
Excessive Amounts of Lead Found in Reusable Grocery Bags 
Supplied by Major Retailers, New Testing Shows
Bans and Fees on Paper and Plastic Bags Have Unintended 
Consequences for Consumers Switching to Reusable Bags

Washington, DC—Today, the nonprofit Center for Consumer Freedom (CCF) released new lab results showing that a 
number of major retailers’ reusable shopping bags contained excessive levels of lead. Of the 44 organizations whose bags 
were tested, 16 are selling or distributing reusable bags containing lead in amounts greater than 100 ppm (parts per mil-
lion), which is where many states set the limit for heavy metals in packaging.

National chains such as CVS, Safeway, Bloom, and Walgreens were among those with high levels of lead found in their re-
usable bags. CVS and Safeway led the pack with 697 and 672 ppm respectively; both were nearly seven times the 100 ppm 
limit. To date, CVS is the only store that tested above 100 ppm to have recalled their bags. Previously lululemon athletica, 
Sears-Canada, and Wegmans have all recalled bags due to high levels of lead.

“Across the country legislators are proposing bills to ban or tax paper and plastic bags, but the unintended consequence of 
such legislation is that people are using reusable bags, which independent testing shows can often contain excessive levels of 
lead” said CCF Senior Research Analyst J. Justin Wilson. “As an advocate for consumer choice I believe consumers should 
have the option of using lead-free plastic and paper bags when they’re bringing home their groceries.”

Other retailers testing positive for excessive levels of lead included Staples, Giant Eagle, Piggly Wiggly, Giant, Gerbes, KTA 
Superstore, Brookshire Brothers, Stater Bros., and, ironically, the District of Columbia Department of Environment.

CCF collected bags during December 2010 and sorted them on the basis of which ones represented grocery chains, national 
brands, and other brands likely to be recognized by a widely by the general public. We made no attempt to homogenize the 
sample geographically across the United States. Bags that had already been in use by consumers were discarded. Plastic and 
plastic-coated rigid inserts (which are included in the bottoms of some bags for added stability) were tested separately from 
the bags themselves, and their heavy-metal concentrations were reported along with the other lab results.
 
CCF focused on testing bags that were constructed from “nonwoven polypropylene,” which is the most commonly used 
material in reusable grocery bags. The material is typically made in China and can be produced in a variety of ways that 
either include or exclude toxic heavy metals.
 
The testing was conducted by Frontier Global Sciences, a fully accredited testing lab based in Seattle, which handled the 
samples and established the chain of custody.
 
“Environmental activists are trying to have it both ways. They’ve spent decades campaigning against lead in paint, toys, and 
even packaging, but when it comes to their own sacred cow, they seem willing to ignore the issue,” concluded Wilson. “In 
the end, retailers shouldn’t have been goaded into selling these bags in the first place. They were merely doing their best to 
respond to environmental activists’ demands.”
 

For more information or to view CCF’s report on the new testing, visit www.ConsumerFreedom.com. 
To arrange an interview, call Allison Miller at 202-463-7112.

The Center for Consumer Freedom is a nonprofit coalition supported by restaurants, food companies, 
and consumers, working together to promote personal responsibility and protect consumer choices.
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SAMPLE 
NAME RETAILER ANALYTE RESULT UNITS

Bag Stater Bros.
Cadmium <0.095 ppm

Lead 309 ppm

Insert Stater Bros.
Cadmium 0.848 ppm

Lead 18.8 ppm

Bag CVS
Cadmium <0.097 ppm

Lead 697 ppm

Bag Bloom
Cadmium <0.097 ppm

Lead 1.83 ppm

Insert Bloom
Cadmium 2.27 ppm

Lead 125 ppm

Bag Defense Commissary Agency
Cadmium <0.094 ppm

Lead 235 ppm

Bag Giant
Cadmium <0.100 ppm

Lead 4.26 ppm

Insert Giant
Cadmium 7.01 ppm

Lead 160 ppm

Bag Harris Teeter
Cadmium <0.100 ppm

Lead 2.18 ppm

Insert Harris Teeter
Cadmium 2.55 ppm

Lead 27.7 ppm

Bag Brookshire Brothers
Cadmium <0.090 ppm

Lead 0.907 ppm

Insert Brookshire Brothers
Cadmium 2.54 ppm

Lead 239 ppm

Today 19 states enforce consumer-packaging limits on heavy metals by limiting packaging materials to 100 parts per 
million (ppm). Lead and cadmium make up part of this number, but it also includes many other contaminants. A 

lead level at or above 100ppm, therefore, is enough on its own to violate the law in many states. 

