  The packaging choice for everything else 
in the grocery store has been made by the product packager.  And there is no easy connection for consumers to 
make at check-out between the thought that “Since my shopping cart is increasing filled with plastic trays, 
bottles, wraps and cans which have replaced the older alternatives of glass, paper, cardboard and metal, maybe 
plastic trays, bottles, wraps and cans are better, and so maybe plastic bags are better, too?”  It’s too great a leap.  
Someone had to give them the push.  Since grocers and other retailers liked the distribution, reuse, storage and 
cost benefits of plastic bags, grocers gave a bit of a push.  Grocers are the agents who trained their check-out 
clerks to ask, “Do you want a paper or plastic bag?” 
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The impetus behind the controversy started in the 1960s and ‘70s, as plastic bags were increasingly selected 
over paper bags during by both retail stores and consumers.  The U.S. paper industry mounted a plastics bashing 
campaign using environmental concerns to try to scare consumers away from plastic and back into choosing 
paper.  Although the most active organized elements of this campaign formally began in the early 1980s, the 
campaign’s roots go back to the 1950s. 
 
When the plastics industry invented polyethylene garment bags in the 1950s and introduced them to dry 
cleaners, laundries and retail stores, paper garment bags rapidly lost customers and most of its market share.  
Plastic garment bags were stronger, tear resistant, waterproof, transparent, lighter, easier to handle, less bulky, 
easier and less costly to transport and warehouse, and lower priced on an individual bag basis.  The paper bag 
industry had never seen nor been confronted by any competitive product or challenge such as that. 

 
In the late 1950s, a tragedy occurred when a parent 
unthinkingly used a thin plastic garment bag as a crib mattress 
cover and laid the infant directly on the plastic without using a 
top cloth sheet.  When the infant rolled over, the exceptionally 
thin plastic film clung to infant’s moist skin around its nose 
and mouth, and it suffocated.  A newspaper article reported the 
incident. 
 
Over the next few months, newspaper articles began appearing 
around the U.S. reporting numerous purported infant deaths by 
plastic bag suffocation.  One of the articles claimed “the 80th 
infant” had died.  Understandably, a public uproar ensued and 
congressional hearings were stimulated and held over several 
weeks.  The formal result was the creation of the warning label 
required on bags less than one mil (1/1000th of an inch) in film 
thickness.  That label, however, is regularly printed on bags 
which neither require it nor which could pose any kind of 
hazard.  Yet, the label’s presence on so many different plastic 
bags creates the ongoing spectre that all plastic bags have 
some potentially lethal quality to them. 
 

However, the greater legacy of the Washington hearing in the history of plastic bags and paper bags came to 
light at the conclusion of the proceedings.  After adjournment, a representative of the paper industry admitted to 
Irvin Makrauer, one of the plastics industry participants, (then Executive Vice President of Mehl Manufacturing 
Company) that people representing the paper industry had created reports of “infant suffocations” and sent them 
to newspapers around the U.S.  They had created precisely the furor against plastic garment bags they had 
desired.  They had been able to arouse consumer fears about plastic bags which they could no longer 
legitimately compete against on the basis of performance and value. 
 
Throughout the 1960s, plastic continued to replace paper bags, not because plastic was foisted upon 
unsuspecting consumers (as some environmental critics asserted), but rather because plastic offered functional, 
convenience and economic advantages to its industrial, commercial and retail customers and to consumers.  
Some of the growing applications for plastic bags were in packaging ice, bread, produce, meats, other foods, 
clothing, and all types of consumer and industrial products.  Throughout the 1970s garbage can liners, lawn/leaf 
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bags, heavy duty shipping sacks, and retail store merchandise and shopping bags continued to replace different 
types of paper bags.  Plastic was clearly superior in measures of quality, function and economy. 
 
However, something subtle was also happening during the 1960s and ´70s.  The word “plastic”, itself, acquired 
a pejorative connotation suggesting “artificial…cheap… synthetic…disposable.”  In spite of the ways plastics 
were replacing paper, wood, metal, rubber, leather, and glass, an undercurrent of adverse image sentiment was 
growing. 
 
Because of this declining image, “plastics” became a major cause célèbre in Hollywood in the film, The 
Graduate, when Mr. McGuire and Ben exchanged this historic dialog: 

 

Mr. McGuire: “I want to say one word to you. Just one word.” 
Benjamin: “Yes, sir.” 

Mr. McGuire: “Are you listening?” 
Benjamin: “Yes, I am.” 

Mr. McGuire: “Plastics.” 
Benjamin: “Just how do you mean that, sir?” 

 

 
Most people think this is a positive comment about plastics; it was the complete opposite, as reflected in the 
humorous responses given by audiences. It was a funny statement because of all the “cheap” negatives attached 
to plastics; Mr. McGuire was a fool offering foolish counsel.  This was Hollywood’s first, but not last, jibe in 
ridiculing plastics in the public eye. 
 
In the late 1970s/early 1980s, two new revolutionary achievements in super-strong plastic resins and films were 
introduced: Linear Low-Density Polyethylene (LLDPE) and High Molecular Weight High Density 
Polyethylene (HMW-HDPE).  These super strong materials were made into “T–Shirt” style bags by new bag 
machines capable of producing 500 bags per minute.  It became obvious – to both the plastic and paper bag 
industries – that a huge Kraft paper bag volume, the paper grocery sack, would now also fall to plastic. 
 
The paper bag industry felt left with only two choices: either watch their grocery bag market disappear, or try a 
last-ditch effort to dissuade consumers from using the new plastic grocery bags.  They looked to Canada as an 
example, where plastics had already made a major impact in replacing paper grocery bags.   
 
The (then named) American Paper Institute (API, trade group of pulp and paper mills and now named American 
Forest & Paper Association) and the Paper Bag Institute (PBI, trade group of paper bag producers) convened a 
meeting on October 15, 1981 in New York to design a strategy to protect their markets.  The meeting’s keynote 
speaker was Harvey Rosenbloom, president of Associated Paper Mills Ltd., Montreal, and a long-time paper 
bag manufacturer.  He shared the Canadian experience of losing the paper market to plastic and offered various 
advice: 

“…The way we reacted is, I am afraid, a lesson in how not to do things.… In my view, the program was too 
little too late.  It started after the interest in poly sacks was well established… If you intend to engage poly 
for control of the market, don’t do it as we did, after the fact.  Do it now, before poly is firmly entrenched as 
a standard or common denominator for what’s new in supermarket packaging. … Be on the alert for what I 
would call the ‘critical chaos level’ in the decision-making process of your customers.  This is the point at 
which people, for one reason or another, rightly or wrongly, decide that they must change their way of doing 
things.  It is the point at which new ideas are at their most dangerous.  It is my hope that these remarks may 
contribute to the strategy you will use in the current dilemma.  I know that it is well within your capability 
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to avoid the mistakes that we made.”  (The preceding statements are from the speaker’s written text, a copy 
of which can be furnished on request.) 

 
Prompted by Mr. Rosenbloom’s admonition, throughout 1982 the API and PBI developed support for an 
industry program.  The API hired Robert Marston Marketing Communications (RMMC), Inc., a Madison 
Avenue public relations firm, to develop the program.  To implement the program, API and Marston recruited 
into action the General Federation of Women’s Clubs (GFWC) which described itself as the largest consumer 
association in the U.S.  The anti-plastic garment bag disinformation campaign of the 1950s was the precedent. 
 

“In 1983, API formed a subcommittee of the Kraft and Packaging Papers Division to promote their 
bags, emphasizing working with community groups such as those that make up the GFWC.”1 … 

“The consumer information kit sent to 9,000 
GFWC chapters in 1985 to promote the paper 
sack included a letter from Allison Baird at 
Marston Associates, which stated: ‘What 
makes the paper bag so valuable today is that it 
is recyclable, reusable and 100 percent 
biodegradable.’   

The paper industry garnered an Associated 
Press wire story on GFWC member Darla 
Wertheimer from Decatur, Ill., in 1985. 

‘Biodegradable is the first and foremost 
thought when it comes to bags,’ Wertheimer 
was quoted as saying.  'We're concerned that 
landfills everywhere will be filled with this 
plastic and that it will be there forever.' 

The newspaper stories also quoted her 
saying that plastic products leach toxins when 
they begin to break down in landfills.”2 

 
The inconsistency of the latter two comments did not raise any thoughtful questions.  For example, if 
“…landfills everywhere will be filled with this plastic and…it will be there forever,” how is it that those same 

plastics can “…break down in landfills” and “leach toxins”?  In its anti-
plastics campaign the “…GFWC continues to receive support from API 
for its ‘Pro-Environment Packaging/Recycling Campaign’.  API 
provides materials, including bumper stickers that read ‘Say No to 
Plastic Pollution.’”3 
 
In June, 1986, three years after commencing the program, the GFWC 
held its annual convention in Cincinnati, Ohio.  Jeanne Bakelar, (see left 
image) Project Liaison for the Paper Bag Campaign, was interviewed by 
the Cincinnati Post. (Exhibit 3) 
 

                                                
1 PLASTICS NEWS, July 24, 1989, page 4, article "Women's clubs help promote paper bags", Exhibit 2. 
2 Ibid. 
3 Ibid. 



The War, Political, and Deep-State Background Behind  
Plastics, Recycle or Die, and Make the Whole World Biodegradable 

 

 
George A. Makrauer – gmak@comad.com – www.COMAD.com       Page 9 of 36 

“Their goal is to get every supermarket in the country to pack their groceries in the traditional brown 
paper bag instead of the nouveau plastic variety. 

Their reasoning: biodegradable paper bags are better for the environment and a darn sight more 
convenient for customers, Mrs. Bakelar says. 

‘Everybody laughed.  People called me the bag lady on television talk shows when we started three 
years ago in New Jersey,’ she said. 

