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FAQs: Paper or Plastic? 

Should I choose paper or plastic 
bags at the supermarket?    
 
You’ve made it  
through the many  
grocery store aisles,  
you’ve carefully  
speculated between  
local and organic  
food choices. You’re  
patting yourself on  
the back for you  
eco-conscientious  
decisions, but then  
that darn question, “Paper or plastic?” is asked.  
 
Now holding up the line, you’re stuttering to 
answer as dozens of facts flash through your 
head… “Ok, ok, which do I choose?” Plastic 
bags are lighter, they have those convenient 
built in handles and they’ll stand up to any 
leaky accidents on the trip home. They’ll 
compact easier for storage and there’s always 
the chance of reusing them around the home. If 
anything, plastic is cheaper than paper 
(although who knows at these natural gas 
prices), and you may be able to recycle it 
through the supermarket’s bag recycling 
program.  Problem solved?  Well, almost… 
What about the fact that paper is made out of 
renewable resources and plastic is not?   
 
So now you're thinking paper must be the eco 
friendly grocery bag since it is renewable, 
recyclable and biodegradable. Well, while all 
that is true, making paper (just like plastics) 
involves harmful chemicals polluting air and 
water. And in order to give brown bags the 
necessary strength for all that grocery 
schlepping, they're usually produced with less 
recycled content and with more high-end virgin 
pulp. Finally, paper bags that are recycled are 
typically made into corrugated cardboard and 
not back into paper bags. More on page 2. 

This answer was compiled by Allison Webster, 
OSD’s Environmental Purchasing Intern.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The February Issue of the 
Government Procurement 
Magazine arrived bearing 
the words “Massachusetts 
– Launching the Next 
Procurement Revolution”  

on the cover.  This is the title of the article written by Scot Case, director 
of the Faculty Institute at Alvernia College in Reading, PA, and Dmitriy 
Nikolayev, Procurement Manager for Facility and Environmental 
Services, Operational Services Division.   
 
The article features the EPP Program’s major achievements over the past 
few years, such as the statewide contracts Massachusetts purchasers use 
today: 

 Computers (ITC16), which incorporated a set of challenging 
environmental purchasing principles developed by a nationwide 
group of over 50 organizations and coordinated by CNAD. 

 Copiers, Printers and Facsimile Equipment (OFF16), which 
required all imaging equipment sold to the state to be compatible 
with the use of recycled content paper, remanufactured supplies and 
also tested a new way of selecting the most energy efficient 
equipment. 

 Carpet (FAC25), which broke new ground by setting recycled 
content standards for carpet sold and requiring all suppliers to 
recycle – not dispose of – used carpet. More on page 2. 

 
 
 
 

 
  

 
 
 
 
 
 

Thursday, April 20, 2006, 8:30 – 1:00: Seminar presented by 
MD Stetson at Center School, 837 Longmeadow St., Longmeadow, 
MA  For more information contact Kim at 888-858-0888, 

Wednesday, March 22, 2006, 8:30 – 12:00: State Contract 
GRO16 Trade Show presented by Casey EMI at the North 
Shore Community College, One Ferncroft Rd., Danvers, MA 01923.  
Register by calling Casey EMI at 1-800-333-4385 

Wednesday, April 19, 2006, 8:30 – 1:00: Seminar presented 
by MD Stetson at Lija School, Oak St. and Bacon St., Natick, MA.  
For more information contact Kim at 888-858-0888, 
kim.fuller@mdstetson.com  

EPP Cleaning Product Vendors are holding the following events 
featuring presentations and product displays to help you learn more 
about green cleaning and find out how to switch your facility to EPPs. 

 Vendor-Sponsored Green Cleaning Events 



EPP and Sustainability Awards  
 
In 1990, Franklin Associates, an environmental 
consulting firm often contracted by the U.S. 
EPA, issued a life cycle assessment (LCA) which 
reviewed the environmental impacts of both 
types of bags throughout their manufacture, use 
and disposal.  Despite dramatically higher 
recycling rates for paper, plastic bags won as they 
required less energy to make, use and dispose of 
and produced less pollution throughout their life 
cycle. But what about the litter factor – plastic 
bags in trees and on the roadside? 
  

Arrgh! Ok, as you load your groceries onto the 
conveyor, engage in a moment of critical 
thinking.  You were just asked to make a choice 
between two options that are both clearly 
damaging for the environment.  The LCA shows 
that disposable bags, whether they are paper or 
plastic, both require energy to make and both 
create pollution.  But... who said that those were 
the only options you had? 
  

