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Reusable Bag Ordinance
Effective March 1, 2020

OVERVIEW

What is the reusable bag ordinance?

In August 2019, the Kent City Council passed an ordinance that 
regulates which checkout bags retailers can give to customers. As 
of March 1, 2020, Kent retailers must do the following at checkout 
(point-of-sale):

• No longer provide thin plastic bags

•  Charge customers 8¢ for each thick plastic or paper bag  
they request

•  Provide only bags made of at least 40% post-consumer  
recycled material

• Display the bag charge on customer receipts

•  Not charge customers with WIC, TANF, SNAP, or FAP benefits when 
they request thick plastic or paper bags

Retailers will keep all fees collected at checkout but continue to 
provide other bags for free. These no-cost bags include plastic bags 
for produce, bulk products, and dry cleaning, as well as paper bags for 
baked goods, prescriptions, and hardware.

When does the ordinance take effect? 

March 1, 2020

Has this type of ordinance been implemented elsewhere? 

Yes. Kent is the 31st jurisdiction in Washington State to implement 
this type of bag ordinance. Many other cities across the country, 
along with the states of Oregon, California, Hawaii, New York, 
Vermont, Maine, Connecticut and Delaware, have passed similar 
ordinances. For a list of communities with these ordinances, visit 
plasticbaglaws.org.  

Why is disposable bag use a concern in Kent?

The Environmental Protection Agency estimates that 380 million 
plastic bags are consumed in the U.S. annually while only 
approximately 5% are recycled. Plastic bags are made with non-
renewable resources, are very difficult to recycle (they cannot go in 
Kent’s curbside bins, for instance), and contaminate recycling facility 
equipment. Plastic bags do not biodegrade, so they remain as litter 
in the environment. Paper bags are recyclable but take significant 
amounts of water and energy to produce. This ordinance will help 
mitigate these problems by discouraging customers from using 
single-use bags. 

Why not switch to biodegradable bags? 

The goal of the ordinance is to reduce disposable bags in general, 
not to shift from one type of single-use item to another. Because 
Kent wants to encourage reusing bags instead of disposing them, 
biodegradable bags are not encouraged and are not exempt from 
the bag fee. In addition, many bags labeled “biodegradable” do not 
break down in local composting facilities, and these bags do not 
break down at all in landfills. Furthermore, providing biodegradable 
shopping bags is currently cost-prohibitive for stores, and the bags 
do not have the durability that other bags do. 

Why not just promote recycling plastic bags?

Plastic bags are very difficult to recycle due to their limited markets 
and tendency to clog sorting machinery. When plastic bags enter the 
facility where the rest of Kent’s recyclables are sorted, the bags cause 
costly daily equipment shutdowns because facility staff must cut 
away the bags by hand. For plastic bags to be recycled, they must be 
clean, dry and placed in a collection container only for plastic bags. 
These containers are available at many grocery stores in Kent.

Encouraged
bring your bag to 
help reduce waste

Not allowed
single-use plastic bags

(some exceptions apply)

allowed 
with fee

large paper and  
thick plastic bags  
(made with at least  

40% recycled content)

allowed 
with no fee

small bags used 
to protect items

For more information, visit KentWA.gov/BringYourOwnBag.
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http://www.plasticbaglaws.org
https://www.plasticfilmrecycling.org/recycling-bags-and-wraps/find-drop-off-location/


FEES

How does the bag fee work? 

As of March 1, 2020, all retail stores in Kent 
will be required to charge 8¢ for every large 
reusable plastic or paper bag distributed 
at checkout. The retailers will retain the fee 
to offset the cost of the bags. The fee will 
not be charged on bags used inside stores 
such as produce bags, bulk food bags, or 
bags used to wrap meat or fish. The fee 
does not apply to select other bags such 
as newspaper bags, dry cleaning bags, or 
prescription medicine bags.  

How much is the fee? 

8¢ per large reusable plastic or paper bag 
provided at checkout

Which stores will collect the fee? 

All retail establishments are required to 
collect the fee. A retail establishment is any 
person, corporation, partnership, business, 
facility, vendor, organization, or individual 
that sells or provides food, merchandise, 
goods, or materials directly to a customer 
including home delivery, temporary stores, 
or vendors at farmers markets, street fairs 
and festivals.  

Who will receive the fee?

Retailers will keep the fee to offset the cost 
of purchasing the sturdy reusable carryout 
bags.  

Is the charge a fee or a tax? 

The charge is a fee, not a tax, and therefore 
proceeds cannot be used for general 
government expenses.

Do retailers have to charge their customers 
for all paper bags? 

No. Only large bags (1/8 barrel or 882 cubic 
inches) provided at checkout require an 8¢ 
fee. All other paper bags can be provided 
at no charge, but the bags must contain at 
least 40% post-consumer recycled paper.

EXEMPTIONS

Are any businesses exempt?

Yes. Food banks and other food assistance 
programs are exempt from all requirements. 
Retailers may also request a one-year 
exemption from Kent’s Public Works Director 
if the ordinance would cause undue 
hardship.

What about restaurants?

Restaurants and other establishments whose 
primary business is preparing food or drink 
may provide free single-use plastic carryout 
bags to customers ordering takeout food or 
drinks. If, however, restaurant customers are 
only purchasing pre-packaged items such 
as spices or canned sauces, restaurants must 
provide customers requesting a bag with 
one meeting ordinance requirements. 

How will the fee impact low-income 
customers?  

Customers will not be charged for carryout 
bags if they use a voucher or electronic 
benefits card issued under food assistance 
programs including, but not limited to, the 
Woman, Infants and Children (WIC) Program; 
Temporary Assistance to Needy Families 
(TANF); Federal Supplemental Nutrition 
Assistance Program (SNAP), also known as 
Basic Food; and the Washington State Food 
Assistance Program (FAP).

BAGS

Can restaurants provide thin, single-use 
plastic bags for takeout food?

Yes. To protect public health and safety, 
restaurants or grocery delis may provide 
thin single-use bags at no cost to protect 
unwrapped food.

Can retailers provide paper bags? 

Yes. Paper bags provided at checkout fall 
into two categories: barrel-size or smaller. 
Retailers must charge 8¢ for each barrel-size 
paper bag provided at checkout. Barrel-size 
bags are full-sized grocery bags typically 
found at most grocery stores. These bags 
are approximately 12 inches wide, 7 inches 
deep, and 13 to 18 inches tall, with a capacity 
of 1,100 to 1,600 cubic inches. Smaller paper 
bags provided at checkout do not require 
8¢ fees, and neither do paper bags provided 
to customers before checkout. Regardless 
of size, all paper bags provided at checkout 
must contain at least 40% post-consumer 
recycled paper, be recyclable, and be 
compostable in a commercial facility.  

What about small paper bags?

Small paper bags (less than 1/8 barrel or 882 
cubic inches) can be distributed at checkout 
without a fee, but the bags must contain at 
least 40% post-consumer recycled paper.

Is there a requirement for recycled content 
in bags? 

Yes. Large paper and plastic bags provided at 
checkout must contain a minimum of 40% 
post-consumer recycled content. 

For more information, visit KentWA.gov/BringYourOwnBag.