‘Maybe it's funny, but where would the unknown comic (who wears a paper bag on his head) be 
today with a plastic bag?  He'd be dead, that's what’”4 

 
The advertising/promotional program of the API considered as its two major components: 1) an environmental 
contention that paper bags are biodegradable and, therefore, better for the environment than plastic, and 2) a 
health threat that plastic bags are inherently lethal and cause suffocation. 
 
Competition from plastic bags was not the only important challenge for the API which they addressed with a 
public relations program.  Another issue of growing concern in the 1980s was the presence of dioxin in paper 
mill effluents and as a residual chemical in chlorine bleached paper products.  Another public relations 
campaign was mounted: 
 

“A comprehensive API plan dated March 2, 1987, treated the public health threat posed by dioxin as a 
public relations problem.  The industry’s strategy was to: ‘1) keep all allegations of health risks out of 
the public arena–or minimize them; 2) avoid confrontations with government agencies, which might 
trigger concerns about health risks or raise visibility of issue generally; 3) maintain customer confidence 
in integrity of product; and 4) achieve an appropriate regulatory climate.’… 

In its efforts to sway the EPA, the American Paper Institute planned to turn EPA attention away from 
dioxin contamination of paper products.”5  

 
With regard to the dioxin contamination issue, the question is not the degree, if any, to which dioxins are 
present in paper or create identifiable health problems.  The significance is API’s resultant motivation “to turn 
EPA attention away” after March 1987. 
 
During the summer of 1987, Americans were 
confronted for many weeks at dinner time on all 
TV news networks with the spectacle of “Mobro 
4000”, the Islip, Long Island garbage barge which 
plied an odyssey in the Atlantic Ocean seeking a 
dumping place.  The event was a public relations 
stunt planned by a combination of New York City 
trash business and mob leaders.  The impression 
of a “solid waste crisis” was implanted on all 
“thinking” consumers.  Quick solutions were 
needed, and the paper industry offered one.  To 
the API it was obvious and appealing reasoning 
that “we’ve run out of landfill space because 
there’s too much non-biodegradable packaging 

                                                
4 Cincinnati Post, June 3, 1986, article "She carries message: brown bags are best", Exhibit 3 
5 GREENPEACE, March/April 1989, article "White Wash: The Dioxin Cover-up", pages 7-11, Exhibit 4 
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material in the landfill; in order to solve the landfill crisis, legislation against the use of non-biodegradable 
packaging would be beneficial; its enactment would help the paper bag industry.” 
 
Fact was and is: There never was a “landfill crisis”.  It was a fiction created by competitors to the plastics 
industry. 
 
But, a credibility problem existed.  The “American Paper Institute” would not be viewed as an objective voice 
for biodegradable packaging.  So, API members created a new organization and euphemistically named it the 
Pro-Environment Packaging Council (PEP-CO).  It was headed by the founder and former president of one of 
the major U.S. paper bag manufacturers, Sam Posner, Jr., whose father had been involved in the garment bag 
scare of the 1950s.  PEP-CO’s objective was simple: lobby for the use of biodegradable, environmentally 
friendly packaging and, when asked what is biodegradable and environmentally friendly, respond, “Paper, not 
plastic.”  When originally making these statements, paper’s proponents had no idea that plastic bags could be 
made degradable – but that’s a different matter and discussion.  
 
All the while, the “leaders” of the plastics and chemicals industry were 
ignorant about all that was happening and oblivious to the little they 
could see.  In answering questions from PlasticsNews, one of the plastics 
industry trade groups, the Society of the Plastics Industry (Washington, 
DC) was quoted, “We have not seen, nor do I expect to see, a materials 
ware in the legislative arena.”  They were too distant from consumers; 
those of us producing packaging used by consumers could see clear 
evidence of attacks on plastics coming from many quarters.  The paper 
industry and American Paper Institute remained hard at work, and they 
leveraged their PEP-Council into a materials war . 

 
The work of the PEP Council was to create a great amount of 
confusion and endorsements for paper through deceptive 
exaggeration.  Their first target was Suffolk County, New 
York.  The county’s chief executive (Steven Englebright; on 
left on cover photo) knew it politically appealing to lead a 
regulatory charge against plastic packaging.  He was able to get 
support to enact a ban.  Anti-plastic bag and plastic food 
packaging legislation was a direct result of PEP Council 
efforts.  The law banned the use of plastic bags at grocery 
stores…but not at other types of retail stores.   
 
Why the difference?  Because a leading U.S. producer of 
plastic bags for non-grocery retailers is an employer in Suffolk 
County (Poly Pak Industries), and its president (Leonard Levy) 
was an adamant defender of his company’s products.  He 
arranged a meeting with the Suffolk County legislator (Steven 
Englebright) who introduced the anti-plastic bill.   
 

At the meeting were (1) the company president (Levy), (2) his attorney, (3) the county legislator 
(Englebright),(4)  the president of a packaging industry trade association representing plastic bag producers, and 
(5) a representative of the American Paper Institute.   
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The discussion went something like this, as retold by one of the attendees: 

Company President, holding up his retail store bag: ‘Our product is not for grocery stores.  Why are we 
included?’ 

County legislator, pointing to Levy’s non-grocery retail store bag and looking at and asking the American 
Paper Institute representative: ‘That’s not the target, is it?’ 

American Paper Institute representative: ‘No, that’s not the target…here (holding up and pointing to a 
grocery store plastic t-shirt bag), THIS is the target’. 

 
Suffolk County’s plastics bashing law created such a controversy that it became a precedent that gave courage 
to many other legislative bodies at state, county and city levels throughout the U.S.  By mid-1989, over 500 
bills restricting, taxing or banning the use of various plastic packaging materials had been either introduced or 
enacted across the U.S.   
 
Other more subtle political efforts were mobilized to enact government restrictions against plastic bags against 
“free market” activity using “environmental benefit” as the rationale.  In the fall of 1989, the State of Maine 
legislature enacted a law modifying Title 38, s1605 of the Maine Statutes Annotated to read as follows: 
 

“After January 1, 1990, all retailers in Maine shall use paper bags to bag products at the point of retail 
sale unless the consumer requests a plastic bag.” 

 
Within days, orders for retail store plastic bags in Maine were either canceled or not placed throughout the 
industry.  Two important forces, neither environmental, motivated this law.  One is that, according to a news 
program segment on National Public Radio, the paper and timber industry was the single largest employer in 
Maine.  The other and more compelling force was that Maine’s Governor, John R. McKernan, Jr. had a brother, 
Robert McKernan, who was then a paid Washington, D.C. lobbyist of the American Paper Institute.   
 
The impact of this plastic bag bashing goes well beyond the checkout counter.  One of the seminal 
achievements in packaging development is the aseptic food “brick”, one of the most fabulous contributions to 
an enhanced quality of life ever innovated by the packaging industry.  The combined best technologies of paper, 
plastic, foil, printing, converting and filling have created one of the most beneficial and convenient products in 
the history of packaging.  These aseptic packages keep food fresh until the package is opened–and freshness is 
maintained without any refrigeration.  This package saves refrigeration energy, it eliminates the related risk of 
leakage of CFCs from refrigeration systems, it reduces wastage of food, reduces redundant transportation and 
storage required by refrigeration and is by all reasonable counts an environmentally superior package.   
 
If so, why did Governor John R. McKernan of Maine, sign legislation banning the use of aseptic food packages 
in Maine?  Because public voter sentiment had been tainted to politically allow him–maybe even compel him–
to ban aseptic packages because “if it’s good to ban plastic bags, it’s good to ban any package with plastic in it.”  
The tragedy for the entire packaging industry is that the best combined technologies of paper, plastic and foil—
the aseptic box—were devastated by the “bag wars” in Maine. 
 
At any rate, subsequent complaints and lobbying activity of retailers, consumers, distributors, plastic bag 
producers and various trade organizations resulted in the enactment of a new law in Maine on June 10, 1991, 
which effectively repealed the 1990 plastic bag law.  The new law, HP 812–LD 1166, was titled “An Act to 
Allow the Use of Either Paper or Plastic Bags at Point of Retail Sale.”  It included the following: 
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“Sec. 1  38 Maine Revised Statues Annotated s1605, as enacted by PL1989, c. 585, Pt. E, s35, is 
repealed and the following enacted in its place: 
s1605. Plastic bags; recycling 
A retailer may use plastic bags to bag products at the point of retail sales only if the retailer: 
1. Location.  Locates inside the store or within 20 feet of the main entrance to the store a 

receptacle for collecting any used plastic bags;  and 
2. Recycles.  Ensures that the plastic bags collected are recycled or delivered to a person engaged 

in recycling plastics.” 
 

In spite of the high-minded, non-discriminatory tone of the euphemistic title–namely, “To allow the use of 
either paper or plastic bags…” there was no counterpart requirement for the collection and recycling of paper 
bags.   
 
Suffolk County’s legislation and the notoriety that surrounded it achieved the API's four areas of concern about 
paper’s dioxin problem.  1) “Allegations of health risks”, 2) “confrontations with government agencies”, 3) loss 
of “customer confidence in integrity of product”, and 4) the anti-packaging “regulatory climate” had all been 
diverted against plastic products. 

 
Ultimately, however, the identity, motives 
and objectives of the PEP Council became 
broadly known.  Their loss of credibility led 
the PEP Council to “close up shop” around 
May, 1989.  In order to continue the 
pressure against plastics after PEP-CO’s 
demise, a renewed anti-plastics campaign 
was proposed by the API.  On May 2, 1989, 
a memo headlined “URGENT ACTION 
REQUIRED” was circulated to API division 
members and board members of the API's 
Kraft and Packaging Papers Division to 

survey member interest and solicit support.6   In order to distinguish this initiative from other PEP-CO and API 
activities, the new action plan proposal stated this “…proposal should not duplicate or be in conflict with any of 
the on-going or proposed paper awareness programs under the auspices of PEP Council or API.” 
 
