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Jesse Arreguin
Councilmember, District 4

CONSENT CALENDAR
September 20, 2011
To: Honorable Mayor and Members of the City Council
From: Councilmember Jesse Arreguin
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.
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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 Arreguin, 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 11™ 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,



Attachment 2

Plastics industry edited environmental textbook
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Linder prassura from the Amarican Chemistry Councli, & lobbving group for the plastics indusiry, schools
aificials in Califomia edited a new envirenmantal curriculum to inciude positive measages about plastic

shapping bags, interviews and documenis show.

»

The rewrittan fextbooks and leachars’ guides coincided with a pubilis relails
chemistry council to fight proposed piastic bag bans throughout the country. But despite the posilive messags,
activisis say there s no debats: Plastic bags kill maring animals, isech toxic chemicals and take an sestimatsd

1,000 years o dacomposs in landiiils,

in 2008, a privats consuitant hired by California school officials added @ now ssclion o the 1ith-grade
teachars’ edition textbook callad "The Advaniages of Plastic Shopping Bags.” The title and soma of the

taxtbook language weares inserted almost verbatim from lstters writlen by the chemistry council.

Although the curticutum inciudes the environmental hazards of piastic bags, the consullani aiso added a Hve

ian {0 a workbook asking students {o list some advantages. According 1o the teachers’ edition, the

correct answar 8 "Flastic shopping bags are very convanient to use. Thay take less enargy 1o manufacture

than paper bags, cost less o transport, and can be reused.”

Amaricans use an esiimated 100 billion plastic shopping hags sach year — almost all of which are thrown into
the garbage. Grocery stores and cther refailers spend about $4 billion a vear to purchase the bags for

cusiomars,

"The American Chemistry Council obvigusly got engaged fo protect their bottom line,” said Sen. Fran Pavisy,

D-Santa Monica, author of the 38 SR raguiring that environmental principles and concepls be

taught in the state’s public schoois, She had been unaware of the lobby's efforis until cordacted by Califomia

YWatch.



The environmentai curricuiun, which toek sevan years 1o develep, ia being tested at 19 school districts that

include 140 schools and mors than 14,000 studants, An addifional 400 schoa! districts have signed up o use

2

the curriculum, according to Bryan Ehlers, the Gaiifay Ny s assistant

sacratary for education and quality programs.,
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wxpressed interest in adepting the California curniculum, Inciuding Delaware and Maryland,

Toutad as the first public-private parnership of i3 kind, the frade groud’s adit of Calfornia’s scheol curricuium
fliustraies a growing concem for special-inlerest influence over pubilic aducation. it alse shows how school
officials abandoned some of their responsibility o write curriculum, handing the beavy lifting over to a paid

consuitant.

Just this month, Schelastic inc. — a2 major textbook publisher ~ promisad to limit its practics of coliaborating with
corporations o praduce classroom malsrais, The Naw York-based pubiisher had been under pressure from

parents and education groups 1o stop distributing a fourth-grade curricuium paid for by the coal industry.

The naw € v oovers sclancs, history, social atudies and ans and weaves in environmenial
principles and concapts over 85 units and hundreds of pages. The fuli-color pages of the curiculum, which can
be downloaded off the siate’s wabsile, mirror the ook of a texibook. Teachers are encouragad 1o use the

materials as handouts in the classroom and as raading assignments for studants,

"Parenis should be cutragad that their kids are going o be potentially taught hogus facts wrilien by a plastic-
industry consultant suggesiing advantages of plastic bags,” said Mark Murray, executive dirscior of

o, a recyciing and environmanial lohbying group.

The chamistry councll daciingd to comment in detall aboul its work on California’s environmental curriculum,

But its views wara made known to the state during a perind of publio review and cosnmant,

"The ACC takes aexception io the overall fone, instructional approach, and the lack of solutions offered — mast

especially the lack of mention of the overall solution of plastic recyoling,” wrotae Alyson Thomas, senior acoount

sxecutive with Ggilvy Public Relations Worldwide, a lobbving firm retained by the trade group,
“We believe education works best when studants are exposed o all viewpoints, aliernativas and altifudes,

particutarly whan addrassing socially compiex issues” such as plastic hags, she continued.

