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Reuse
Bags
Look in the cupboard under the stairs and you may find a bag of bags: carriers, bags for life and a pile of cotton totes from shops, conferences and festivals. In 2011 the Environment Agency compared shopping bags over their whole lives and found that a cotton bag has to be used 131 times before it does less harm to the climate than a thin plastic carrier used once. The greenest bag turns out to be the one you already own, used until it wears out. This workbook asks you to count your bags, remember them when you shop, and reuse them for your rubbish too.
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	Before you begin
How To Use This Workbook
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This workbook stands on its own. You need your stash of bags, your bins, a pen and two weeks of ordinary shopping, and each part builds on the one before, so work through it in order.
It asks you to write, not just read.
	Before you begin, choose one regular shopping trip. The weekly food shop works best, but a daily top-up or a market trip is fine. Keep plastic bags away from babies and young children, and wash cloth bags regularly if you carry raw meat or fish in them. You'll carry that one trip through the exercise.



Write it here, so you have it to hand
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Reuse Bags  ·  Climate Challenge
	Part one
The Teaching
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In 2011 the Environment Agency published a life-cycle assessment of supermarket carrier bags, carried out by Chris Edwards and Jonna Meyhoff Fry. It compared the thin plastic carrier with paper bags, thicker plastic bags for life, woven polypropylene bags and cotton bags, counting everything from raw materials and manufacture to transport and disposal.
The slightly uncomfortable claim underneath it is this: the bag that looks greenest isn't always the greenest. A heavy cotton tote takes far more energy, land and water to make than a thin plastic bag, so it only pays back if you use it again and again. Collecting new 'eco' bags is not the same as reusing bags.
The numbers. To match the climate impact of a thin plastic carrier used once, the study found a paper bag needed using 3 times, a plastic bag for life 4 times, a woven polypropylene bag 11 times and a cotton bag 131 times. If the thin carrier is then reused as a bin liner, the bar rises: the cotton bag needs 173 uses or more.
Use what you've got. Every bag you already own has already cost its share of materials and energy. The best thing you can do with it is use it until it falls apart, then mend it or recycle it. Turn down free totes you don't need, and don't buy a new bag because you forgot yours, if you can avoid it.
Small charges, big changes. England introduced a 5p charge on single-use plastic carrier bags in October 2015, raised it to 10p and extended it to all shops in May 2021. Government figures show the main supermarkets now sell around 98% fewer of these bags than in 2014. A small nudge changed millions of habits.
Remembering is the hard part. Most of us own plenty of bags; we just don't have them with us. Keep a few by the front door, in the car, in your work bag or folded in a coat pocket. Put them back straight after unpacking, so they're ready for next time.
Bags for your bins. Rubbish bags count too. Instead of buying rolls of new bin bags, line small bins with bread bags, cereal bags and the carriers you already have. Bins for dry recycling often need no liner at all, and a few sheets of newspaper can line a food waste caddy if your council allows it.
The end of a bag's life. Many large supermarkets have collection points for plastic bags and film, which can't usually go in household recycling bins yet. Worn cloth bags can become cleaning rags. Never let bags blow away: plastic litter lasts for years and can harm wildlife on land and at sea.
The practical use of the Environment Agency's study is to stop thinking about which bag to buy and start thinking about how many times you use it. Count what you have, keep it where you'll remember it, give spares away, and let every bag earn its keep twice: once for shopping and once for the bin.
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	Part two
The Exercise
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Take the shopping trip you chose at the start and carry it through the steps below. You'll need about two weeks. Write in full sentences. Nobody else reads this.
Count your bags. Find every reusable and carrier bag in your home and sort them by type: thin carriers, bags for life, woven bags and cloth totes. How many of each? Then score from one to 10 how good you think you are at reusing them.
	

	

	

	

	

	

	


How certain do you feel about that score?   ①  ②  ③  ④  ⑤  ⑥  ⑦  ⑧  ⑨  ⑩

Count the forgotten ones. Over the last month, how many times did you buy a bag because you'd forgotten yours? Where were you, and why didn't you have one with you?
	

	

	

	

	

	

	


Build a bag kit. Choose where you'll keep bags so they're always to hand: by the door, in the car, in a coat pocket or work bag. Decide how many bags for your chosen trip, put them there, and write down your plan.
	

	

	

	

	

	

	



Audit your bins. Look at every bin in your home. What do you line it with now, and where do the liners come from? Which bins could use a reused bag, and which could go without a liner?
	

	

	

	

	

	

	


Track two weeks. For two weeks, keep a tally of every bag you buy and every time you reuse one, for shopping or for rubbish. What happened to the number of bags you bought? What still caught you out?
	

	

	

	

	

	

	



Pass on the extras. Decide how many bags you really need, and give the rest to a food bank, charity shop or neighbour who can use them. Recycle any that are worn out. Write down what you kept, what you gave away and where it went.
	

	

	

	

	

	

	


And how certain do you feel now?   ①  ②  ③  ④  ⑤  ⑥  ⑦  ⑧  ⑨  ⑩
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Part two  ·  The exercise
	Part three
Questions For Discussion
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	Work through these questions independently if you must, but they are generally more beneficial when discussed. 



1. If a cotton tote needs 131 uses to beat a plastic carrier, why are so many given away as 'green' freebies?
1. The 10p charge cut carrier bag sales by about 98%. What other everyday items could a small charge change?
1. Is it better to ban single-use bags outright, or to charge for them and let people choose?
1. Should shops be allowed to sell thicker 'bags for life' that many people use only once or twice?
1. Who should be responsible for making sure plastic bags and film are recycled: shops, councils or shoppers?
1. How could your street, school or workplace make forgetting your bag a thing of the past?
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Want To Take This Further With Other People?
You've sorted your own bags. What's missing is everyone else's cupboard full of totes and carriers, and the places that could put them to good use.

	Donate your spare bags
Food banks, charity shops and market traders often need bags. Collect spares from friends, neighbours or colleagues and take them where they'll be used.
	
	Start a bag share
Ask a local shop, library or community centre to host a box where people leave spare bags and borrow one when they've forgotten their own.



	Find your next challenge
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