In motivating support, the API memo offered the following assertions to their members as “…a few thoughts 
and facts to consider:  

1. Plastic resin capacity (ethylene) will increase 36% between 1988-1993…Bottom line--the on-
slaught (sic) isn't over!" 

2. Papermaking is a highly capital-intensive industry and worth protecting when compared to the 
rather low capital investment required to make plastic bags. 

3. Solid waste and environmental issues have become more critical, and a much higher national 
priority.  Now is the time to galvanize “grass-roots” support for the paper sack which has many 
environmental pluses. 

4. Product specific promotional programs are more likely to succeed than generic programs. 

                                                
6 API memo, May 2, 1989, David C. Stuck, Manager - Kraft & Packaging Papers Division, Exhibit 5 
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5. If all producers of products participated in the effort to fund the paper grocers’ bag, the core 
program recommended by Marston would cost a fraction over a penny per ton.  For producers of 
unbleached Kraft paper only, the cost would be 8¢ per ton if all participated.” 

 
To consider the merit of these claims, the first four assertions deserve attention. 

1. Plastic resin capacity increases reflect the enhanced performance and value which plastic products 
bring to consumers.  Paper viewed adverse customer preferences as a competitive “onslaught” and 
responded with obfuscation.  The memo's information and the way it was worded were not 
designed to inform members; they were designed to incite action. 

2. The analogy offered between “papermaking” and “plastic bag making” is specious.  The 
appropriate analogy would be to “plastic resin making” which is not only equally highly capital 
intensive as is papermaking, but is also less harmful than papermaking in air pollution emissions, 
water pollution emissions, and solid waste generating. 

3. The “critical” importance of “solid waste and environmental issues” were exploited with “grass 
roots” manipulation through the GFWC. 

4. “Product specific promotional programs” were focused on paper and plastic bags with broad-brush 
advertising claims. 

 
Accompanying the API memo was “A Public Relations Recommendation for Kraft and Packaging Papers 
Division, American Paper Institute” (Exhibit 6) submitted April 3, 1989, by Robert Marston Marketing 
Communications, Inc.  “Background” information details the importance of the API/GFWC relationship.  “PR 
Objectives” list only emotional defensive actions; there is no suggestion that the paper bag can win appeal 
based on performance, quality, convenience or price–the factors most often used in making purchasing 
decisions and those which, in fact, drew customers and consumers to plastic bags in the first place. 
 
The new paper bag advertising program was promoted as news and editorial information.  Marston and the API 
clearly acknowledge responsibility for the creation of the misleading messages broadcast to consumers.  Page 4 
of the Marston proposal (Exhibit 6) states: 

“We will shape news releases for the organization and will publicize the groups' activities through 
the press as a means of demonstrating to the industry that consumers prefer paper.” 

 
To conceal the true source of their messages and to mislead consumers by manipulation of the news media, 
Marston and API recommended sophisticated obfuscation.  Page 8 of the Marston proposal (Exhibit 6) states: 

“When expressed in news articles rather than through advertising or sales materials, statements about 
the advantages of the paper sack are uniquely credible.” 

 
The API program was named “The Great American Switch” from plastic bags back to paper.  The cornerstone 
example of a company making the “switch” is Big Bear Markets in San Diego.  A tremendous amount of 
national publicity was generated by API and Marston about the Big Bear switch.  In making the switch, 
however, Big Bear faced important new costs.  First is the higher price (then up to two times) of the paper 
grocery sack over plastic.  In addition are higher costs of transportation, warehousing and training (as reported 
in various newspaper articles).  However, it is common industry conversation that the higher costs Big Bear 
faced were subsidized by a major paper bag manufacturer in return for the agreement by Big Bear to promote 
their “switch” on the basis of benefits to the environment.  The Big Bear “switch” generated tremendous 
promotional attention claiming paper bags as being “environmentally friendly” and claiming that plastics are 
not. 
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To tout the success of API's efforts to API member companies, the API sent them copies of "Selected Print 
Publicity Highlights" appearing from August 1989 to March 1990 as news and editorial articles in various 
newspapers around the U.S. (Exhibit 7A - cover sheet) The significant theme shown in their choice of 
"Selected" highlights is the frequent promotion of biodegradability as being environmentally beneficial.  And as 
shown in the section immediately above, they take credit for writing and/or for supplying the information to the 
newspapers.  Here are pertinent excerpts from their mailing: 
 

Exhibit 7B - Resolution of the City Council - City of San Diego  
 "Whereas, Big Bear Markets is the first supermarket chain in the nation to adopt a corporate 
commitment to alerting its customers to environmentally preferable products and the importance of 
biodegradability and recyclability in packaging materials;" 
 
Exhibit 7C - Big Bear In-Store Point-of-Purchase Displays 
 "Big Bear Has Gone Back To Paper Bags.  Why?  Paper is Biodegradable and Safe For Our 
Environment." 
 
Exhibit 7C - Times Advocate 
 ". . . Paper bags are preferred because they are biodegradable . . ." 
 
Exhibit 7D - Supermarket News 
 ". . . Big Bear began phasing out plastic bags last Thursday, in favor of paper bags, 'because paper 
bags break down and are absorbed more easily . . .'  Bag stuffers are being handed out to explain why 
Big Bear has gone back to paper bags: because they are biodegradable . . . In developing its 
environmental programs, Big Bear worked closely with Willamette Bag Co. for paper bags . . . 
Willamette was more out front in this area . . .On Big Bear's environmental agenda are efforts to 
. . . developing private label items packaged in re-usable or biodegradable materials . . ." 
 
Exhibit 7E - Fresno Daily Report 
Exhibit 7F - Lodi News-Sentinel 
Exhibit 7G - Auburn Journal 
Exhibit 7H - Tracy Press 
Exhibit 7I - Logan Herald Journal 
Exhibit 7J - San Diego Daily Transcript 
Exhibit 7K - San Francisco Examiner-Chronicle 
 ". . . Customers who prefer plastic, a stronger but less biodegradable packaging, will have to ask for 
it. . . . 'People just aren't pushy enough to ask for paper.  But then when they get plastic they feel guilty 
because it's bad for the environment,' says Sheryl Borden of the General Federation of Women's Clubs.' . 
. . 'Paper bags will decompose in about 7 days.  Plastic bags take up to 400 years to break down,' said 
Borden, who heads up the group's 'Package Mine in Paper' campaign." 
 
Exhibit 7L - Portland (Maine) Press Herald 
 "New law will require paper shopping bags."  The significance of this article is not what it says, but 
rather what it does not say.  Namely, Maine's Governor, John R. McKernan, has a brother, Robert 
McKernan, who is a paid Washington lobbyist of the American Paper Institute.  This anti-plastics law 
was rushed through the Maine state house before anyone in the plastics industry had heard or been 
notified of its existence in order to be given an opportunity to speak against its enactment.  This is 
probably one of the grossest examples of the API's behind-the-scenes machinations and manipulations. 
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Exhibit 7M - Ithaca Journal 
 ". . . Some county legislators are even trying to pass a local law prohibiting the use of non-
biodegradable retail food packaging, according to Rep. Deborah Dietrich (I) Town of Ithaca.  This 
would include plastic bags." 
 
Exhibit 7N - Ogden Standard-Examiner 
 ". . . 'We're trying to promote the use of packaging that's made of natural resources, that's 
biodegradable . . .,' England, of Sparta, Tenn., said."  (Margaret England is chair of the Environmental 
Education Division of the General Federation of Women's Clubs.)  ". . . Paper bag manufacturers believe 
the paper sack is an 'environmentally friendly product,' said David Stuck, manager of the Kraft and 
packaging papers division of the American Paper Institute in New York City.  As surface litter, paper 
sacks are biodegradable, Stuck said." 
 
Exhibit 7O - Clubwoman (magazine of the GFWC) 
 "It is vital that we pay attention to packaging choices.  When we shop, we should select packaging 
made of biodegradable . . . materials when possible." 
 
Exhibit 7P - La Opinion 
 ". . . En los últimos días, los supermercados de Big Bear se convirtieron en la primera cadena de 
mercados de abarrotes en ofrecer las bolsas de papel como opción principal, y los clientes que prefieren 
las bolsas de plástico, un material más difícil de desintegrarse tendrán que pedírlo." 
 
Exhibit 7Q - Blade-Citizen 
 ". . . The company's (Big Bear) executives recently decided to convert back to the predominant use 
of recyclable, biodegradable paper bags for packaging groceries. . . . plastic bags can't easily be 
recycled.  Worse, they're not biodegradable . . . The effort doesn't stop there.  Big Bear executives say 
they plan to convert to biodegradable paper in packaging meat and deli items." 
 
Exhibit 7R - United Press International Nationally Syndicated 800 Newspapers 
 ". . . In recent days, Big Bear Supermarkets became the nation's first grocery chain to offer paper 
bags as the primary checkout choice.  Customers who prefer plastic, a stronger but less biodegradable 
packaging, will have to ask for it." 
 
Exhibit 7S - Yakima Herald-Republic 
 ". . . Backed with statistics and the common sense fact that paper products are reusable as well as 
biodegradable, (Margaret) England outlined the national club's two-year project aimed at educating 
women on product packaging and environmental concerns. . . . 'If we put products in landfills that 
degrade we're helping to preserve the environment,' she said, noting it takes just seven days for a paper 
bag to 'go back to the earth,' while it can take up to 400 years for other products to break down." 
 
Exhibit 7T - The Post Standard 
 ". . . Use paper whenever possible, and if you must use plastic or other packaging products that do 
not degrade as quickly - or at all - keep it in the system. . . . Place biodegradable waste in a basic brown 
paper bag, bury it in the back yard and the whole package won't be around for long." 
 
