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Abstract

The introduction of plastic shopping bags has contributed in diverse ways to the shopping experiences of consumers
across the world. Plastic shopping bags have at the same time created serious environmental problems for many countries
especially in the developing world where recycling technology is not easily available. In Ghana, the threat to the environ-
ment by plastic shopping bags has reached alarming proportions. Meanwhile, FM radio stations have been established in
almost every district in the country which could be used as a medium for environmental education. The paper explores
how FM radio stations can be used as a medium to educate communities about the scourge of pollution by plastic shop-
ping bags and its long term effect on sustainable development. The article uses the qualitative method through interview,
observations and literature review to analyze the problem of plastic shopping bags and makes re-
commendations on how the problem can be addressed through education using FM radio stations. The possibility of creat-
ing small, medium and micro enterprises (SMMESs) through recycling is suggested as one of the solutions to the problem.

Keywords: communities, education, environment, menace, radio.
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Introduction

The introduction of plastic shopping bags has contri-
buted in diverse ways to the shopping experiences of
consumers across the world. It has become the norm to
use plastic packets for packing the purchases of cus-
tomers so that they can easily carry them. Clapp and
Swanston (2009, p. 1) argue that plastic shopping bags
are being viewed of late as an environmental hazard
threatening human and other living organisms rather
than the benign convenience they provide.

Prior to the introduction of plastic shopping bags to
most of the developing countries, traders used vari-
ous carrying and wrapping items for their shopping
and packaging. In Ghana and most of the countries
in West Africa, one of the most common items used
for wrapping prepared food by traders were leaves
which posed many health challenges as a conse-
quence of poor hygiene. Nevertheless, one of the
advantages of using organic material such as leaves
and paper, when compared with plastic material, is
its biodegradability. Citing Ellis et al. (2005), Gya-
pomaah (2013, p. 9) point out that throughout all the
stages of a plastic material’s life i.e. from manufac-
ture to disposal, there are negative social and envi-
ronmental effects associated with them. Gyapomaah
(2013, p. 9) adds that the environment (water, soil
and air) is directly and negatively impacted upon in
various ways beginning with the extraction of fossil
fuels in the process of manufacturing. Clapp and
Swanston (2009, p. 2) intimate that plastics can exist
for up to 1000 years without decomposition by sun-
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light and/or microorganisms. The use of plastic
shopping bags can be traced to the 1970s in the
United States of America which gradually spread to
the rest of the world. According to Clapp and
Swanston (2009, p. 3), the estimated consumption of
plastic shopping bags annually in the world stood
between 500 billion and 1.5 trillion in 2007. For
example, citing Amankwah (2005), Wienaah (2007,
p. 2) intimates that the Accra Metropolitan Area
alone generated 9000 tonnes of wastes a day with
315 tonnes being plastic waste. Meanwhile the
Worldwatch Institute (2004, p. 25) points out that a
very small percentage of the plastic shopping bags
get diverted with the US recycling less than 5% of
its plastic shopping bags. In effect, a very high and
significant percentage of the remaining plastic
waste, according to the United States Environmental
Protection Agency (USEPA) (2006), ends up in
landfills and the rest is unintentionally released into
the environment. A number of countries across the
world have noted the challenges plastics in general
and plastic shopping bags pose to the environment,
human being and other living organisms. Bangla-
desh was the first country to legislate on plastic bags
in 1998 which was followed by other countries in
South East Asia such as India in the 1990s, Taiwan
in the late 1990s and early 2000s. South Africa in-
troduced legislation on plastic bags in 2004. Plastic
shopping bags have at the same time continued to
create serious environmental problems for many
countries especially in the developing world where
recycling technology is not in place. In Ghana, the
threat to the environment by plastic shopping bags
has reached alarming proportions. The need for
public and civil education through the mass media
has become imperative as the environmental im-
pacts are being felt across the length and breadth of
the country. Plastic shopping bags litter the envi-

61



Environmental Economics, Volume 6, Issue 4, 2015

ronment and block waterways resulting in floods
during the rainy season across the country.

