REUSABLE BAGS
STARTING A PROJECT OF YOUR OWN

In 2008, the Village of Wurtsboro, New York planned and implemented a project to eliminate plastic shopping bags from our community.  This is a very do-able project, bringing with it numerous benefits for your community.  It offers an opportunity to work collaboratively with other members of your community towards a common goal.  In our case, it allowed us to bring together groups that were often on opposite sides of community issues.  It also allowed us to involve our youth in visible community efforts.  This is something that you can do!  We have provided this short paper to help you understand what you need to know.

THIS IS NOT A ONE PERSON JOB – You will need at least two co-directors.  Probably the most important lesson of our work is that this project really needs two or three people, working as a team, who are devoted to the project.  Obviously, having multiple people helps to spread the workload, but there are other reasons that make this so important.  First, like any project, it will have its ups and downs.  We found that usually, when one of us was down the other would be up.  This was REALLY important.  Also, we found that there was more need for public appearances than we anticipated.  So, working around individual schedules was much easier with two of us.

CREATE LOGO AND TAG LINE – It is really important that as you get moving, you don’t continually get sidetracked with what to call your project or who likes the name.  We pulled together a group of about eight people to spend an afternoon brainstorming on a “tag line” for our effort.  We came up with “Come Clean – One Village at a Time”.  Then, when we went to the various organizations to solicit their participation, we already had the name and didn’t get involved in lengthy hang-ups about it.  We used the pre-existing village logo (gazebo) and village colors. If you’d like, please feel free to use our tag line – Come Clean: One Village at a Time – or some variation, One Town at a Time, One Bag at a Time, One Family at a Time, etc.

STRATEGIC PLAN – We created a strategic plan for our effort (we have a template that you are welcome to use) and we think that this is ABSOLUTELY necessary if you want to be taken seriously and get financial support for your project.  The plan itself is useful in applying for grants and in approaching organizations that you may want to partner with.  

DEFINE YOUR PURPOSE:  Your purpose may include fund raising (selling bags for a profit) or be purely focused on distributing bags, or it may be a little bit of both.  Likewise, it may be purely environmental, or it may include an educational component, or in our case, an element of business development.  Regardless, you should give this some thought, discuss it with your various participants, and document your conclusions.

NOT FOR PROFIT STATUS.  We found it to be very helpful that our lead organization is a Not-for-Profit 501(c)(3)organization.  We were able to avoid paying sales tax when purchasing bags, and were given a sizeable discount on our bags.  So, if one of your participating organizations is not-for-profit, you may want them to take the official “lead”.  We had our not-for-profit organization create a separate account just for this project…segregating funds from other organization funds.

PARTICIPANTS – Consider partnering with other organizations (the broader your coverage, the better your results) and the greater the community impact.

Local Board of Trade

Local Environmental Group

Chamber of Commerce

Local Service Organizations

ESTIMATED COSTS.  Early on in the process, you should begin to create a realistic estimate of the costs associated with your project.  The largest chunk of the cost will likely be the bags themselves, but you need to figure on other costs as well, such as postage (for invitations) and printing for posters or information cards.  

Bags.  The Cost of bags can vary widely based on several considerations – what type of bag you want (Cotton vs. polypropylene), custom printed, or a standard logo, or if you are dead set on having a bag made in America.  Prices vary dramatically. In addition to the price of the bags, the production lead time is a VERY important consideration. 

Host Kickoff event.  We hosted a kick-off event, inviting members of all participating organizations as well as all our local business owners.  At this event, we described our project, provided information cards, and answered questions from the group.  This was an essential part of getting everyone on board.  

E-Mail – in order to control costs and to speed communications, we used email wherever possible.  We were eventually able to eliminate virtually all postage costs

Printing – Consider the cost of printing posters and info cards.  We did ours “in house” saving a lot of money.

Source of Funding:  Where will you get the money? We explored a variety of funding sources, ranging from traditional fundraising, grants, and donations.  The majority of our money came from environmental grants.  Our local utility company, Orange and Rockland Utilities, was a major sponsor of our project.

Timeline – Early on, you should pick a Go Live date and stick to it.  It should be somewhere from 3-6 months down the pike.  Less than 3 months is a bit impractical because of the lead-time for the bags.  More than 6 months may drag on a bit too long, and the initiative will lose momentum.  

OPERATIONAL PLAN – In addition to the Strategic Plan, outlined above, the other “must have” is an operational plan.  This is essentially an organized list of Work Assignments and Timelines.  The Operational Plan should include:

Conduct Research.  You need to spend a little time deciding what your “literature” will say and how you will “sell” your project.  This research activity may also include your Tag Line and Logo work.

Detailed Tasks

Create Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ) Sheet (you can use ours as a starting point)

Create one page Overview of Project.  Lots of groups will ask for this.  Again, you can use ours as a guide.

Visit possible partners.  Once you have a tag line, logo, FAQ, and a One Page Overview, you can go visit organizations that you think might want to partner with you.  

Apply for Grants.  Ask around and find out about local organizations that offer grants.  Consider corporations, utilities, or other large entities.

Do a physical survey to ID all local businesses.  You want to try to include all businesses.  Although your Board of Trade/Commerce is a good start, some businesses are not members, so you really should visit each business to be sure to get them all.

Hold a Kick-off Event.  We did an evening reception (when most of the businesses had closed for the evening.

Order/Make Bags

Create a Media Plan – ID press targets, with email addresses.  Try to identify a specific journalist who specializes in the environment.

Involve key local dignitaries.  Identify politicians or other local dignitaries who might be interested in lending their names/influence.

Politicians

Business Leaders

Service Orgs, etc.

Plan for Post Implementation Status and Feedback

To help you work through this process, we have created some templates that you can use as you like:

Strategic Plan

Operational Plan

FAQ

Overview

Info Cards

Guidance on Tag Lines

One Page Brief Sheet 