Exhibit 7U - Daily News-Record 
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 ". . . Let's do something however small to keep the landfills empty of non-biodegradable material." 
 
Exhibit 7V - The Arizona Republic/The Phoenix Gazette - East Valley News Day 
 ". . . (Margaret) England has been traveling and promoting a program of education on recycling, 
biodegradable products and renewable resources since June 1988.  Statistics roll off her tongue.  Her 
travels, which are sponsored by the American Paper Institute, have taken her to 15 states in the last 15 
months. . . . She urged her audience to think biodegradable.  'Paper bags are biodegradable,' she says.  
'They can return to soil in seven days.' 
 
Exhibit 7W - Porterville Recorder 
 ". . . Customers who prefer plastic, a stronger but less biodegradable packaging, will have to ask for it." 
 
Exhibit 7X - Schenectady Gazette 
 "In a world of landfills choked with non-biodegradable waste, what can one consumer do to clean up 
the environment?  He can ask that his groceries be packed into a simple brown paper bag.  That's what 
Helen P. Hatton, an environmental home economist and consultant to the American Paper Institute who 
was in the area yesterday to promote the humble carryall, suggests.  'Paper bags are totally friendly to 
the environment.  They are 100 percent biodegradable,' she said, adding that they return to the soil 'in a 
hurry.' . . . The home economist said most people are concerned about the environment but feel 
frustrated when they buy a fast food lunch packaged in non-biodegradable containers . . . In light of the 
discovery that one plastic bag can take 100 years to decompose, most grocery stores offer customers a 
choice between paper and plastic." 
 
Exhibit 7Y - Daily Record 
 ". . . Some national department and discount chains are on the verge of switching to a majority of 
biodegradable or recyclable packaging material, accepting environmental responsibility for their 
corporate decision.  Now these women (GFWC) will turn their attention on the public, conducting 
awareness campaigns at neighborhood stores, so consumers can make informed choices at the checkout 
counter. . . . and they will explain why biodegradability is important in disposable packages." 
 
Exhibit 7Z - Encinitas Blade-Citizen 
 ". . . The stores also began converting plastic and foam containers in the deli sections to 
biodegradable paper;" 
 
Exhibit 7AA - Sun 
 ". . . Big Bear decided to phase out plastic bags in favor of paper because 'paper bags break down 
and are absorbed more easily than plastic, and they are less harmful to wildlife,' according to Tom 
Dahlen, executive vice president and general manager of the chain." 
 
Exhibit 7AB - Los Angeles Times 
 ". . . But paper degrades more easily . . ." 
 
Exhibit 7AC - Star-News 
 "The paper-versus-plastic question has been a major cause of concern among environmentalists, who 
argue that most plastic bags are not biodegradable and add to the nation's solid-waste problems." 
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As shown above, the active, aggressive and clandestine promotion of environmentally beneficial biodegradation 
has been an important and expensive advertising commitment of the paper industry for almost ten years with 
continuing nurturing.  For example, the Board of Directors of the Kraft & Packaging Papers Division of the API 
held a meeting on March 12, 1990 in New York to discuss, among other topics, the success of their anti-plastic 
bag campaign and the anti-plastic legislation which had been stimulated as a result of their efforts.  Minutes of 
the meeting are shown as Exhibit 8, below.  Page 3 (upper right-hand corner number) of the minutes list "…on-
going publicity efforts for the switches and the GFWC, as follows: 
 

1. Provide public relations support for the paper bag advertising campaign developed by Stone 
Container scheduled to break March 19th in Hartford, Connecticut and Jacksonville, Florida. 

2. Develop and distribute a brochure for supermarkets and consumers outlining the environmental 
benefits of using paper bags. . . . " 

 
Biodegradability is an important theme of these campaign efforts. (Exhibit 9)  The Stone Container TV ad spot 
was particularly impressive and effective in its test market, touting the paper grocery sack as “reusable, 
recyclable and degradable”. 
 
The March 12 meeting also included a presentation by Ann H. Mattheis, Manager-Government Relations of the 
API, about the Kraft bag campaign.  In her comments (shown on Page 8 of Exhibit 8) she offers a prediction 
about the remaining opportunity for the API and its members to continue taking advantage of the biodegradable 
issue: 
 

"If the degradability issue continues to slide and fade, I think we can kiss the issue good-bye in a 
year, no more than 2." 
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The principal and most popularly held positioning distinction between plastic bags–and other plastic products–
from paper and other more “natural” materials is “biodegradability”.  In contending with this challenge, I 
believe the plastics industry miserably failed in managing this challenge, from both technology and 
communications positions.  Collectively, established industry groups bashed degradables as an evil, 
unachievable myth–from an industry whose entire fifty-year history of success had been based on its ability to 
innovate solutions to customers’ problems.  When the plastics industry reacted in the late 1980s with the 
research, development and introduction of a few degradable products–biodegradable, photodegradable, and 
chemically degradable–it did so through the individual efforts of a few companies acting independently.  A few 
companies executed major faux pas, with actions that were poorly and foolishly, although I believe non-
maliciously, considered.  And those actions brought scrutiny, criticism and worse from the Federal Trade 
Commission, from the State Attorneys General task force and from an assortment of environmental and 
consumer groups.   
 
However, the paper industry's efforts were not those of just a few companies acting independently.  Rather, 
directed by their own employees and association staff, those companies were mustered into joint and broad 
action by their lobbying organization (the API), they were directed in their campaign by their PR firm (Robert 
Marston), they misled and manipulated (in order to try to hide the fact of their own involvement) a public 
interest group (General Federation of Women's Clubs) to do their work with consumers, and they created the 
euphemistic Pro-Environment Packaging Council (in order to try to hide the fact of their own involvement) to 
do their work with legislators.  For behavior which was purposefully malicious, intentionally misleading, and 
well executed for almost a decade, the paper industry received virtually no scrutiny or criticism. 
 
Based on these foregoing activities, it is not at all surprising – but it is terribly disappointing – that consumers, 
environmentalists, enviromaniacs (who are different from the former), educators, news media people, legislators 
and regulators are confused, upset, and angry.  And all their animus has been directed at the plastics industry.   
 
The collective actions against plastic bags and all plastic packaging have had tremendous impact on the entire 
plastics industry.  Here is just one example of errors in the public's perception as a result of anti-plastics 
programs.  The following comes from the January 6, 1990 CBS television broadcast of Saturday Nite With 
Connie Chung.  One of the major errors in consumers’ beliefs has to do with the relative amounts of materials 
which make up municipal solid waste.  The following dialog is quoted directly from the transcript of the 
interview by CBS correspondent Robert Krulwich with Dr. William Rathje, a renowned researcher in solid 
waste issues.   

Krulwich asked 20 shoppers at random at a New Jersey mall, “In our landfills, what's the fastest-
growing category of garbage?  Is it food, plastic, paper or grass and leaves?” 

Video of consumer responses: “Plastic, plastic, plastic, plastic, plastic, plastic, plastic, plastic, food, 
plastic, plastic, plastic, food, paper, plastic, plastic, plastic, plastic, plastic, plastic, plastic.” 

Chung: “Two for food, 18 plastic, one paper, so plastic is the problem 'cause of all those plastic 
cups, bottles, diapers, trays, bags and wrappers we throw away, right?” 

Shoppers: “Right.” 
Krulwich: “But Rathje says—” 
Rathje: “Wrong.” 
Krulwich: “Completely wrong?” 
Rathje: “Completely wrong.” 
Krulwich: “Rathje found that plastic takes up only 12 percent of a landfill.  And more amazing, 

Rathje says that over the last 20 years, the share of plastic in a landfill–(pointing) well, there's 
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1970s, 11 percent.  There’s today, 12 percent, practically the same.  Plastic is taking up no bigger 
share of our landfill than it did 20 years ago.  Now, how can that be?  All garbage has grown, but 
we throw so much more plastic.  Well, says Rathje, today's plastic is thinner and more crushable. 
… What about diapers?…” 

Rathje: “No, I would say that, actually, landfills are not crawling with diapers.  Diapers from our 
excavations are between about 1 and 2 percent by volume.” 

Krulwich: “Diapers aren't the problem.  Plastics aren't the problem.  What is the fastest-growing 
category in landfill garbage today?” 

Rathje: “Paper items.” 
Krulwich: “What?” 
Rathje: “Paper items.” 
Krulwich: “With computers and copiers and faxes, the use of paper in America has exploded.  As 

this AT&T commercial shows, we're drowning in it.  Paper is the only category in our landfills 
that's occupying more and more space, 36 percent in 1970, 55 percent today…” 

 
Regrettably–from a plastic bag producer’s viewpoint–perception is reality in spite of the facts, and the public 
perception about plastic bags remains horrific.  And it still gets negatively reinforced millions of times every 
day each time a consumer is asked, “Do you want a paper or plastic bag?” 
 
An urgent “action call” by the paper bag industry to its members stemmed from the decision of Walmart stores 
to convert from paper bags to plastic bags in mid-1991 because plastic bags performed better and offered 
economic advantages over paper.  In 1989, Walmart had made public statements that they would become the 
leading environmentally responsible retailer in the U.S.  Making the switch to plastic could not have been 
approved if it had in any way compromised their commitment to responsible environmental behavior.  After 
Walmart began using plastic, the American Paper Institute reacted with a targeted program designed to protect 
their economic interest, not the environment.  API sent a flier to all lumber operations, pulp mills, wood plants 
and paper manufacturing facilities and offices in an effort to recruit grassroots paper industry employee support 
for a program to pressure Walmart back to paper bags.  Following is the “Walmart Mill Flier” sent by API 
throughout their industry: 
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WAL-MART BAIT & SWITCH! 
 

