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TO: Interested Parties

FROM: Lori Weigel / Partner / Public Opinion Strategies

RE: Survey of City of Denver Voters Finds Deep Divisions on Grocery Bag Fee; High 
Rate of Re-Use and Far Stronger Support for Alternatives 

DATE: September 9, 2013

Public Opinion Strategies recently completed a survey of voters throughout the City of Denver 
regarding a proposal to place a fee on plastic and paper grocery check-out bags.  1  Voters are 
deeply  divided  over  the  proposal,  with  a  majority  viewing  this  as  a  distraction  from  more 
important issues the City faces.  In fact, residents rate concerns about the amount of trash going 
into landfills as the least important problem for the City Council and Mayor to address – and 
plastic bags simply are not mentioned as one of the most pressing environmental concerns. 
After  hearing  two  different  viewpoints  about  the  fee  proposal,  a  solid  majority  sides  with 
opponents of a tax on these check-out bags.

The proposal would clearly affect Denver voters – 50 percent say that they use plastic or paper 
bags every time or most of the time when they shop.  Plastic bag users indicate high re-use of 
these bags for other purposes around the house, from trash can liners to pet waste.  Moreover,  
the vast majority of those who say they primarily use cloth or reusable grocery bags say they 
sometimes forget their  bag and “appreciate the convenience of an alternative like plastic or 
paper being offered at the store checkout without penalty.” 

When asked about alternatives to a fee on these check-out bags, Denver voters are clear: they 
prefer  other  alternatives  before  turning  to  a  fee.   More  specifically,  they  prefer  promoting 
recycling of plastic bags, requiring stores to use only plastic bags made with recycled content,  
and educating consumers to reuse bags and not litter.   

The most resounding finding in the survey is that Denver voters would prefer the City Council  
allow Denver citizens the opportunity to vote on whether or not they want this fee, rather than 
imposing the fee themselves.  

1 Methodology:  Public Opinion Strategies conducted a telephone survey of N=400 voters throughout  
the City and County of Denver. The survey was conducted September 4 and 6-8, 2013, and has an 
overall  margin of error of +4.9%. Sampling error for subgroups within  the sample will  be larger.  The  
sample  is  demographically  representative  of  the electorate  and  proportional  by  City  Council  District. 
Interviews were conducted both on traditional land lines and cell phones.  
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The survey findings include…

 Trash and landfill issues are not a priority for Denver residents right now.  In fact,  
plastic bags are not even on city voters’ list of environmental concerns.   When 
asked to name the two or three most important environmental problems today, fewer 
than one percent  of  all  respondents name plastic  bags.   Instead,  Denver voters are 
focused on climate change/global warming (33 percent), air pollution (24 percent), water 
quality issues (18 percent), oil and gas drilling (14 percent), drought (14 percent), and a 
host of other concerns.  

 More broadly, when asked to consider a number of issues which face the City, 
voters place trash and landfill  issues as the least important concern.  As seen 
below, there is no question that this issue is simply not a preoccupation of the electorate. 
Residents were asked “which one should be the highest priority for the City Council and 
Mayor to address” with a mere 3 percent citing trash.  

Highest Priority for the City Council and Mayor to Address

1 Quality of public schools 38%
Unemployment 15%
The availability of affordable housing 10%

  The amount you pay in taxes and fees   8%
  Traffic and road conditions   8%
 Crime and gangs   8%
 Inadequate water supplies   7%
 The amount of trash going into landfills   3%

 There is deep division over a potential tax or fee on plastic or paper checkout 
bags provided at grocery stores in the city.   We anticipated that  some residents 
might not have heard of these proposals (In fact 55 percent say they have heard “not 
much” or “nothing at all” about a potential fee or tax).  Therefore, we provided a brief 
neutral explanation of the proposal: “1the Denver City Council is considering a proposal  
that would impose a five cent fee on each plastic or paper checkout bag provided at  
grocery stores in the city of Denver, with two cents going to the store, and three cents to  
the city. The city estimates it  will  collect approximately one-point-six million dollars in  
revenue from the measure, which it  will  use for reusable bags to be given to lower-
income residents and litter education.”

