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Lift #NeverNeeded Plastics Regulations and Bans—Permanently  

By Angela Logomasini, Ph.D.* 
 

Since the COVID-19 pandemic hit, lawmakers have finally begun considering the 

unintended impacts of bans on single-use plastics, particularly the potential for disease 
transmission from reusable products. Such risks have always existed and will continue long 

after the COVID-19 crisis ends. Policy makers need to acknowledge that plastics bans pose 
health risks and that there is not much evidence that they achieve desired environmental 

goals. Accordingly, they should make permanent the temporary lifting of bans and 
regulations on single-use plastics.  
 

During the past several years, bans on single-use plastics proliferated at the state and local 
levels, and many were set to start in 2020, including a statewide ban on single-use plastic 

bags in New York state. Yet now, lawmakers around the nation have either postponed 
commencement of recently passed bans or reversed longstanding bans because of concerns 

that reusable bags may harbor COVID-19.  
 
For example, New York has delayed enforcement of its plastic bag ban until June.1 San 

Francisco—one of the first cities to ban single-use plastic bags—and several other California 
localities have halted single-use plastic bag bans temporarily and have even banned bringing 

reusable bags and refillable coffee mugs into stores.2 In addition, some retailers, such as 
Starbucks and Dunkin’, have announced that they will no longer allow their customers to 

get refills in reusable cups.3 
 
While outright bans on reusable products go too far, it makes sense now—as it always has—

to allow people the freedom to access single-use plastic products. And, of course, retailers 
should maintain their right to provide, permit, or prohibit both single-use and reusable 

products as they see fit.  
 

When given the choice, consumers often choose single-use plastics because they are 
convenient, but now they may also consider them more valuable in reducing disease 
transmission risks. Research has long demonstrated that reusable bags and other products 

can harbor many dangerous microorganisms, so the risks are not limited to COVID-19. 

Consider some of the key research on the topic. 
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2011 University of Arizona and Loma Linda University study. This study 
examined a sample of reusable bags from shoppers and found “large numbers of 

bacteria,” including dangerous fecal bacteria such as coliform, E. coli, and 
salmonella. Bacteria was found in 99 percent of the reusable bags, while no bacteria 

or viruses were found in a sample of disposable plastic bags and new reusable bags. 
Bacteria can easily be transferred from leaking meat packages as well as from fruits 

and vegetables, and the study found it grows in bags that are stored in car trunks.4 
 
2012 Study on Norovirus Transmission from a Reusable Bag. This 2012 

study found that nine members of a soccer team in Oregon contracted the norovirus, 
a leading cause of food poisoning, from touching a reusable bag or eating food 

contained inside. The bag had been stored in a bathroom. That might seem like an 
outlier, but people cart these bags all over the place, touching surfaces on public 

transportation, taking them into public bathrooms, and other places, creating lots of 
opportunities for the bags to pick up bacteria and viruses.5 
 

2018 Study on the Potential spread of Norovirus from shopping bags. 
This 2018 study assessed the probability of norovirus transmission from reusable 

grocery bags carried around in supermarkets using a similar, but not infectious, virus 
as a proxy. It found that the virus easily moved from the bag all around the store, 

with a high concentration found on the hands of both consumers and store checkout 
clerks.6 
 

Studies related to pathogens found on reusable utensils. Single-use 
plastic bags are not the only reusable products that can transmit pathogens. Studies 

dating back to the 1970s showed that reusable utensils often contained dangerous 
levels of bacteria even after being washed, particularly in fast-paced restaurants 

where a high volume of people circulate in and out quickly.7 Of course, not all food 
service outlets need to use single-use utensils, but all should have the option. Indeed, 
fast food eateries, school cafeterias, hospitals, nursing homes, and other medical 

facilities have long relied on single-use plastic products to help reduce risks of disease 
transmission. Banning such uses is dangerous. 

 
The COVID-19 pandemic underscores already well-known risks associated with bans on 

single-use plastics, prompting researchers to speak out. Back in February, Clemson 
University Professor Robert M. Kimmel, author of a 2014 life-cycle study on plastics, urged 
New York state to halt its ban at least until the coronavirus is under control.8  Kimmel 

explained that his research shows that reusable bags are “highly likely to be contaminated 
with bacteria and viruses and could transfer this contamination to people by contact with 

supermarket check-out conveyors, grocery carts, kitchen counters, and other surfaces.”9 The 
reusable bags should be thoroughly washed after every use, says Kimmel. Yet only 3 percent 

of reusable bag consumers ever wash the bags according to a survey conducted by Charles 
P. Gerba and colleagues at the University of Arizona.10 

 
In addition to posing public health risks, single-use plastic bans also fail to meet the 
environmental goals they supposedly serve. In fact, reusable bags require far more energy 
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and other resources to make and may produce more landfill waste. For example, a 
study produced for the Environment Agency in the United Kingdom found that cotton bags 

would have to be used 131 times before they yielded environmental benefits.11  
 

Still, many people are rightly concerned about plastics becoming part of the ocean pollution 
problem, but the answer to that real problem is much simpler: Ensure that products are 

disposed of properly, so they never enter waterways. Fortunately, while we can always work 
to improve, the United States does a relatively good job properly disposing of trash. A 2015 
study published in Science magazine estimated that the U.S. contribution to ocean pollution 

is less than 1 percent.12 In fact, most of the waste entering the oceans come from overseas. 
China and 11 other Asian nations are responsible for 77 percent to 83 percent of plastic 

waste entering the oceans because of their poor disposal practices.13 Accordingly, banning 
single use plastics in the United States will not solve very real ocean pollution problems.   

 
Bans on single use plastics are largely symbolic actions that not only reduce consumer 
choice, they pose public health risks while failing to achieve desired environmental goals. 

State and local governments should roll back all such regulations and allow consumers and 
retailers to decide which options they prefer.  
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