Chain Reneges on Environmental Reputation by Switching to Plastic Bags 
 
In November of 1989, Wal-Mart stores launched a major program to help protect the environment.  
Paper bags at the checkout were a visible part of the program.  Less than two years later, Wal-Mart is 
reneging on these promises by switching to plastic bags. 
 
These bags are now arriving at distribution centers in Colorado, Florida, Mississippi, Georgia and 
Texas.  The impact is staggering: 960 Wal-Mart Stores used to offer 100% paper bags: more than 500 
of these stores now plan to offer only plastic bags;  300 will offer plastic with paper. 
 
Already, the shock waves are reverberating: 7 of every 8 trucks that used to service these stores with 
paper bags are grounded.  Shift lay-offs are occurring at paper bag converting companies. 
 

THE PAPER BAG'S FUTURE IS IN TROUBLE! 
HELP FIGHT WAL-MART'S SWITCH TO PLASTIC! 

TAKE ACTION IMMEDIATELY! 
 
• APPEAL TO YOUR LOCAL WAL-MART STORE MANAGER.  Write a letter protesting the 
switch to plastic.  Unlike plastic, paper is made from up to 50% post consumer recycled fibers, is 
compostable along with leaf and yard waste, is harmless to animal and marine life, is used to collect 
recyclables in municipal recycling programs and can be recycled in Wal-Mart stores along with 
corrugated boxes in existing baling systems.  
 
• REGISTER YOUR CHOICE WITH WAL-MART HEADQUARTERS.  Send a copy of your store 
manager letter to:  Mr. David C. Glass, President, Wal-Mart Stores,  Inc., P.O. Box 116, Bentonville, 
AR 72712. 
 
• PROTEST THE SWITCH ON WAL-MART'S REVIEW FLYER.  Many  Wal-Mart, Sam's 
Wholesale Club, Wal-Mart Supercenter and Hypermart USA stores provide a self-addressed 
evaluation form so that consumers can comment on their performance.  Rally for the return of paper 
bags on the form, and drop it in the mail to Wal-Mart's headquarters.  (The form is self-addressed, 
with postage provided, and is called "YOU'RE OUR GUEST: TELL US HOW WE ARE DOING".) 
 
• COMPLAIN IN THE STORE ABOUT THE SWITCH.  Ask to see the store manager while 
shopping and ask him or her to go back to paper bags for the good of the environment. 
 
• GET YOUR FAMILY, FRIENDS & NEIGHBORS INVOLVED.  Ask them to write letters, too. 
 

YOUR FUTURE IS AT STAKE!  ACT NOW! 
WAL-MART WILL GO BACK TO PAPER IF CONSUMERS INSIST! 
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As is evident, not one whit of the paper industry’s motivation was for environmental improvement or for their 
customers’ interests – the entire thrust is for their own economic benefit with their ends justifying their means. 
 
One of the realities of yesterday’s and today’s environmentalism is that many “environmentalists” assert their 
deep motivations against anything plastic, and use that position as a ruse to conceal their genuine motives.  A 
perfect example is Greenpeace and Barry Commoner.  In mid-1989, George Makrauer, then chairman of the 
Degradable Plastics Council (DPC), received a phone call from Anita Glazer Sadun, who described herself as a 
“researcher for the Center for the Biology of Natural Systems (CBNS).”  She claimed CBNS was a research 
enducational organization with a recent interest in degradable plastics.  Sadun asked, “Would it be possible for 
me to attend your (DPC) meetings to learn about degradable plastics?”  Makrauer replied, “Certainly.  Our 
general membership meetings are open to the public; we have nothing to hide.”  As time would reveal, Sadun 
had much to hide. 

 
The Center for the Natural Biology of Systems, it turned out, was 
an organizational ploy for Greenpeace created by Barry 
Commoner, who published himself as the lead author of a smear by 
Greenpeace called, "Breaking Down the Degradable Plastics 
Scam", issued in March, 1990. Commoner presented it at a 
purposed March 14 press conference by Greenpeace in 
Washington, DC. 
 
The “scam” was claimed to be in the thoughtless and shortsighted 

attitudes and comments of some of the plastics industry’s major producers.  For 
example, as quoted in the Greenpeace report (and this part of it I believe), “…here is what a spokesman for 
Mobil Chemical company, the manufacturer of Hefty degradable trash bags, has to say about the reason for this 
outburst of environmentalism: 

“[Degradable bags] are not an answer to landfill crowding or littering. … 
Degradability is just a marketing tool. … We’re talking out of both sides of 
our moths because we want to sell bags.  I don’t think the average consumer 
even knows what degradability means.  Customers don’t care if it solves the 
solid-waste problem.  It makes them feel good.” 

 
Mobil was just one of the cynics bashing degradable plastics on one hand (because if 
one used a degradable additive that comprised 6% of the product mass, that would 
require a 6% reduction in plastic content; yes, THAT was their logic) and offering 
“degradable products” at the same time. 
 
Procter and Gamble did likewise.  In the US, they bashed degradable plastics when defending Pampers 
disposable diapers, and, conversely, offered degradable Pampers nappies in the UK. 
 
Back to the press conference, itself.  It was surprising and remarkable in several respects.  First, of the little 
information which was accurately presented in the report, absolutely none of it was new.  Various elements of 
the plastics, scientific and institutional communities have been addressing those issues for several years. 
 
Second, the reactions of many of the news media representatives were quite surprising.  The format of the press 
conference began with a four-minute video presentation summary of the report and comments on the issues as 
Barry Commoner sees them.  At the conclusion of the video, David Rappoport (Greenpeace’s Toxic Waste 
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Coordinator), Barry Commoner (of the Center for The Biology of Natural Systems, Queens College, Flushing, 
New York) and Anita Glazer Sadun (also of CBNS and the “principal author” of the report) each gave oral 
comments about their “findings” and conclusions. 
 
David Rappoport (acting as moderator) opened the conference for questions.  The questions were exploratory 
and challenging to many of the report’s statements and conclusions.  The third of fourth questioner began as 
follows:  “Dr. Commoner, aren’t we really just talking about a simple dispute between the use of plastic bags 
and paper bags and isn’t what really bothers you the fact that the American consumer has made the choice to 
use plastic bags instead of paper because plastic is stronger, it’s easier to use, it has handles so it’s more 
convenient to carry, it’s waterproof and it takes up less storage room at the retailer...”  
 
At that point David Rappoport abruptly interrupted and said, with a sweeping motion of his arm toward the 
inquirer, “Sir, if you came here as a representative of the plastics industry to present your point of view, we 
think you ought to be willing to share in the cost we’ve put up to rent this room and facilities ... next question...” 
 
Needless to say, everyone was quite taken aback by Mr. Rappoport’s attack.  As the next question was asked 
and being answered, someone passed a written message to Mr. Rappoport.  At the conclusion of that answer, 
Mr. Rappoport directed his attention to the individual who had asked the previously interrupted question and 
contritely said, “Mr. Handelsman, I apologize for interrupting you before.  It’s been brought to my attention that 
you are not a representative of the plastics industry but, in fact, a member of the media.  What I said was 
inappropriate and I apologize.  Would you like to ask your question again?”   

 
 There was a surprised and hushed sigh of relief around the room as Steve 
Handelsman, National Correspondent for the News Unit of NBC-TV stations, was 
then given the opportunity to restate his question, which highlighted the controversy 
of the packaging materials war between use of paper bags and plastic bags. 
 
In finally responding to this question, Barry Commoner said that although the plastic 
bags used at groceries certainly had the convenience of a handle compared to paper, 

plastic was a bad material compared to paper because it was synthetic, and that people should stop using it in 
preference to paper and that the real solution to the problem was in having paper grocery bags made with 
handles.  Barry Commoner brought down the entirety of this Greenpeace report to the issue of the packaging 
materials war between use of paper bags and plastic bags. 
 
Then Barry Commoner started to reminisce about his youth.  He said, “Look, I grew up in the days when there 
were no plastics. I remember how pleasant those days were when there weren’t these synthetic materials 
around...” and so forth and so on about how wonderful this world would be without plastics of any kind, outside 
of a few appropriate medical and engineering applications.  Degradable plastics were not just attacked; plastics 
in their entirety were being attacked.  And a more thorough understanding of Barry Commoner’s mindset and 
genuine objectives amply explains the motivations and distorted thinking behind his positions. 
 
Barry Commoner’s most remarkable and revealing tome is titled Making Peace with the Planet (Pantheon 
Books).  Here are just a few excerpts that expose his mentality and motivation: 
 

Page 80 - “There is a popular myth that in America ‘the consumer is king,’ issuing commands for new 
products that are obediently met by producers.  Clearly, that does not explain the universal appearance, 
about ten years ago, of unsized socks; surely this was not a response to customers whose feet grew from 
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size 10 to size 13 during the sock’s lifetime.  Rather, it is the producer’s interests that instigate such 
changes, based on the expectation that users will at least tolerate them (as in the case of unsized socks, 
or the plastic egg cartons that have replaced paper ones); …” 
 
Page 101 - “If brewers were forbidden to put plastic nooses on six-packs of beer; if supermarkets were 
not allowed to wrap polyvinyl chloride film around everything in sight and then stuff it into a plastic 
carrying bag; if McDonald’s could rediscover the paper plate; if the use of plastics was limited to those 
products for which they are really needed, say, artificial hearts or videotape -- then we could push back 
the petrochemical industry’s toxic invasion of the biosphere and reduce the escalating cost of waste 
disposal.” 
 