Kannatn MeDonald, spekesman Tor the California Department of Education, said he was not aware that the
trade group’s edils had been included. He said the develepmeant and aditing of the content was CallEPA’s

responsibiliiy.



The education dapartment’s sole duty was o review the curricuium for accuracy, cordent and overt dias, ha

said, “Whather or nod there was corporate input, nothing problematic was seen,” he sald of the changes.

After hearing from Caiifornia Walch about the cha

vical industry additions and adits, Paviey said she would
wrile fo CallEPA o ask officials fo tweak the currant text o remaove some of the trade group's additions. She
was quick o add that the rest of the curricuium was excsllent and the resull of "an epen, transparent, mult-

stakehoider process.”

“Alot of pecnle fook the Hime o parlicipate, and othar intarest groups ook the Hme to review the curricuium,”

sha sald,

Consultant integrates lnbby’s critiques

As CallERA began preparing the currcuium in 2004, it called tagether a team of stakeholders - including

indusiry rade groups and environmental organizations — o provide advice on wriling the new curricuium.

A representative from the American Chemistry Councll was present at the meseting. 8o ware represeniativas
from off glant BF, National Geographic and the Caifornia Qoean Sciance Trust, Tha American Chermnistry

Courcll did not provide any financial backing to the development of the curriculum

By 20038, the curticulum was mostly wrilten, and the chemistry council once again weaighed In with oriticisms
and suggestad adits for a section in the Tith-grade fext that porirays plastic bags as harmful o the
Rt

anvironm

Al the time, ths trade group was fighting state and city plastic shepping hag bans across the country. In 2010,
succeassiully quashed legisiation that would have banned plasiic bags in the state. was not so successiul in

San Francisco and Los Angeles County, which in recent years bave imposed hans.

Although the trade group will not say how much money i spent on advertising and lobbying the issus, state

documents show the group has spant more than $8 million lobbying government agaencias since 2003,

The siate had handed the huik of the curricuium development and sditing responsibility to Gerald Lisbarman,

Wrara Wadiieadise st Wenelemer e d e ey n i
direcior of the Siade Sduoation ang Envirgnmant Roundtabis,

The roundtable is a nonprofit group originally developed by 18 stats dapartments of education to anhance
environimantal acgucation in schocis, According o CalfERA the stals has pald Lisberman's crgenization nearly
$2.4 million betwaen 2004 and 2010 for consulting.

Lisberman said the state gave him discretion over whather o includs adilorial suggesiions and comments from

cutside sources in the curriculum copy.



"t had toial control, really, about what comments | accepted or didy't accept,” he gald. "Even the cnas that

came infernally. | was happy o have that. U meant | could get i dons the way | thought was bast.”

Fhe fiest colit of the leachars” edition had been highly crifical of plastic shopping bags. i highlighted the long
decomposition rate of the bags and thelr threat t¢ maring life and coean health. That information remains in the

faxt,

A letlar with the chemistry council's comments about the 11th-grade curricuium was presented io Lisberman in
2008 as submissions during & nine-maonth public commenting period. The state received hundreds of
commants from a varisly of groups, including private individuals, ervironmental organizations, and other

agencies within the state and federal governmants,

We mads numercus changss in various EE! {Education and the Environment Infliative currcuium) units durdng
and as a result of mullinle stages in the review process,” Lisberman sald. “ naver made changes {o the taxt
anywhere, in any of tha units, that | ¢ldn’t see as improving the educational value of the materials, or | woud

not have mads the changes”

Lisberman incorporated nearly all of the trade group’s suggestions into the teachers’ edition, which provides
the coniext and issson plan for the course. Tha 1ith-grade course is entitied, "Mass Production, Marketing, and

Consumption in the Roaring Tweanties”

Lisharman added the section on the benefits of plastic bags, after the chamistry council complained in a istar
To countaract what is perceivad as an exclusivaly negative posifioning of plastic hags issues, we recommand
adding a section here eniitled ‘Banefits of Plastic Shopping Bags.””