Meanwhile, FM radio stations have been established
in almost every district in the country which could
be used as a medium for environmental education
on the environmental menace that plastic shopping
bags pose to the environment, human beings and
other living organisms. This paper explores how FM
radio stations can be used as a medium to educate
communities about the scourge and its long term
effect on sustainable development. The paper uses
document analysis and literature review to analyze
the problem and makes recommendations on how
the problem can be addressed through education
using FM radio stations. The possibility of creating
small, medium and micro enterprises (SMMEs)
through recycling is suggested as one of the solu-
tions to the problem.

1. Theoretical framework and literature review

This article is underpinned by Orr’s (1989, 1992,
1994, 2006) ecological literacy and the cultivation
theory of media. Orr acknowledges the importance
of the natural environment as part of education and
notes the weakening of social and cultural structures
as well as the increasing degradation that has come
to place emphasis on economics and the physical
distancing of humans from the land. The cultivation
theory of Gerbner (1994) points to the effect of tele-
vision watching on the viewers’ idea of what the
everyday world is. Cultivation theorists argue that
television watching has long-term effects on viewers
which are small, gradual and indirect, but cumula-
tive and significant. Orr (1992, p. 23) outlines eco-
logical literacy as an approach to dealing with what
he termed the “crisis of sustainability” in the United
States of America. Orr advances his argument re-
garding the role of education in moving beyond the
modernistic “blind” acceptance of development and
“limitless” natural resources to a post-modernist
socially and spiritually constructive and holistic
views of living as part of the biosphere. This view
of Orr (1992, p. 23) on the need for education on the
environment and the use of natural resources is rele-
vant as post-modern societies are still living as if
nothing has happened and as if the resources at the
disposal of man are all renewable. For example,
industrialization and urbanization have resulted in
the shortage of energy in most parts of the world
today. There is also the looming crisis of water
which some observers have predicted will be the
most likely the cause of the next world war. Orr
(1992, p. 23) defines a sustainable society as that
one that “does not undermine the resource base and
biotic stocks on which its future prosperity de-
pends”. He suggests ecological literacy as a pathway
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for human beings to follow which he believes could
be a recipe for sustainability. The foundations of
ecological literacy rest on the following six pillars: all
education is environmental education; environmental
education requires dialogue with place; environmen-
tal issues cannot be understood through a single dis-
cipline; process is as important as content; experience
in the natural world is essential to understanding it;
and education for sustainability requires the under-
standing of natural systems. Drawing inspiration
from Leopold’s (1987) concern for the lack of con-
cern among people regarding living in harmony with
the land, he asks the question: How does one learn
harmony? Orr’s (1992, p. 142) answer to the question
is another question: To teach harmony, should educa-
tion address intellect only, or should it also include
“character, intuition, feeling, practical ability and
instincts?”. Orr’s answer to the question is a recom-
mendation for a paradigm shift for education to in-
clude the aspects of humanity, promotion of the idea
that humans are an integral part of natural world and
re-establish harmony with the land. Orr (1994)
blames the environmental crisis the world is facing
on the increasing disconnection between man and
nature, which is the consequence of man’s focus on
economic success and consumerism, a disjointed
school curriculum and overbooked schedules and
technological pastimes outside school.

Communication theory is used mostly as the basis to
explain how information is transmitted from one
source to the receiver with the objective of receiving
feedback. Communication theory in a way attempts
to describe and explain what communication entails.
Some of the most widely used communication theo-
ries include diffusion theory, agenda setting theory,
technology determinism theory, media dependency
theory and cultivation theory.