Pages 192 and 193 - “We must recognize that the assault on the environment cannot be effectively 
controlled, but must be prevented; that prevention requires the transformation of the present structure of 
the technosphere, bringing it into harmony with the ecosphere; that this means massively redesigning the 
major industrial, agricultural, energy, and transportation systems; that such a transformation of the 
systems of production conflicts with the short-term profit-maximizing goals that now govern investment 
decisions; and that, accordingly, politically suitable means must be developed that bring the public 
interest in long-term environmental quality to bear on these decisions.  Finally, because the problem is 
global and deeply linked to the disparity between the development of the planet’s northern and southern 
hemispheres, what we propose to do in the United States and other industrial nations must be compatible 
with the global task of closing the economic gap between the rich north and the poor south -- and must 
indeed facilitate it.” 
 
Page 196 - “However, it is important to remember that nearly every petrochemical product is a substitute 
for some preexisting product made of natural materials such as wood, cotton, or paper or of common 
materials such as metal and glass.  Hence, many current petrochemical products could readily be 
replaced by one of these older and more ecologically sound materials.” 
 
Page 215 - “This is, after all, the meaning of ‘free enterprise’: the owner of capital is at liberty to invest 
it in whatever enterprise offers the most promising rate of return, market share, or some other private 
advantage, whether it produces steel, chemicals, oil, or plastic swizzle sticks.  And, as we have seen, this 
right has been exercised regardless of its environmental consequences.” 
 
Page 217 - “One can, of course, embellish these observations and arguments with a doctrinal term -- 
socialism (classically defined as social ownership and control of the means of production) -- and 
embrace or dismiss them by reacting to that term.  While this may satisfy one’s ideological convictions, 
neither approval nor disapproval can alter the reality which, as we have seen, is that substantial 
environmental improvement can occur only when the choice of production technology is open to social 
intervention.   If the national commitment to environmental improvement is to be honored, we must 
respect this reality and find suitable ways to implement the social governance of production.” 
 

The original edition of this reasoning was published prior to the fall of the Berlin Wall in November 1989 and 
the exposure of the previously inconceivable environmental blight which had been fomented and nurtured under 
Eastern European Socialism.  How does this fact square with Commoner’s assertion that only socialism can 
deliver the benefits of a “national commitment to environmental improvement”?  Commoner’s rationale is 
offered in his 1990 edition - after broaching the Wall - on page 220, as follows: 
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“If private governance of production -- the characteristic feature of capitalism -- is at fault, why do the 
environmental problems that it generates also occur in socialist countries where production decisions are 
presumably under social or governmental control? 
 
One reason is that -- as the Soviet Government now admits -- until recently, advocates of social interests 
such as environmentalism have not been free to comment on, let alone influence, government decisions.  
A less obvious -- but decisive -- reason is that most of the systems of production that the socialist 
countries have adopted were in fact developed in the capitalist countries after World War II:  for 
example, chemical agriculture, nuclear power plants, and the petrochemical industry.  Having been 
developed with no concern for their environmental impact, these production systems wreak their havoc 
on the environment equally in capitalist countries and the socialist ones.  …  It is an unassailable if 
ironic fact that the economic development of the Soviet Union and its socialist neighbors after World 
War II has been based on the major new production technologies developed in the United States and 
other capitalist countries, where their design was guided by a capitalist motive: short-term profit 
maximization -- to the exclusion of environmental and other social concerns.” 

 
Commoner’s relationship with Greenpeace is completely consistent with a broader anti-business philosophy 
which is clearly presented in the letter shown on Page 2 from Peter Bahouth, president of Greenpeace USA, to 
Jay Hair, president of the National Wildlife Federation, about why Greenpeace would not participate in the 
Group of Ten .  Bahouth’s complaint is that NWF would demean and compromise itself and the environmental 
movement by engaging in an open dialog with industry.  Here’s the entire text, which I think is a great example 
of why it’s been so unproductively difficult – and and from both sides of the battle – for environmental 
organizations and commercial organizations to develop GENUINELY cooperative programs for moving 
forward. 
 

Greenpeace USA  
• 1436 U Street NW • Washington DC 20009 • Tel(202)462-1177 

Tlx 89-2359 • Fax (202)462-4507  
 
Jay Hair, President  
National Wildlife Federation  
1400 Sixteenth Street, NW  
Washington, D.C. 20036 
 
22 February 1990 
 
Dear Jay, 
 

I found your letter of January 19 provocative and stimulating, and I thank you for your thoughts. Your letter has 
prompted me to think about the similarities and differences between our organizations, and the nature of the environmental 
movement at this important moment in history.  

Greenpeace, they are making trouble, while we are making progress. I think this generally characterizes your 
views -- at least that is how you have been quoted in the media on numerous occasions. It is a lament that I have heard 
countless times, either as a swipe against activism, or as a statement of the "reasonable" and "rational."  

Making what progress though? An activated public more than ever wants to see basic changes in our society. The 
litany of problems -- drug abuse, crime, poor education, urban decay, poverty, homelessness, environmental decline--is 
depressing and grows longer every day. At the same time, the military budget continues to suck away resources without 
sympathy.  

Citizens do not believe that the EPA, or the White House, or the Congress, solves these problems. They do not 
think that the "halls of power" in Washington have been very responsive to local needs. Years of environmental regulation 
have not arrested their environmental crisis. Now citizens are organizing in some 8,000-10,000 community groups active 
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on issues from pollution to economic and social decline. They are on the cutting edge of real power, and currently represent 
the true vitality of the country.  

We might not disagree as to what the real problems are. But we clearly sit at different tables, and align ourselves 
with different voices. Greenpeace derives great inspiration from the results of citizen resistance to authority and control-- in 
the Philippines, throughout Eastern Europe, and now in South Africa.  Government institutions were shown not to be the 
only wielders of power in the face of public intervention.  

What we observed in Eastern Europe should turn the work of public interest organizations on its head. People 
found the courage to take difficult and unpopular stands, and at great personal risk, involved themselves, and took direct 
responsibility for, their lives and futures. The contradictions, cruelties, and inequities in society became to oppressive. 
Compromise was no longer possible. Standing up to the powers that be was the only alternative. When human emotion and 
spirit were unleashed, the decades long noose broke apart. 

The problems are hardly solved, and powerful institutions will reassert their dominance, but the mechanisms of 
control have been toppled.  

In the United States, the infrastructure of our society is starting to crumble, financial resources and rewards 
remain improperly allocated, and day-to-day lives are increasingly being disrupted and harmed by polluters and profiteers. 
The filter drip destruction of the environment symbolizes our inability to get control of the future.  

Environmental protection and restoration means nothing less than abandoning the old technologies we rely upon 
to produce goods and services. Tinkering with existing systems has only served to perpetuate the mega-crisis. Now basic 
decisions have to be made about what we make and how we produce. And the way those decisions are made needs to 
change as well.  

The puzzle that we must solve is figuring out how to respond to the public's new expectations to establish new 
priorities and take stronger action.  At a recent meeting I attended, I heard one "voice of reason" say that the way to eat an 
elephant is one bite at a time. Our answer, with apologies to elephants, is you have to kill the elephant first. For too long, 
too many have chased after elephants with knives and forks, trying to cut off a tiny piece of a rampaging beast. One bite at 
a time is a concept that seeks to make changes while bypassing the challenge to dominant ideologies or political systems.  

It is foolhardy to imagine that political and environmental work can be done without conflict. Direct action is 
Greenpeace's signature, and taking action leads to confrontation. In our society, people (and institutions) largely try to 
avoid confrontations. No one likes to have their routines upset, or their beliefs and practices challenged. 

As the Group of Ten finds itself coping with growing pressure from political groups and the media, and hopefully 
from its members as well, to face some of the deeper problems infecting out society, I would hope that the lessons of 
populism and boldness from the past year would be considered. The whole world is changing, yet we go about "politics" in 
the same old way, we budget in the same way, sit in counsel with government and Congress in the same way, and fail to 
debate basic priorities and direction. Our national politics have become technocratic, depersonalized, and passionless.  
     Consorting with polluters is out. Accepting piecemeal movement forward, when it is really not forward at all, is no 
longer desirable. The polluting class should not be lauded as good institutions because they clean up after our messes. 
Further, we shouldn't see corporations, of after stripes, as the institution for change in our society.  

This brings me to the issue of the presence of Dean Buntrock as a member of your board of directors. I find it 
disturbing that a corporation head -- a janitor to our environmental and societal excesses -- has the ear of federal 
government decisionmakers, influencing environmental policies to corporate benefit, when citizen's that they cannot get 
any relief. And it is doubly disturbing NWF facilitates WMI's rise to prominence as people.  

There are people "out there" that are fighting Waste Management, Inc. WMI boasts that its business is "profiting 
by protecting the environment." It is in the conduct of WMI, primary goal that "the environment" becomes a faceless, not 
specifically sited, abstract locale. But it is not. It is real places, and real  people's lives and communities; places which the 
government can't find the resources or the will to help.  

Millions are joining Greenpeace and NWF because they perceive that there is a new crisis in our society. Our 
response should not be to say to our members that the status quo is fine and that we should get what we can out of it for the 
environment. We should not tell people that the environmental problem can be solved by making factories cleaner, or 
imposing corporate environmental taxes to make polluters better neighbors. Or by disposing of our society's waste more 
efficiently and safety. 

The real solutions have to do with eliminating waste in the first place, shutting down factories that harm the earth, 
imposing changes in energy use and human consumption, investing new technologies. Many of these solutions won't be 
comfortable, or as profitable, for the powers that be. All will require significant cuts in military spending.  

The environmental movement is big enough now to challenge some of the deeply entrenched systems and players 
who currently exist on pollution and decay. That is the Greenpeace goal. I agree with you that we must work together. On 
many issues, we already do. I imagine there are deep differences which exist between our two organizations. In this crucial 
year, it may be our political philosophies, and not petty name calling or technical misunderstandings, that put us on 
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different sides of issues. I hope that given time, you will want to join us in a fight to uphold the ideals of popular 
participation and political change.  

