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CONSENT CALENDAR 
September 20, 2011 

 
To:  Honorable Mayor and Members of the City Council 

From:  Councilmember Jesse Arreguín 

Subject: Rescind Pro Plastic Bag Edits to California’s Environmental Curriculum 
 
RECOMMENDATION: 
Send a letter to Governor Jerry Brown urging him to rescind the Department of 
Education’s acceptance of pro plastic bag edits to California’s environmental curriculum. 
 
BACKGROUND: 
In 2003, AB 1548, authored by then Assemblywoman Fran Pavley, was signed into law 
requiring that environmental principles and concepts be taught in the state’s public 
schools. Since 2004, the California Environmental Protection Agency has been charged 
with developing and editing the content of the new curriculum, recently culminating in its 
testing in 19 school districts. 
 
According to a recent article by California Watch, a project of the Center for Investigative 
Reporting, the new environmental curriculum was edited to include positive messages 
about plastic bags after receiving pressure from the American Chemistry Council (ACC). 
 
The edit in question is the addition of a section called, “The Advantages of Plastic Shopping 
Bags,” and includes textbook language that is verbatim from letters from the ACC. 
 
Americans use an estimated 100 billion plastic shopping bags each year – almost all of 
which are thrown into the garbage, take hundreds of years to decompose, with many 
ending up in the oceans, harming sea life. 
 
The American Chemistry Council’s pressure to influence educational curriculum 
coincides with its aggressive public relations and lobbying effort to fight proposed plastic 
bag bans throughout the country, including here in Berkeley. 
 
The inclusion of many of the edits to our environmental curriculum by a trade group with 
a strong financial interest in the subject elicits many questions about the process in 
which curriculum is developed and the appropriate role of special interest groups with 
financial stakes. 
 

rmolina
Typewritten Text
33

rmolina
Typewritten Text

rmolina
Typewritten Text



As a result of California Watch’s story, State Superintendent of Public Instruction has 
announced that his office will work the Cal EPA to examine the curriculum and identify 
areas “where further review may be warranted.” 
 
It is important that the City of Berkeley sends a letter to Governor Brown and State 
Superintendent Torlakson to ensure that the pro plastic bag edits by American 
Chemistry Council are rescinded. 
 
FINANCIAL IMPLICATIONS: 
NONE. 
 
CONTACT PERSON: 
Jesse Arreguín, Councilmember, District 4  981-7140 
 
Attachment 1: Proposed Letter to Governor Brown 
Attachment 2: California Watch Article, “Plastics industry edited environmental textbook”



 

 

Governor Jerry Brown 
State Capitol, Ste 1173 
Sacramento CA 95814 
 
September 21, 2011 
 
Re: Pro-Plastic Bag Edits to California’s Environmental Curriculum 
 
Dear Governor Brown: 
 
We urge you to rescind the pro-plastic bag edits that were included in California’s 
Environmental Curriculum. 
 
The Education and Environment Initiative (EEI) was created to put California on the 
forefront of environmental literacy, recognizing the importance of educating and 
empowering future generations to make informed environmental decisions and to be 
stewards of the environment. 
 
However, it has been recently revealed the American Chemistry Council (ACC), a trade 
group representing the plastic bag industry, lobbied to include pro-plastic bag edits in 
the 11th grade curriculum. Many of the edits were accepted verbatim, including the title 
for a new section called “The Advantages of Plastic Shopping Bags.” 
 
For example, one of the edits includes “Plastic shopping bags are very convenient to 
use. They take less energy to manufacture than paper bags, cost less to transport, and 
can be reused.” 
 
Americans use an estimated 100 billion plastic shopping bags each year – almost all of 
which are thrown into the garbage, take hundreds of years to decompose, with many 
ending up in the ocean as debris, helping to create the Pacific Garbage Patch, harming 
sea and bird life. 
 
The pro-plastic bag edits pushed by the ACC belittle the empirical facts of the harm 
plastic bags cause, and do not serve to encourage critical thinking but rather obfuscate 
the debate in the same manner as climate change has been by industries whose bottom 
lines are affected. Additionally, the inclusion of the line “Plastic shopping bags are very 
convenient to use” further highlights the edits as more advocacy than educational. 
 
These edits also come at a time when the ACC is aggressively attempting to thwart 
many communities that are considering plastic bag bans, a process dependent on an 
educated citizenry with access to relevant and accurate information. By inserting 
favorable edits into our children’s textbooks, the ACC is attempting to improperly 
influence the next generation. 
 
The acceptance of these edits not only runs contrary to EEI’s vision to educate students 
on how their actions directly affect the environment, but they also raise serious 



questions about the appropriate role of special interests with financial stakes in the 
development of educational curriculum for our children. That is why we strongly urge 
you to rescind the pro-plastic bag edits so that California can truly lead in environmental 
literacy and leadership. 
 
Sincerely, 
