According to Ladzarsfeld (1994), diffusion innova-
tion theory posits that communicators who have
strong opinions can influence people through the
mass media. McLuhan (1962), on the other hand,
points out that the theory of technology determinism
states that, “media technology shapes how we as
individuals in society think, feel, and act and how
society operates as we move from one technological
age to the other”. Agenda setting theory states that
the media (most especially the news media) are not
only successful at telling people what to think, but
they are quite influential in telling them what to
think about (McCombs, 1972; Shaw, 1973). Ac-
cording to Gerbner, Gross, Morgan and Signorielli
(1994), cultivation theorists argue that television
watching has long-term effects which are small, gra-
dual and indirect, but cumulative and significant on
viewers. They add that the media shapes the views,



perceptions, attitudes and behavior of viewers. Media
dependency theory equally states that the more an
individual depends on the media in fulfilling his or
her needs, the more important the media will be to
that person (Ball-Rokeach, 1976).

The past two decades have witnessed rapid growth
in the mass media most especially in the broadcast-
ing industry in most of the countries in the develop-
ing world. This phenomenon according to Naqvi,
Baloch, Niaz and Kasi (2011, p. 1) can be attributed
to the forces of globalization, mainly liberalization,
privatization and the free market economy. The
programs of most FM radios focus on local and
community problems and issues to a large extent
and to some extent national issues as well. Naqvi
(2011, p. 2) intimates that in Ghana, radio classes
are used to a large extent for educational purposes.

Meanwhile, Myers (2008, p. 7) notes that most re-
cent reliable surveys indicate that radio is still the
dominant mass-medium in Africa with the widest
coverage and audiences when compared with TV,
newspapers and other ICTs. Myers (2008, p. 10)
quoting the BBC AMDI project in 2006, noted
heavy listening (weekly reach of 90%+) in South
Africa, Tanzania, Ghana, Mozambique, Kenya and
Uganda; moderate listening (weekly reach of 70-90)
in Botswana, Zambia, Zimbabwe and Nigeria; and
light listening (weekly reach of under 70%) in Se-
negal, DRC, Ethiopia and Cameroon. Myers (2008,
p- 11) adds that all countries in Africa without ex-
ception have a state broadcaster with at least one
radio (and TV) channel. Myers (2008, p. 11) pro-
vides figures to show how radio rich some countries
in Sub-Saharan Africa are in terms of the number of
radio stations, the proportion of radio stations as a
proportion to the population size, or both. Accor-
ding to Myers (2008, p. 11), it is estimated that Mali
has 300 radio stations that broadcast in more than a
dozen languages; DRC, 250 independent radio sta-
tions; Uganda, with over 150 stations that cater for
one or more of 38 different languages; Ghana with
130 stations; South Africa with 125 domestic radio
channels; and the Republic of Benin with a popula-
tion of eight million with 74 radio stations. It should
be noted that most of the radio stations indicated
above are FM radio stations.

Myers (2011, p. 13) categorizes radio stations ac-
cording to ownership and control with the four main
categories being:

¢ state-controlled and public radio;
¢ privately owned commercial radio;
¢ community-controlled; and

¢ international.
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2. Radio and development

The role of radio in development has been acknowl-
edged by many observers and commentators as it
can be used for both constructive and destructive
purposes. Myers (2011, p. 33) charges that the onus
lies with all stakeholders in radio — journalists, own-
ers, promoters, funders — to use radio for peace-
building, counter propaganda and truth-telling, and
cites some good examples from various parts of the
world. Namasaka (2012, p. 15) points to the possi-
ble use of FM radio in attitudinal disposition and
opinion shaping. Using the diffusion innovative
theory, for example Mamasaka (2012, p. 16), argues
that people can be persuaded and influenced to
adopt a new idea or technology where a new idea is
first spread, followed by the ever-widening social
interaction networks to persuade individuals to
change or accept an idea, which, according to Rog-
ers (2003), reaches a critical mass at a certain point.

Although some of the bad influences of radio have
been acknowledged such as the alleged use of radio
to incite and encourage the 1993 Rwanda genocide,
Namasaka (2012, p. 15) states that FM radio can be
credited as a medium of learning and even persua-
sion. She adds that various studies across the world
show the positive effects of programs such as “Sea-
same Street” on the cognitive and social skills of
children and citing Bryant and Thompson (2002),
says that “Media consumers are no longer simply an
audience”, but have become “users”, ushering in a
new era of active consumption and making commu-
nication and media now multi-dimensional rather
than uni-directional.