He also ramovad & mentien of plastic bags as "liter” in the taachery’ adition afler the trads grouy's
reprasentative compiained. “To be clear.” wrota the Ogilvy executive, “plastic bags don't siart as litter; they
becoma litter. " Now, whan the word litler appears in the text, it is prefaced with "can become” or s ussed as a

varh,

Lisberman alse changed hey stetistics in the taxt {o reflect the Amaerican Chamistry Councif's prefarred

ramibears,

Cliing a passage in the original version, which shawed that Americans recycied only about 1 percent of plastic
bags, Thomas recommended using numbers from a 2007 U8, EPA report on rmunicipal waste. According io

Thomas, that report showed that nearly 12 percent of piastic bags and fiim are recycled annually.

The report does indicate that cartain kinds of plastic bags, wraps and films are recyclad al around 12 percent.
Butwhen all typas ¢of plastic bags, wraps and films produced in the United Siates are included, only about 9@

parcent ware recycied in 2007



Murray, of Californians Agalnst Wasts,

ons that oniy lonks at plastic

shopping bags — s from the stale, which in 2008 reporied & 3 percent racyeling rats.

The snvirenmental curdouium neverihsiass now includes the 12 percent recyciing rate suggested by the

chemistry council.

£

Mark Gold, president of

3 Bay, a Santa Monica group that pushed for an environmental

et

currcuium in California schoois, said "Vm nol happy with the ianguage in the unit, but the slale followed
the process, and the process was designed o ensure that the units were accurate, factual instead of

dogmatio, and wers consistent with stale standard”

Researchers findg harm to marine fife

The chemistry counch claims that plastic bags are not a “wo-plus-twao problam with only one coract answer.”
By rewriling the curricuiurm, the iobbying group was attempting o suggest there was a lagitimals debeate abowd

the harm cauzed by plastic bags o the environment.

But the issue is straightiorward, sald Wallace J. Nichols, a resgarchar with the California Academy of Sciences
wha has studiad the affect of plastic debris on sea turtles: Plastic bags, which are mads from high-density

polyetnyiens, ars harmiul

"Plastic shouldnt he inside a sea turile’s slomach. It is not good,” Nichols said. " don't know what Kind of

balance you add 1o that staterment. The plastic takes up space that should be occupled by food.”

In.dung, 8 team of researchars af the Scripps instifution of Ocasanagraphy repornis that 9 percent of fish
coitectad from the "Great Pacific Garbage Pateh” — a gyre of plastic dabris, estimated o be largar than the state

of Texas, swirling in the middig of the Pacific Ocean — had plastic in their stomachs.

"industry would like us io focus on the functions and convaniences of plastic bags and ignore the costs)”

Nichols said. " think it's getting harder and hardar to ignore the costs. | think wa're at & ipping point”

The National Geographic Society, which provided consuliation, maps and visuals 1o the entire K-12 curricuium
text, was not awars of the frade group’s edifs, according 1o a spokeswoman, "National Geographic did not have

a role in final ediforial declsions,” said Mirmnd Koumanelis,

Ancording o the state, slighthy more than $200.000 has been donated to print and daliver the curricutum o
Calffornia public schoois, Donors inciuded the Sempra Energy Foundation and First Republic Bank. The
Packard Foundation and Saventh Generation, a green-products manufaciurer, provided nearly §300,000 o

curricuium developmaent.



Siate officials sald any errors found in the et would be correcied in fulure versions, “is it parfect? Nao,” said

Ehlars, ihe Cal/EPA as

i

atant secratary, “We think it s excellent givern the process.
Cinars worry about the influence of profit-driven corporade iobbyists over public education.
“IWs ke church and state, D wouldn't ba OK for & religious sodiety to influsncs public school tlextbooks, 8o, is i

OK for the private sector to influsncs educalion?” said Ellen Wright, an educational consuliant who halped

apearhead the project. " don't think private interest is the way to go)”





