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Single-Use Plastic Bags Factsheet
Single-use plastic bags are one of the items that are most 
commonly found littering our environment and unlike 
many other forms of litter, they can be hard to recycle1.

Single use plastic bags, like the ones used to carry things 
home from the shops, are made from soft plastic. Plas-
tic is a material that lasts forever and it can take thou-
sands of years to break down into tiny pieces known as 
particles. Every bit of plastic ever made is still out there 
somewhere, even if it’s in a different shape or in smaller 
pieces2. 

In Australia, people use over 5 billion plastic bags each 
year3. An estimated 500 billion to 1 trillion plastic bags are 
used worldwide each year. Littered plastic bags (and the 
ones that go to landfill) can have negative effects on our environment. 

Every year, about 8 million tons of plastic waste makes it into our oceans.4 They very dangerous 
for sea life. Sea mammals that hunt their food can mistake the size, shape, and texture of the 
plastic bag for a meal, such as a jellyfish, and choke on the plastic5. 

Plastic bags can also block storm water systems. They form clumps with other things washed 
down storm water drains, and block the flow of water. This stops rain water being able to drain, 
resulting in dirty polluted water in the environment. Blocked storm water pipes can also stop 
water from getting to wetlands, creeks and streams, which can be harmful to the plants and 
animals that live in those ecosystems6. 

Facts about plastic bags in Australia:

• Australians use an estimated 5 billion plastic bags a year, that’s just over 13 million new bags 
being used every day.

• 8% of the plastics removed from our environment through activities like Clean Up are plastic 
bags.

• Discarded plastic bags are said to be responsible for the deaths of 100,000 marine creatures 
every year.

• An estimated 3.76 billion bags or 20,700 tonnes of plastic are disposed of in landfill sites 
throughout Australia every year.

• Around 50 million bags enter the Australian litter stream every year.7
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Alternatives to single-use plastic bags include: 

• Use a paper bag made of recycled paper.
• Use mesh reusable produce bags (great to put fruit 

and vegetables in at the greengrocer or supermarket).
• Take cotton bags to the shops and put your goodies in 

them to take them home.
• Use a basket made from wicker or rattan.
• Use waxed material to wrap food.
• Use a cardboard box to carry what you buy.
• If you don’t have many items, don’t use anything….you 

can just carry what you bought!

Plastic bag bans:

• With the exception of NSW, all states and territories in Australia have banned lightweight 
shopping bags! Find out more here: https://bagban.com.au/

Remember to bring your chosen alternative to single-use plastic bags every time you go to the 
shops!
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