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The Earth is already in a state of ecological overshoot. Our communities have grown rapidly over 
the last 100 years, matched by a growing consumption of goods and services. Our Ecological 
Footprint is now more than 23% of what the earth can produce sustainably1.  
 
The plastic bag was only introduced in the 1970’s but its use has expanded due to its high 
versatility. The plastic bag is an efficient way to carry goods. It is hygienic, light in weight yet 
considerably strong. Plastic bags can be easily produced and made into different forms, shapes, 
sizes and colours.  
 
Plastic bags are made from both natural gas and petroleum. In total, the production of plastics 
account for only 4% of world oil consumption2. An even less amount of this is used for the 
production of plastic bags. In terms of its energy, it takes 0.48 mega joules (MJ) to produce one 
high-density polyethylene (HDPE) plastic bag3.  
 
Taking into account its energy consumption, about 1 square meter of natural land is required to 
absorb the greenhouse gases generated from the production of about 14 HDPE bags. Each year, 
over 500 billion to 1 trillion plastic bags are consumed worldwide4. We would need to set aside a 
natural area almost the size of the state of Sabah just to absorb the greenhouse gases generated 
from the production of all these plastic bags. 
 
Although plastics can be recycled and reused over again, the facilities that are required to sort and 
process the various types of plastics separately are neither available nor economical. As such, the 
recycling of plastic bags is still very low and not yet a practical option in Malaysia. Even the use 
of paper bags is not a better environmental solution. In fact, the production of paper bags uses 
60% more resources and energy that plastic bags and produces 80% more solid waste5. 
 
The impact of plastic bags however goes beyond the resources and energy consumed during its 
production. Plastic bags that are disposed in garbage end up in dumps and landfills. It can take up 
to 1000 years for plastic bags to degrade and breakdown completely. Plastic bags that are 
improperly disposed can clog waterways and contribute towards floods. Bags that make it to the 
ocean are harmful to marine life. Turtles often choke on plastic bags after mistaking the floating 
debris for food. In addition, plastic bag litter incurs an often less visible but high clean-up and 
disposal cost which inflates its overall Footprint. 
 
It may be difficult to completely remove plastic bags usage from our life and reduce its Footprint. 
However, we can manage this very useful product by following a common rule of reducing, 
reusing and if possible, recycling. Reduce the usage of plastic bags by making a habit of carrying 
a more durable bag when shopping. This bag could be made out of stronger plastic material or 
can be a simple cotton bag. Using a reusable bag over a year consumes 10 times less energy than 
using disposable plastic bags. 
 
When offered a plastic bag at a check-out counter, make a conscious choice between necessity 
and convenience. Refuse plastic bags for items that you can carry with your own hands especially 



if the distance to your vehicle is short. Plastic bags can also be reused for a variety of everyday 
purposes. Bags that are still clean can be used to carry and package other goods. These bags can 
finally be used as liners for trash bins. 
 
The plastic bag is only one of many products that we use daily; all of which have an impact on 
our Earth’s sustainability. We can make better use of our Earth’s limited resources by reducing 
our dependency on products which may not be considered essential. Take a positive step towards 
reducing the consumption of plastic bags and help contribute towards creating a more sustainable 
Footprint.  
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