For behavioral changes on sustainable development
to become embedded in communities, Myers (2008,
p- 36) notes that radio needs to be complemented by
the influence of agents, radio clubs, teachers, field
workers or medical personnel to help the process
along, and/or a mix of media, such as complementa-
ry visual support for radio messages through post-
ers, newsletters and the like.

Meanwhile Mwajabu (2001, p. 169) points out that
community radios are important for community
development and categorizes their purposes as in-
formation, amusement, sensitising, integration and
social interaction and finally community identity.
On information, Mwajabu (2001, p. 170) points out
that it is the responsibility of the media, most espe-
cially community radio stations, to inform their
audiences through their programs and provide them
with information about events and conditions in
their communities and what is happening around the
world to enable people to be informed. Some of
such information could be about innovations and
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adaptations needed in the community. Community
radio and the media are also a medium by which
community members and their audiences are enter-
tained through music and sports. On sensitisation
and advocacy, Mwajabu (2001) maintains that
community members can be mobilised and encour-
aged as well as activating their interest in taking part
in community projects. In addition, radio can provide
advocacy on important local, national and interna-
tional issues such as on HIV/AIDS, female genital
mutilation, environmental degradation, drug abuse,
corruption, and human trafficking, just to name a
few. On personal and community identity and inte-
gration, Mwajabu (2001, p. 172) intimates that com-
munity radios can promote a sense of community and
belongingness through the promotion of the local
community language, culture and music.

3. Methodology

The qualitative method based on in depth-interview
was used to solicit the views of 10 traders and shop-
pers, one sanitary inspector from the Ministry of
Health, one environmental officer from the district
municipal office and one manager of an FM radio
station in one district in the Brong Ahafo Region of
Ghana. The researchers also had field observation at
the district capital to see the extent of the problem of
plastic shopping bags. The researchers solicited the
views of the participants on the problems and chal-
lenges that are posed by plastic shopping bags in the
district and how the problem can be addressed in a
sustainable manner. The research was carried at
headquarters of the Kintampo North District As-
sembly at Kintampo in the Brong Ahafo Region of
Ghana. The phenomenological approach was used
for this article as it allows the respondents to de-
scribe and interpret experiences of the phenomenon
as being lived. The phenomenological study at-
tempts to understand people’s perceptions, perspec-
tives, and understanding of a particular situation
(Leedy and Ormrod, 2005).

4. Data collection

In-depth interviews were held with 10 traders and
shoppers on 24 December 2014 which was the last
market day before Christmas at the district capital.
The purposeful sampling technique was used to
solicit the views of the respondents. The researchers
solicited the views of the participants on the prob-
lems and challenges that are posed by plastic shop-
ping bags in the district and how the problem can be
addressed in a sustainable manner. Purposeful sam-
pling is a technique in which particular settings,
persons or events are selected deliberately in order
to provide information that cannot be obtained from
other choices (Wilson, 2010). The interviews took
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place at the shops of the sellers and at the market.
Appointments were made with the education officer
at their radio station and the sanitary inspector and
the environmental offer at their respective offices.
The researchers kept a journal which was used to
record the data collection as well as requesting the
respondents to be allowed to record the interview
sessions which were agreed to by all the partici-
pants. Pictures were also taken at various places to
record the enormity of the challenges posed by the
plastic shopping bags.

5. Data analysis

The data collected from the participants were ana-
lyzed manually through the use of open coding ap-
proach. The analysis was done to understand the
various constitutive elements in the data through an
inspection of relationships between concepts, con-
structs and variables and to see whether there were
any patterns or trends (Mouton, 2004). The re-
searchers categorized the data into smaller units and
arranged them under specific themes as a strategy to
make the analysis easy, simple and manageable.