This 100ppm level, however, encompasses only the “unintentional introduction” of heavy metals in packaging materi-
als (for instance, chemical traces carried by recycled materials). The acceptable level of heavy metals that manufacturers 
intentionally add to materials as part of their manufacturing process is zero. The Toxics in Packaging Clearinghouse 
says “no intentional introduction of any amount” of lead or cadmium should be allowable in any packaging.

In addition the U.S. Consumer Product Safety Commission has lowered the allowable lead limit in children’s toys to 
90ppm.

State and federal laws cover all the materials that go into a reusable shopping bag—not just the outside. So plastic and 
plastic-coated “inserts” (often included in the bottoms of some bags for added stability) are considered part of the bags 
themselves, since they also come into contact with whatever consumers use them to carry home.
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Bag District of Columbia Department of the Environment
Cadmium <0.096 ppm

Lead 142 ppm

Bag Ukrop's
Cadmium <0.096 ppm

Lead 71.2 ppm

Bag Walgreens
Cadmium 0.188 ppm

Lead 1.73 ppm

Insert Walgreens
Cadmium 2.40 ppm

Lead 298 ppm

Bag Safeway
Cadmium <0.095 ppm

Lead 11.1 ppm

Insert Safeway
Cadmium 2.95 ppm

Lead 672 ppm

Bag McDonalds
Cadmium <0.096 ppm

Lead 0.244 ppm

Bag Ikea
Cadmium <0.074 ppm

Lead 11.5 ppm

Bag Kroger
Cadmium 2.60 ppm

Lead 15.7 ppm
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Insert Kroger
Cadmium 0.292 ppm

Lead 2.54 ppm

Bag NFL
Cadmium <0.096 ppm

Lead 0.795 ppm

Bag Harris Teeter
Cadmium <0.099 ppm

Lead 0.673 ppm

Bag Potomac Vegetable Farms
Cadmium <0.096 ppm

Lead 0.226 ppm

Bag Foodland
Cadmium <0.087 ppm

Lead 0.235 ppm

Insert Foodland
Cadmium <0.085 ppm

Lead 0.495 ppm

Bag Ron Johns
Cadmium <0.084 ppm

Lead 4.61 ppm

Bag Walmart
Cadmium <0.097 ppm

Lead 0.418 ppm

Bag Hyvee
Cadmium <0.108 ppm

Lead 14.6 ppm

Bag Nature's Bounty
Cadmium <0.093 ppm

Lead 1.16 ppm

Bag Comforts for Baby
Cadmium <0.091 ppm

Lead 0.969 ppm

Insert Comforts for Baby
Cadmium 0.366 ppm

Lead 15.8 ppm
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Bag Gerbes
Cadmium 0.077 ppm