I would be glad to get together with you at any time to discuss these ideas.  
 
Sincerely, 
 
(signed) 
Peter Bahouth  
 
CC: Group of Ten members  

 
I used the “GENUINELY cooperative programs” for this reason.  Subsequent to McDonald’s November 1, 
1990 announcement of their jettisoning expanded polystyrene (EPS) foam “clamshell” packages in favor of 
paper (which had to be polymer coated in order to provide the required grease resistance, which consumers 
were informed), both McDonald’s and the (then still named) Environmental Defense Fund distributed glowing 
press releases about how wonderful their joint efforts had been in arriving at a proper environmental solution. 
 
Not exactly the truth, according to reports from the trenches at the time.  As filtered down from now un-
recallable sources, the McD’s/EDF discussions were at an impasse until a “suggestion” was put on the floor 
(and kept officially “off the table”) by one of the EDF representatives.  As the story went, when EDF realized 
McD’s was not going to quietly acquiesce in changing from the EPS clamshell, which offered considerable 
functional and freshness benefits over the “paper” product EDF was pushing, the grenade dropped on the floor 
was a comment – “threat” is the non-euphemism – that if Mickey-D’s did NOT abandon EPS, EDF would 
assert publicly a claim that EPS had a “link to causing cancer”, and McD’s realized that such a claim would 
immediately halt a majority of their sales in EPS packages, because consumers would not ever accept hot food 
products in a “cancer causing package”.  EDF was going to base its claim on the potential carcinogenicity of 
Styrene Monomer, a basic building-block of EPS.  Take a look at only just these two Material Data Safety 
Sheets for the type of confirmation about Styrene Monomer and the cancer risk: 
http://www.fibreglast.com/documents/243.pdf and  
http://www.sciencelab.com/xMSDS-Styrene_monomer_-9925112 
 
Knowing consumers could not differentiate between “Styrene Monomer” and “Expanded Polystyrene”, the 
grenade was successfully thrown; McDonald’s capitulated.  
 
These extremists (I do not know what else to call groups which practice those behaviors) also infiltrated the 
crucial audience of college and high school students through SEAC, the Student Environmental Action 
Coalition, originally headquartered on the campus of the University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill.  SEAC 
(www.seac.org) has active chapters on college and high school campuses around the U.S.  Here are excerpts 
from a report about SEAC, MBD Issue Research and Analysis, from Mongoven, Biscoe & Duchin, Inc.; 
300 Metropolitan Square; 655 15th St., NW; Washington, DC 20005; October 17, 1990. 
 

= = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = =  
“Approximately 7000 college and university students from across the United States met at the 
University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign on October 5-7, 1990 to mobilize a new coalition in the 
environmental movement. 
… 
SEAC appears to have strong ties to the grassroots environmental movement and organizations which 
have been influenced by groups such as the National Toxics Campaign (NTC) and the Citizen's 
Clearinghouse for Hazardous Wastes (CCHW). 
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… 
Some of the themes that were repeated throughout the three-day conference by speakers, organizers and 
students included: 

• Environment is more than nature -- it is also social structures, economics, and politics. 
• Being an environmentalist does not mean just living responsibly. It also means changing unjust 

social structures. 
• The environmental movement needs a new coalition of people because the old institutions have 

been co-opted by the state and business. 
• Concern for the environment means the destruction of the present technological society in order 

to create a viable alternative habitat. 
• Communities must now control corporate decisions, not just expect corporate decisions to be 

aligned with community preferences. 
… 
Need for Diversity 
 
Prior to the convening of Catalyst, organizers of the event stated that any effort to organize a mass 
student environmental movement would have to be based on an understanding for the need for diversity 
among activities.  "Diversity" has become a buzzword on campuses across the country as student groups 
representing minorities, women and other groups traditionally left out of the "mainstream: (gays and 
lesbians) attempt to gain equality with white males (the oppressor class)).   
… 
The diversity theme has also been a topic among environmental activists for the past five years.  
Grassroots environmentalists and other social activities have been concerned that minorities and the 
poor were underrepresented in the environmental movement of the 1970s and 1980s. 
… 
Jeremy Hays spoke of the influence of the 1962 and how students today needed to "recover the spirit of 
those times." 
… 
Bill Toor spoke about how universities have become decadent and profit-hungry and how everything 
from syllabi to courses were tailored to meet the demands of the "academic-industrial complex".  
According to Toor, industry executives function as university trustees and this results in an incestuous 
relationship where the university functions as the research arm of industry in the development, 
production, and legitimization of "eco-destructive products."  He also stated that the environment does 
not consist merely of nature in the physical sense but, in fact, includes the social universe as well. 
… 
Elizabeth Ising spoke about the feminist contribution to the environment movement.  The "Male" was 
described as dominating, the "female: as accommodationist.  The former dominates the environment and 
destroys it, the latter accepts and lives in peace with it. 
… 
Robert Redford spoke about how the environmental movement was destroyed in the 1980s by the 
excesses of the Reagan era.  He said that "greed" has once again become the center of our political life. 
… 
Helen Caldicott, founding president of Physicians for Social Responsibility, stressed that the worst 
destroyers of the ecosystem were still nuclear weapons and that an anti-nuclear stance must remain at 
the core of the environmental movement.  She argued that there was a strong nexus between nuclear 
weapons and consumer goods.  Using General Electric as an example, she said that every purchase of a 
GE appliance kept GE in the business of producing nuclear weapons. 
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… 
Commenting on possible student activities to save the environment, Caldicott said, "products that 
harmed the environment should not be produced (e.g., nuclear weapons, disposable diapers, polystyrene 
foam, CFCs, plastics) and that students should agitate to get these products off the market." 
… 
Consumer advocate Ralph Nader arrived very late for his speech, but made three important points during 
his shortened address.  Nader began by pointing out to the students that the "establishment" seeks to 
launch counterattacks against the public welfare movement.  He cited as evidence a recent article in 
Forbes magazine as evidence of this trend. 
… 
United Farm Workers President Cesar Chavez described his work with the farm workers and the efforts 
involved in unionizing them. He spoke about the organization's five-year old grape boycotting and said 
voting with one's dollars is as important as voting with one's ballot. 
… 
Chavez suggested that SEAC give more thought to the boycott as a voting mechanism. 
… 
Richard Grossman, editor of the Wrenching Debate Gazette, discussed the proposition that mainstream 
environmental organizations could not be trusted any more.  He said that the Sierra Club, The Natural 
Resources Defense Council, and other environmental organizations had all been co-opted by the state. 
… 
Randy Viscio, director of People for a Socially Responsible University (PSRU), (an anti-department of 
Defense and divestment group) spoke of the need to investigate university-industry relationships.  He 
said that a study of the University of Massachusetts showed how the university was tied to the industrial 
"magnates" who sat on its board of trustees. 
… 
Viscio said that environmentalism was ultimately the fight for justice -- justice for nature and justice for 
people.  American society, however, was not ready for such radical restructuring.  Therefore, the 
struggle against the capitalist corporation had to be disguised by local attacks at the community level 
based on local ecological micro-issues.  This strategy, he said, must not lose sight of its larger purpose 
which is to destroy the corporation and the capitalist framework that supports it.  (For this statement 
Viscio received an ovation.) 
… 
The Reverend Jesse Jackson's address centered around the theme that environmental justice and 
economic justice are one and the same thing.  Jackson said that "if seeking environmental justice means 
that the burdens on the poor are increased, it cannot be justice."  Environmental justice, according to 
Jackson, means that the poor get their fair share of the world's resources.  The rich in turn must consume 
less and share more. 
… 
Jackson repeated the theme of many speakers that the environmental movement must expand to include 
all people.  He said that all environmental strategies to this point have been handicapped because they 
have left the poor, rural populations, blacks, and Hispanics, pro-choicers, gays and the marginalized out 
of the equation.  Jackson continued by stressing the importance of mobilizing these constituencies in 
order to seek "common ground" and build up the progressive elements into a coalition against the unjust 
social and economic structures.  He concluded his remarks by saying that the meaning of the 
environment had to be broadened to be inclusive (of many peoples and causes) rather than exclusive 
(white middle class people focusing only on nature-related issues). 

= = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = =  
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This is not an “environmental” agenda; it is social, economic and political. 
 
None of this is to say that the plastics, packaging and chemicals industries were not to be blamed for a number 
of inappropriate actions and programs of ill behavior.  If anything, this paper is fairly illustrative of the extent to 
which some businesspeople will go to protect their jobs and pensions, and none of it is worthy of ethical 
commendation.  Following is another example. 

The paper industry and “environmental” group attacks 
were not the only one affecting the plastics industry.  
The Glass Packaging Institute ran this full-page ad  (on 
left) in the Wall Street Journal, Tuesday, October 30, 
1990: 
 
In the 1980s and ‘90s, the contention about plastics was 
“we’re running out of landfills and plastic is not 
biodegradable”.  Sound science then (see Professor 
William Rathje, University of Arizona, Department of 
Anthropology) and subsequently showed the mystique of 
biodegradability was, in truth, a warm and fuzzy straw 
man conjured up by the paper industry to mislead 
consumers into choosing paper.  The irony was this: 
 

As clearly shown in this photo o the right and 
documented by scientific study, plastic grocery bags 
make a much gentler footprint in environmental 
impact.  One thousand paper grocery sacks are in the tall and heavy stack on the left; 1,000 plastic grocery sacks 
are in the short and light stack on the right. 
 