As you make eye contact with the cashier, you 
realize that your reply to the questions should be, 
"I brought my own!" You need a bag that is not 
disposable!  The U.S. EPA will agree: waste 
reduction and reuse are environmentally 
preferable even to recycling and far superior to 
disposal. 
  

An average American uses 300-700 shopping 
bags a year.  So, as you are pulling out your 
wallet and paying for your groceries, make a 
commitment to taking a few reusable shopping 
bags with you next time.  Yes, it requires a little 
bit of planning.  And no, it does not mean that 
you would not need disposable bags for things 
that do not fit into reusable ones.  What it does 
mean, however, is that you would be able to cut 
the number of disposable bags you use and 
possibly eliminate them! 
  

As you leave the store in this enlightened state, 
think also about what you are going to do with 
the disposable bags you just got.  Reuse them - 
there are plenty of uses for them around the 
house.  Recycle them by putting the brown paper 
bags out with the rest of the paper - and by taking 
the plastic bags back to the store for recycling the 
next time you go shopping.  Recycling these bags 
will reduce their environmental impact.  But 
remember, reusable bags will always be 
superior. And you can get them free at STAR in 
April and the EPP Vendor Fair in October!  

Paper or Plastic? (cont’d) 

 
 

Get Recognized 
with Environmental Purchasing and Sustainability 
A d  

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Every year, the Operational Services Division, 
Department of Environmental Protection and 
Executive Office of Environmental Affairs 
present their Environmental Purchasing and 
Sustainability Awards for outstanding efforts in 
outstanding efforts in purchasing EPPs and 
other sustainable practices among 
Commonwealth public sector entities and 
businesses.  This year’s application/nomination 
forms are now available for download on the 
EPP Program’s website. 

 
The long history of the awards has seen their scope expand as 
Massachusetts state agencies, cities, towns and state contractors grew in 
their understanding of environmental issues – and in their efforts to make a 
difference.  Today’s awards recognize not only green purchasing efforts, 
but such sustainable efforts as: 
 Climate protection and energy efficiency,  
 Waste reduction and recycling,  
 Reduction or elimination of use of mercury and persistent 

bioaccumulative toxins (PBTs),  
 Sustainable design and construction, and  
 Water conservation.   

 
Last year’s award ceremony and luncheon took place at the Massachusetts 
State House and featured heads of the state’s purchasing, building/property 
management and environmental agencies as speakers and award presenters.   
This year’s ceremony is tentatively scheduled for October 25, 2006 at the 
12th Annual EPP Vendor Fair on Worcester, MA.  Take this opportunity to 
have your efforts recognized!  Application deadline: September 6, 2006! 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Other featured innovative contracts with environmental features include 
those for EPP cleaning products (GRO16), pool ionization systems 
(FAC17), printing services (OFF15) and diesel retrofits (VEH71).  The 
article also contains a list of environmental benefits and cost savings 
achieved by the program and calculated using EnviroCalc, an innovative 
tool for estimating environmental benefits and cost savings of purchasing 
EPPs.  Last summer, the National Association of State Procurement 
Officials (NASPO) awarded the Program with a Gold-Level Cronin Club 
Innovation Award for this calculator. 
 
The most important piece of the article, however, is the list of “Lessons 
Learned and Recommendations for Other Entities,” based on the 
Program’s eleven years of experience and designed to help purchasing 
professionals to: 
 Find effective ways to include green products into contracts 

Government Procurement (cont’d) 

 Leverage purchasing power to get more value from each vendor 
 Make use of the vendors’ resources to supplement own resources Subscription Information  

 
To view the Program’s recommendations, access the article online EPP Buyer Updates are published by the Environmentally 

Preferable Products Purchasing Program at the MA 
Operational Services Division.  Visit us online, subscribe 
and unsubscribe at http://www.mass.gov/epp.

.  
Procurement officials wishing to subscribe to the Government Procurement 
Magazine can do so at http://www.govpro.com/ASP/subscriptions.asp.  
 

http://www.mass.gov/epp/awdspurc.htm
http://www.mass.gov/?pageID=osdterminal&L=2&L0=Home&L1=Events&sid=Aosd&b=terminalcontent&f=_osd_st_event&csid=Aosd
http://www.mass.gov/epp/events.htm