Lead 1.95 ppm

Insert Gerbes
Cadmium 12.0 ppm

Lead 145 ppm

Bag Bloom
Cadmium 14.1 ppm

Lead 349 ppm

Insert Bloom
Cadmium 451 ppm

Lead 272 ppm

Bag Target
Cadmium 0.101 ppm

Lead 4.25 ppm

Insert Target
Cadmium 1.02 ppm

Lead 89.3 ppm

Bag Bag It Documentary Film
Cadmium <0.097 ppm

Lead 0.305 ppm

Bag Giant Eagle
Cadmium 0.131 ppm

Lead 523 ppm

Insert Giant Eagle
Cadmium 3.08 ppm

Lead 165 ppm

Bag Fred Meyer
Cadmium <0.097 ppm

Lead 10.1 ppm

Insert Fred Meyer
Cadmium <0.099 ppm

Lead <0.099 ppm

Bag Ranchers Reserve
Cadmium <0.098 ppm

Lead 17.8 ppm

Bag Co-op
Cadmium 0.349 ppm

Lead 2.07 ppm

Bag Meijer
Cadmium 5.14 ppm

Lead 0.929 ppm

Insert Meijer
Cadmium 4.96 ppm

Lead 60.9 ppm

Bag Piggly Wiggly
Cadmium <0.086 ppm

Lead 1.44 ppm

Insert Piggly Wiggly
Cadmium 2.70 ppm

Lead 265 ppm

Bag Lululemon
Cadmium <0.083 ppm

Lead 5.26 ppm

Bag Florida Department of Environmental Protection
Cadmium <0.093 ppm

Lead 4.86 ppm

Insert Florida Department of Environmental Protection
Cadmium 1.89 ppm

Lead 117 ppm

Bag Reusable Revolution
Cadmium 0.255 ppm

Lead 45.9 ppm



Bag KTA Super Stores
Cadmium <0.093 ppm

Lead 1.14 ppm

Insert KTA Super Stores
Cadmium 5.26 ppm

Lead 285 ppm

Bag KTA Super Stores
Cadmium <0.096 ppm

Lead 11.7 ppm

Insert KTA Super Stores
Cadmium 6.01 ppm

Lead 123 ppm

Bag Petsmart
Cadmium 0.104 ppm

Lead 0.862 ppm

Bag Staples
Cadmium <0.096 ppm

Lead 277 ppm

Bag Blue Q “Michelle Obama Design”
Cadmium 0.379 ppm

Lead 64.9 ppm
Bag NHL Cadmium <0.096 ppm

Bag Trader Joes
Cadmium 0.102 ppm

Lead 0.362 ppm

Bag University of Oregon
Cadmium 7.12 ppm

Lead 554 ppm

Insert University of Oregon
Cadmium 1.16 ppm

Lead 353 ppm

Bag Savealot
Cadmium 0.104 ppm

Lead 0.507 ppm

Bag Susan G. Koman
Cadmium <0.090 ppm

Lead 3.04 ppm

Bag CVS
Cadmium 0.116 ppm

Lead 2.29 ppm

Bag Wegmans
Cadmium <0.099 ppm

Lead 1.55 ppm

Insert Wegmans
Cadmium <0.096 ppm

Lead <0.096 ppm

Bag Ikea
Cadmium 0.295 ppm

Lead 4.81 ppm
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For this study, the Center for Consumer Freedom obtained new reusable grocery shopping bags in a variety of ways: 

(1)   Personal visits by staff during the Christmas holidays to retail stores in Michigan, Oregon, Louisiana, 
Pennsylvania, Florida, and Texas;

(2)  Personal visits by staff to retail stores in the Maryland/DC/Virginia metropolitan area;

(3)   Auction purchases on eBay from 18 additional states, strictly limited to bags that were brand new and unused 
with the original tags still attached; and

(4)  Bags purchased from online retailers that specifically market “eco-friendly” reusable shopping bags.

Bags collected were sorted on the basis of which ones represented grocery chains, national brands, and other brands 
likely to be recognized by a wide variety of the general public. We made no attempt to homogenize the sample 
geographically across the United States. Bags that had already been in use by consumers were discarded. Plastic and 
plastic-coated rigid inserts (which are included in the bottoms of some bags for added stability) were tested separately 
from the bags themselves, and their heavy-metal concentrations  were reported along with the other lab results.

CCF focused on testing bags that were constructed from “nonwoven polypropylene,” which is the most commonly 
used material in reusable grocery bags. The material is typically made in China and can be produced in a variety of 
ways that include or exclude toxic heavy metals.

Frontier Global Sciences, a fully accredited testing lab based in Seattle, handled the samples and established the chain 
of custody. 

METHODOLOGY
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