6. Discussion of findings

After collecting the data the researchers arranged
and analyzed them under the following themes:

Problems of plastic shopping bags

All the participants in the research expressed their
dissatisfaction and concern about the challenges and
problems the plastic shopping bags pose to the envi-
ronment and human and animal health. Some of the
environmental concerns included the dirt and letter
everywhere. They also mentioned how some ani-
mals such as sheep, goat and cattle sometimes eat
the plastic bags and end up dying. The sanitary in-
spector for example said:

We are running out of ideas on how to deal with
these plastic bags. Just cast your eyes everywhere
and all what you see are these dirty things and 1
cannot mention some of the things they contain.

The environmental officer from the district echoed a
similar sentiment that:

No matter the amount of these plastic bags we col-
lect, the next day you will find them even more than
they were before. People just throw these things
anywhere after using them for whatever purposes.
This is disaster!!!

One of the shoppers

When one of the shoppers who was one of the par-
ticipants threw a plastic bag down near his shop was
asked why he had thrown a plastic bag around he
simply said:



That is what everybody does? Don’t you see them
everywhere? The municipal workers have to collect
them. That is what they are paid for.

The views expressed by the participants indicate the
seriousness of the problems of plastic shopping bags
in most of the communities across the country and
elsewhere. Webb et al. (2013, p. 1) point out that the
problems associated with plastic pollution has be-
come a global environmental threat. They add that
particles from plastics pose direct threat to many
animals and many other species.

Disposal methods

The dangers posed by the plastic shopping bags
calls for users, communities and municipalities to
find sustainable ways of addressing the challenges
they pose. Because of its light weight, a plastic
shopping bag can easily be carried by the wind and
water. Meanwhile, unlike organic materials which
decompose easily, most of the participants ex-
pressed concerns about the difficulties involved in
disposing them. The environmental office from the
municipality intimated that:

People appear to have the notion that plastic bags
rot or decompose easily like leaves, grass or clothes
but these plastic bags hardly decompose. Even if
you dig the ground and burry it, it remains there.

One of the traders rather asked:

We take all our refuse to the dumping sites including
the plastic bags so what should we do and where do
we have to dispose of them?

The views of the participants confirm the observation
of Webb et al. (2013, p. 3) that widely used plastics do
not naturally degrade when released into the environ-
ment. Some of the main methods that have been iden-
tified for disposing off plastics include using landfills,
biodegrading, incineration and recycling but each of
these are not without their side effects and the ability
to use them sustainably to address the menace.

Public education

The way people go about the use and disposal of
plastic shopping bags call for serious public educa-
tion of which the radio is one of the widely used
mass communication media. One of the shoppers
did not see anything wrong with the problem as she
jokingly asked:

What do you want us to do? To go back to use leaves
to wrap out things and carry our shopping in baskets?
No we have passed that stage. We pay for them so
those who are paid to clean the streets should see to it
that they are picked wherever they occur.
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When asked about the time that is allocated for pub-
lic education on the environment and plastic shop-
ping bags, the manager of the radio station said:

We sometimes educate people here and there when
there are serious issues but we honestly do not have
dedicated slots as we have for other programs.

One of the traders confirmed what the manager from
the radio station said that:

They sometimes talk about dirt in general but I have
never heard anything specifically about these shop-
ping bags.

Some of the views expressed by some of the partici-
pants appear to border on ignorance which both
formal and informal education can address. The
need to involve all the stakeholders in fighting the
scourge cannot be ignored. For example, Gyapomaa
(2013, p. 90) calls for environmental education in
communities to create awareness over the issues of
the environment to change attitudes. The view of
Gyapomaa (2013) above is in line with the cultiva-
tion theory which posits that that with the passage of
time, the usage of media can “cultivate” into users a
distinct view of the world which in effect can be a
source of changing perceptions, attitudes and beha-
viors. Since radio and specifically FM radio is the
most available source of information in such com-
munities, they should be encouraged to be at the
centre of public and civic education on the problem
at stake. As the problem of plastic shopping bags
has become a global problem, the Agenda Setting
Theory in mass media can be used to set and focus
the attention of communities on the issue. The trust
of agenda setting rests on the fact that media content
does not necessarily change the views of people on
a particular issue but can rather change their percep-
tions on what is important.