Those environmental differences translate into substantial transportation, warehousing and cost savings for the 
retail stores which choose between offering paper or plastic or both types of bags at checkout.  
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In addition, consumers prefer plastic over paper and clerks also expressed their considerable dislike for paper 
for several reasons: 
 

The Plastic Experience The Paper Facts 
1. Plastic bags are stronger and carry more merchandise 

than paper; 
1. Paper bags carry less and, accordingly, require 

more units; 
2. Plastic bags are waterproof and work well in the rain 

or high humidity; 
2. Paper bags get wet in the rain and more easily 

tear and fall apart; 
3. Plastic bags offer greater merchandise protection than 

paper; 
3. Paper bags are weaker and do not protect 

merchandise as well; 
4. Plastic bags are reusable and continue to promote the 

retailer's image during considerable consumer reuse; 
4. Paper bags are not reused by consumers; 

5. Graphics printed on plastic are a marketing 
investment which generates returns during first use 
and throughout all consumer reuse; 

5. The expense of printing paper bags becomes a 
lost cost because paper bags are not reused; 

6. Plastic bags weigh less and consume far less cubic 
volume than do their paper counterparts and, 
accordingly, save significant warehouse, 
transportation and handling capacity and cost; 

6. Bulkier paper bags cost more to transport and 
warehouse and require more handling to 
manage the same number of units–the cost 
increase is remarkably large; 

7. More often than not, plastic bags cost less than paper. 7. More often than not, paper bags cost more than 
plastic. 

 

Those are the reasons retailers chose plastic bags to replace paper, in the first place.   
 

The perception problem is general consumers do not understand the environmental realities of plastic bags and 
paper bags.  Nor does the average person appreciate the functional benefits and cost savings for retailers, 
because no one has ever pointed them out.   
 

Studies in the U.S., Canada and Europe finally compared the total environmental impacts of paper and plastic 
bags.  In 1988, the Federal Office of the Environment of West Germany compared an equal number of same 
size plastic bags and paper bags.  The study measured air quality, water quality, energy usage and solid waste 
generation resulting from the manufacture, use and disposal of both types of bags.  The report is titled 
Comparison of Environmental Compatibility of Paper and Polyethylene Merchandise Bags (Dr. Wolfgang 
Plehn; August 1988; Umweltbundesamt, Bismarckplatz 1, 1000 Berlin 33, Germany).  Section 5, Summary of 
the report, states the following (translated from German):   

• “A comparison . . . shows that the production of paper merchandise bags compared to a production 
of polyethylene merchandise bags generates significantly higher environmental stress in the air and 
waste water. 

• Also the comparison of the energy consumption during the production of polyethylene and paper 
merchandise bags results in a disadvantage for the paper bags.  For the paper production, not only 
non-renewable energy resources (crude oil) are required, but also additionally approx. 2 kg of wood 
as raw material per kg of paper. 

• The disposal of waste polyethylene and paper in garbage incinerators does not produce significantly 
different emissions. 

• The storage of paper bags in dumpsters would require twice as much volume compared to 
polyethylene bags. 

• Switching from polyethylene to paper merchandise bags would result in overall higher emissions and 
ecological disadvantages." 
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With regard to incineration, more energy must be expended in the incineration of paper than plastic in order to 
dry out the moisture which is present in discarded paper.  On the other hand, the significantly greater BTU 
energy content of plastic results in a more efficient and less energy consuming burn than paper. 
 
In May 1990, the National Audubon Society included in a membership recruitment letter the following 
comments about plastic and paper bags: 

“Are paper bags really safer for the environment than plastic bags? 
Let's look again at the paper bag you carry your groceries in.  Contrary to the conventional wisdom, it 

is not biodegradable -- not if your town or city disposes of its garbage in a landfill.  In a landfill's crush 
of compacted trash and soil, virtually no oxygen is available for decomposition.  Your paper bag just sits 
there, almost perfectly preserved. 

But what about wildlife?  When your paper bag is made of pulp from a thousand-year-old Douglas fir 
tree cut down in the ancient forests of the Pacific Northwest, it contributes to the destruction of an entire 
ecosystem that supports hundreds of species -- including the endangered marbled murrelet and spotted 
owl.  In place of clearcut virgin forests, the U.S. Forest Service plants nice neat rows of trees, creating a 
plantation that biologists know cannot support a diversity of wildlife species.  Worse yet, the pulp 
production process clogs streams and lakes with silt by-products and robs the water of oxygen that fish 
need to survive.  And to add insult to injury, the bleaching process used to create paper also creates 
dioxins as a by-product, which end up in our lakes and streams. 

And what about that plastic sack?  First of all, ironically, it takes up much less space in your local 
landfill than does the paper bag.  And if that landfill springs a leak and begins to threaten your water 
table, your plastic sack is completely non-toxic.  Perhaps most importantly, our (Audubon) studies have 
proven that paper production produces more pollution than does the manufacture of polyethylene plastic.  
We know this because only Audubon scientists are looking at the full range of environmental impacts of 
both the production and disposal of garbage.” 

 
In June, 1990, a U.S. report was released comparing paper grocery sacks with plastic.  The study was conducted 
and the report written by Franklin Associates, Ltd. (Prairie Village, KS), an environmental and engineering 
consultant firm whose clients include U.S. EPA, the American Paper Institute, the Society of the Plastics 
Industry, the Council for Solid Waste Solutions and other organizations.  The report cites its scientific 
comparison on the basis of energy use and environmental impact on air, water and solid waste.  The results 
clearly show that the manufacture, use and disposal of paper bags are far more wasteful of energy and harmful 
to the environment than are plastic bags.  Here are the study’s major conclusions, which take into account 
varying rates of recycling for both plastic and paper bags: 
 

(CONTINUED ON NEXT PAGE) 
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Energy Requirements 
 At 0 percent recycling, polyethylene sacks require between 20 and 40 percent less energy than 

paper sacks.  As recycling rates increase for both sacks, this energy difference decreases. … 
However, at recycling rates of over 60 percent (which is not currently feasible for paper requiring strength - 
writer comment), the paper sack and polyethylene sack have equivalent energy requirements… 

 
 In addition to fuel and power consumption, these packages consume energy as a material resource.  

For example, petroleum- and natural gas-based hydrocarbons serve as the raw material feedstock to 
manufacture plastics.  To calculate the total energy impacts of each package, the energy content of 
the basic hydrocarbon feedstocks was included.  No such energy content is assumed for paper.  (So, 
even with this basic energy included for plastic, plastic uses far less than paper.  GAM comment.) 

 
 



The War, Political, and Deep-State Background Behind  
Plastics, Recycle or Die, and Make the Whole World Biodegradable 

 

 
George A. Makrauer – gmak@comad.com – www.COMAD.com       Page 33 of 36 

Solid Wastes 
 At 0 percent recycling, polyethylene sacks contribute between 74 and 80 percent less solid waste by 

volume than paper sacks. … Polyethylene sacks continue to contribute less solid waste than paper 
sacks at all recycling rates. 
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Atmospheric Emissions 
 At 0 percent recycling the total atmospheric emissions are between 63 and 72 percent less for 

polyethylene than for paper sacks. … The polyethylene sack continues to have less atmospheric 
emissions at all recycling rates. 
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Waterborne Wastes 
 At 0 percent recycling the polyethylene sack contributes over 90 percent less total waterborne 

wastes than the paper sack.  As the recycling rate increases for both grocery sacks, the difference in 
waterborne waste becomes greater because recycled paper contributes more waterborne wastes than 
paper made from virgin material. 

 
 
Incineration Impacts 
 On a per pound basis, polyethylene releases 2.75 times more energy upon incineration than 

unbleached paper.  However, on an equal use basis, paper grocery sacks weight 4 to 5 times more 
than polyethylene grocery sacks.  Therefore, on an equivalent use basis, the paper sack has a greater 
potential for energy released from incineration than the polyethylene sack.  The ash content per 
pound of unbleached paper is greater than that of polyethylene.  Thus, even on an equivalent use 
basis, the paper sack has a greater potential for more ash from incineration than the polyethylene 
sack. 

 
Landfill Impacts 
 Volume.  The landfill volume occupied by the polyethylene sacks is 70 to 80 percent less than the 

volume occupied by paper sacks based on 10,000 uses.… 
 Degradability.  While some degradation occurs in landfills, little data exist regarding what materials 

degrade and the rate of decomposition.  Therefore, the degradability of both paper and polyethylene 
grocery sacks cannot be predicted.  As a consequence, no estimates can be made regarding the 
potential for impact on landfill leachate or methane gas production. 
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From an environmental standpoint, the German, Audubon and Franklin reports clearly show that polyethylene 
plastic bags are safer than paper during manufacture, during use and during disposal.  And a 1991 study from 
the University of Winnipeg confirmed those findings. 
 
Despite the facts, public perception is, as you know, the opposite.  This document hasn’t even touched on the 
formal efforts from Hollywood to infuse its film and TV productions with environmental messaging in its plots, 
sub-plots and product placements based on what sounds warm and fuzzy instead of scientific and ecological.  
The “Environmental Media Association” is just one such NGO.  The influence of Hollywood – in its 
“entertainment” media and personal appearances before Congress and broadcast news programming – is a 
monumental influence in this entire saga. 
 
In closing this document, my summary opinion posits one of the great ironies of modern time: Compared to all 
other natural and engineered materials, the materials and products of plastics have done more to improve the 
quality of life worldwide, yet have garnered the most criticism from materials competitors and also from well-
intentioned but ill-informed consumers, government representatives, news media and NGOs worldwide. 
 
I agree, by the way, with the contention – and common-sense observation, that to reduce plastic litter and solve 
the currently perceived “plastics recycling problem” that the best approach is to reduce the volume of plastic 
being littered and/or not being recycled.  HOWEVER, BOTH THOSE OBJECTIVES BEG THE DEFINITION 
OF “RECYCLING.”  That begs the scientific discussion of Waste-to-Energy recycling, because energy is the 
most valuable resource component trapped in plastic wastes.  And that begs an entirely different document. 
 
Any questions, email gmak@comad.com. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Comad Management Group 

 
George A. Makrauer 
President 


