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File photo Thin plastic bags commonly used by grocery stores have been banned in more than a dozen 
Massachusetts communities. Gloucester could be the next on the North Shore, joining Newburyport, 
Manchester and Marblehead.  
 

 

Proposed bans on use of thin plastic bags carry bags and polystyrene "to-go" cups and 
food containers in Gloucester are getting a renewed push from a local environmental 
group, which has collected the signatures of 1,200 residents who support the bans. 



The updated versions of those measures, filed two years by City Councilor Melissa Cox 
and then-Councilor Greg Verga,  will be debated at a public hearing before the City 
Council at its 7 p.m. meeting on Tuesday, Sept. 12. Parties on both sides are already 
taking stands and seeking support. 

Cox said the measures, if approved, likely take effect January 2019. 

"That would give the businesses time to get rid of the stocks (of bags and polystyrene 
containers) they have on hand," Cox said Thursday. "But I'm excited just to have this 
come back full cycle to the council. I know a lot of people are passionate about it, and I 
believe in it.  I hope it passes. It's just about doing the right thing." 

Eric Magers, executive director of the Essex-based nonprofit Seaside Sustainability Inc., 
said staffers and volunteers with his organization have collected 460 hard-copy 
signatures from Gloucester residents and more than 700 more online in support of both 
bans. He said they also dropped off more than 400 letters about the proposals to 
Gloucester businesses.  

"To be honest, we haven't gotten any emails saying this is wonderful, but we also 
haven't gotten anything negative either," said Magers, who serves on Gloucester's 
Clean City Commission. The then-Manchester Essex Regional High School teacher 
served as adviser to the school's Green Team when its student members advocated for 
the plastic bag ban that was approved by Manchester in 2013. "But in general, there 
has been a lot of positivity about it, and I'm optimistic." 

Economic impact questioned 

That positivity regarding the twin bans is not shared universally. The City Council's 
Ordinance and Administration Subcommittee, where Cox's two proposals languished for 
a year, gave its endorsement to the council to approve the ban on soft polystyrene 
containers — notably, "clamshell" containers many restaurants use for takeout items. 
Councilors Sean Nolan and Jamie O'Hara were in favor and subcommittee Chairman 
Steve LeBlanc opposed. But the same trio urged the council to reject the plastic bag 
ban, with LeBlanc and O'Hara opposed and only Nolan urging its approval. 

LeBlanc emphasized that he supports measures that protect the environment, but said 
the economic impact of these proposals raises dire concerns. 

"I'm not in favor of the way it's being presented, and I worry about the effect it's going to 
have on our businesses," he said. "Each of these will mean increased costs for our 
businesses, and who do you think is going to absorb that? It's going to fall to the 
customer. We have a lot of people who may have, say, $40 or $50 for the week to shop 
for food and if they have to pay another $3, $4 or $5 because their store has to use 
more expensive bags, what's that going to do? 



"I support the environment, and I pick up as much trash as anybody," LeBlanc said. "But 
I don't think we really have a plastic bag problem. I see it as a litter problem," he added, 
saying he thinks waste concerns can be better addressed by education and stepped-up 
recycling. 

Deo Braga, who owns eight Cape Ann Dunkin Donuts franchises, along with 
Gloucester's Azorean and Italiano restaurants, said LeBlanc and others are right in 
noting the effect of bag and polystyrene bans on business costs. The proposed ban 
would bar restaurants and other food purveyors from using polystyrene containers for 
any food packaged on site. 

"That would affect us big time. I mean big time," Braga said. He added that Dunkin 
Donuts tried using paper cups for its coffee and paper for other items about a decade 
ago, and found it raised costs by 25 percent to 30 percent. 

"That was 10 years ago. Who knows what it would be now?" he said. 

"We can adapt," Braga said. "The corporation doesn't have a program yet, but I think 
they're working on it. This is going to happen at some point. But (officials) don't know, 
when they do something like this, how it can affect a lot of people. Somebody has to 
pay, so you might see customers having coffee at home; then that not only hurts the 
seller, but can hurt the employees. You want to do this, you have to be aware that 
somebody has to pay, because it adds a lot to costs." 

Businesses vs. ocean 

Council President Joe Ciolino said his overall concern, including on a polystyrene ban, 
is that it sends the wrong messages to a wide range of businesses. 

"We're not supposed to be in the business of making Gloucester difficult for business," 
he said. "I think sometimes people think it's easy to run a business — it's not." 

Ciolino will abstain from the plastic bag debate but can speak as a citizen because he 
uses the bags at his Weathervane gift shop on Main Street.  

Cox, however, said she can't imagine that bans on thin plastic market or pharmacy bags 
and polystyrene cups and the materials would shut down any Gloucester businesses, or 
discourage others from coming in. 

"I just don't see it," she said. "What I see is that we live in an ocean community, a 
community that draws food from the sea. When we eat (seafood), we're eating the 
plastic that those creatures in the sea have eaten from our plastic bags that seeped into 
the ocean. 



"That," she said, "is what we should be thinking about." 

 