Plastic waste as a possible source of economic ac-
tivities

The issue of the economic spin offs from plastic
shopping bags came to the fore during the data col-
lection. The environmental officer from the district
municipality stressed on the possible economic ac-
tivities that can be generated through the value chain
of plastic shopping bags. Meanwhile it was shock-
ing to hear from some of the participants about their
limited knowledge on what could be done in eco-
nomic terms with the plastic waste from shopping
bags. One of the traders asked:

But what can we do with these plastics? We simply
burn or take them the bola (dumping sites). If they
cannot be used again you simply discard them.
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When asked if they were aware that they could gen-
erate money and jobs from the plastic waste, one of
the traders laughed and asked:

What do you think can be done with these?
Pointing to the plastic bags lying around.

They are of no use so we have to throw them away
although not the way people are disposing of them.

The environmental officer however mentioned a
number of things that can be done to generate mon-
ey from plastic waste. He asked the participant who
said nothing could be done with the plastic waste.

Do you know that some people in Accra (the capital
city of Ghana) have big businesses and employ
many people and built houses from plastic waste?

He added:

People can start businesses by engaging others to
collect these plastic wastes and process them or
simply send them to the big cities where companies
buy them which can create jobs for people.

Meanwhile, Practical Action (2009, p. 3) for example
identifies the plastic waste value chain as comprising
the collection, storage, sorting, bailing, washing, dry-
ing, cutting, shredding, agglomeration (for film
sheets), pelletizing, selling of pellets, further
processing, injection moulding and selling of its re-
lated products. The economic activities that can be
generated at every state of the chain cannot be unde-
restimated. Citing KATALYST (2005a), Clapp and
Swanston (2009, p. 325) intimate that in 2005, 18000
workers were employed by in the sector with another
7000 people engaged in the recycling sector in Ban-
gladesh with an annual growth of 20% per annum and
an annual turnover of US$98.9 million. The New Jer-
sey Wastewise Business Network (2013, p. 2) con-
firms that the plastic waste recycling segment of the
economy of the state employed 27000 people as well
as saving money for the generators of plastic waste. In
South Africa, the North West Development Corpora-
tion (2015) reports that a women’s company by the
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name Rethaka Pty Ltd is producing school bags
through the use of plastic shopping bags. The innova-
tive solar school bags are manufactured from re-cycled
shopping bags which have re-chargeable solar panels
which provide light in the night solar.

The need for mass public education of the possible
economic activities for local economies as well as
the environmental benefits can be taken forward
through the mass media of which FM radio is the
most available in most parts of Ghana.

Conclusions and recommendations

The menace that is created by plastic shopping and
the serious environmental problems they create
around the world and in one local district municipal-
ity in particular were examined in this article. The
findings indicate that for many countries especially
in the developing world where recycling technology
is not easily available, the issue is becoming a major
challenge for communities. In Ghana, the threat to
the environment by plastic shopping bags has
reached unsustainable levels. FM radio stations as a
mass communication medium is easily available but
it appears it has not been explored as a possible
means of educating the population about the dangers
of plastic shopping bags to the environment, human
beings, animals and other living organisms. The
findings indicate that the problems posed by plastic
shopping bags are escalating with no proper strate-
gies or ineffective strategies in addressing the me-
nace. The findings also revealed that a lot of people
in the communities do not take the issue very se-
riously with very limited public education by the
different stakeholders including the mass media
which is dominated by FM Radio. It is recommend-
ed that all the stakeholders put the issue of plastic
shopping bags on the agenda of communities and be
engaged in serious awareness campaigns in address-
ing the pandemic. Communities should also be
made aware of the socio-economic benefits that can
be derived through the proper management of waste,
most especially plastic waste.
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