Denver voters are evenly divided over this proposal – while fifty percent indicate initial 
support for “the City of Denver increasing taxes or fees imposed at grocery stores in the 
city by over two million dollars annually through a fee on each plastic or paper grocery 
bag.”  Notably, the intensity of opposition actually exceeds the intensity of support as 
one can see in the following graph (30 percent strongly support the proposal but 33 
percent strongly oppose it): 
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Views of City of Denver Fee or Tax on Plastic and Paper Grocery Checkout Bags

Support  for  the  fee  or  tax  is  fairly  limited  to  upper  income  households,  those  who 
indicate they are “comfortable” financially,  and younger, white women while other key 
sub-groups are far more hesitant.  Resistance tends to be more significant  among a 
number of key sub-groups including: 

• Voters who say they are “struggling” financially (27 percent support, 73 percent 
oppose)  or  just  “getting  by”  (44  percent  support,  52  percent  oppose),  as 
compared to those who view themselves as financially “comfortable” (62 percent 
support, 36 percent oppose);

• Lower  income  households,  especially  those  with  household  incomes  under 
$40,000  per  year  (41  percent  support,  58  percent  oppose),  as  compared  to 
households with incomes of $100,000 or more annually (69 percent support, 27 
percent oppose).

• Voters of color (40 percent support, 60 percent oppose), as compared to Whites 
(53 percent support, 44 percent oppose);

• Women  45  and  older  (38  percent  support,  62  percent  oppose)  or  men  (45 
percent  support,  52  percent  oppose),  as  compared  to  younger  women  (68 
percent support, 28 percent oppose). 

Interestingly, even self-described environmentalists are evenly divided over the proposal 
(50 percent support, 47 percent oppose).

 The proposal will affect many Denver voters who rely on plastic or paper bags as 
an option at check-out.  More voters say they regularly use plastic bags (43 percent) 
and paper bags (7 percent) than cloth or reusable bags (42 percent).  Lower income 
residents and voters of color are most likely to report using plastic or paper bags at the 
grocery check-out.   Among the 69 percent of the City’s voters who say they use plastic 
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bags at checkout, support for the fee or tax is only 40 percent, while 57 percent oppose 
it. 

Notably, reuse of plastic bags appears to be ubiquitous.  Fully 94 percent say they reuse 
the checkout bags as trash can liners, for pet waste or other uses around the house – 
and 73 percent say they always reuse them.  

Even among the reusable bag shoppers, fully 78 percent agree that “1sometimes I forget 
my reusable bags and appreciate the convenience of an alternative like plastic or paper 
being offered at the store checkout without penalty.”    

 Resoundingly, voters say the City Council should allow citizens the opportunity to 
vote on this proposal.  Three-quarters of the electorate would direct the Council to 
“1allow Denver citizens the opportunity to vote on whether or not they want this tax or 
fee” (74 percent), over imposing the fee without a vote, as evidenced in the following 
graph.   Even supporters of the fee feel it is appropriate to place this issue on the ballot 
(61 percent say to provide the opportunity to vote on the issue).  

Views of Placing This Proposal on a Future Ballot 

 A majority perceive this issue as a distraction from more important work the City 
Council  should  be  addressing.   When  asked  to  choose  between  two  different 
viewpoints,  voters are more likely  to side with those who say this  is  a waste of  the 
Council’s time than those who feel it is an important issue that deserves the Council’s 
attention by a 13 point margin:

155% A fee or tax on paper and plastic checkout bags at grocery stores is simply a 
distraction from the important issues our city faces right now. The City Council 
should be more focused on things like the budget, or jobs and not wasting its 
time on this. 
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42% Reducing the number of paper and plastic bags that end up in the waste stream 
is an important issue that deserves the City Council's attention right now. 

 The more City voters hear about the proposal,  the less they support it.   When 
provided with two competing points of view, a solid majority side with opponents of a bag 
fee.  

56% Those who oppose the proposal say that it is a multi-million dollar grocery tax 
that will increase our costs at the grocery store, at a time when many families are 
struggling  to  make  ends  meet.   The city  is  pushing  through  this  tax  without 
having a specific plan for how these millions of dollars will be spent or how to 
measure whether this will reduce litter or waste going into the landfill. The city 
should encourage reuse and recycling instead of a tax.

143% Those who support the proposal say that 150 cities across the country, including 
several here in Colorado like Boulder, Durango, and Aspen have adopted similar 
ordinances. Denver consumers use millions of disposable bags each year, most 
of which come from grocery and convenience stores. That contributes to litter 
and waste going into landfills and has a negative impact on the environment. 

 Voters prefer other alternatives to a bag fee or tax. When asked about three potential 
actions the City could take instead of a fee, all three register far stronger and broader 
based support than does the bag tax or fee.  As the following chart illustrates, the 
overwhelming majority of Denver voters support these different approaches: 

In Conclusion
The  survey  finds  deep  divisions  over  a  potential  fee  or  tax  on  plastic  and  paper  grocery 
checkout bags provided at grocery stores in the City of Denver.  Lower income residents, voters 
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of color, and older residents are least supportive of this proposal.  Residents want the chance to 
vote on such a proposal; far prefer other alternatives; and become more hesitant about the fee 
as they hear more about it.  


