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Introduction

The concept of recycling isn’t anything new. In nature, recycling has occurred for billions of years.  However, recycling initiated by humans began around 10,000 years BC, when they first established permanent settlements.1 With these settlements came the generation of solid waste.  And, with the creation of garbage came recycling.   

In its simplest sense, recycling is “taking a used item and remaking it into a new, useful product instead of discarding it as waste.”2 Typically, people recycled when they lacked the necessary materials to manufacture a new product.  Often, recycling was associated only with the poorest of society. The concept of recycling was stigmatized.

During World War II, people in the United States were called upon to recycle to assist the war effort.  By the 1960s, people were again called upon to recycle.  This time it was in response to the existing environmental crisis.  In the decades to follow, both non-profit environmental organizations and federal, state, and local governments would work together to create the recycling movement that most of us know today.  

Recycling for the War

Anyone whose parents or grandparents lived through the Great Depression and the World Wars can recount their stories about recycling.  During the Depression, people recycled out of necessity.  Either they didn’t have the money to buy new goods or the goods were not readily available for sale.  During WWII, people recycled items due to the scarcity of materials needed for the war effort.  An extensive public relations campaign encouraged people to collect and recycle scrap metals and paper to “help fight the war”.  It was the patriotic thing to do.  The nation got behind the first collective recycling movement.  However, when the war ended so did the effort to recycle.  


The post-war years saw an economic boom, and consumer spending soared.  The beginnings of a disposable society began as did the manufacture of single use, throw-away items.  Paper cups and napkins were the first disposables, with many other items to follow. 3 Advertising touted the conveniences of disposables for every-day living.  
Recycling for the Environment

In the decade between 1950 and 1960, the amount of trash generated by individuals increased by 60 percent.4   In response, Congress passed the Solid Waste Disposal Act (SWDA) in 1965 to provide a framework for the states to better control the disposal of trash from all sources.  SWDA set minimum safety requirements for local landfills.  Even with SWDA, trash still overflowed from landfills and dumps.  


Environmental groups, such as the Sierra Club and other nationally recognized organizations, continued to call attention to the environmental crisis brought about by peoples’ consumption and the subsequent generation of solid waste.  Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring highlighted the negative impacts that humans were causing on the planet.  And, the nation’s space exploration program provided the first-ever photographs of the Earth from outer space. The planet was undeniably a closed and finite system.5
In 1969, The New York Times classified waste as the “third pollution.”  It stated, “An avalanche of waste and waste disposal problems is building up around the nation’s major cities in an impending emergency that may parallel the existing crises in air and water.”6 Waste was known to pollute the air, water, and land. In the 1960s, it was apparent that the pollution from waste was widespread.  

By 1970 the “environmental movement” was born with the first Earth Day.  Recycling for environmental reasons was undertaken for the first time.7 People collected cans and bottles by cleaning up the sides of the roads, but they didn’t know what to do with what they collected.  Recycling seemed to be the right thing to do, but substantial problems existed.  Processing systems were minimal, markets were unstable, broad public support was lacking, and people were ignorant of the true cost of burying waste in dumps and unlined landfills or burning it in low-tech incinerators.8  
Government’s Response:  1970-1990s

The 1970s:  The Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), created in 1970, was government’s response to the environmental concerns expressed by the public and non-profit organizations committed to preserving the environment.  An Office of Solid Waste was formed to examine the problems caused by the generation and disposal of wastes.  The Agency worked with the states and industry to collect and analyze information on resource recovery, and on waste types and volumes. It looked at the risks posed by waste and at the likelihood of harm to human health and the environment. By 1974, it was clear that the Solid Waste Disposal Act of 1965 (SWDA) was not sufficient to address the dangers posed by the increasing volume of solid and hazardous waste.


In October 1976, waste management fundamentally changed when Congress passed the Resource Conservation and Recovery Act (RCRA).9 Although it actually amended the SWDA, the legislation was so comprehensive, it was generally referred to  as “RCRA,” without reference to the original Act. The goals of the RCRA were to:  

· Ensure that wastes are managed in a manner that protects human health and the environment;

· Reduce or eliminate, as expeditiously as possible, the amount of waste generated, including hazardous waste; and

· Conserve energy and natural resources through waste recycling and recovery.

RCRA was a departure from the “end-of-the-pipe” pollution controls previously enacted. It was intended to be a pollution prevention measure.10 Dumps would be replaced with regulated and closely monitored landfill facilities. Stringent restrictions on waste disposal were intended to encourage recycling.   Additionally, RCRA was intended to be a joint federal and state venture. The federal program provided basic requirements that gave consistency to systems that states and local governments would implement for their own waste management programs.

Tackling waste management on a national scale proved to be a formidable task.  Throughout the 1970s, recycling was still a fringe activity undertaken by committed environmentalists.11  It would take another decade until the recycling movement became mainstream in America.

The 1980s:  Throughout the 1980s, recycling in the U.S. had been accomplished primarily through individual and grassroots efforts.  Local recycling drives and drop-off and buy-back centers sprung up in local communities across the country.12  I can remember taking newspaper, cardboard, plastic containers, and aluminum cans to a near-by drop-off center established next to the local grocery store.  Every Saturday, we would wait in a line of traffic to drop off our recycled items. This was voluntary, not mandatory. In response to these grassroots efforts, small businesses throughout the country sprung up in an attempt to handle the supplies and demands of the recycling industry. 

In October 1988, the EPA reported that Americans generated 160 million tons of municipal solid waste each year. A large percentage of that waste was sent to 6,500 municipal solid waste landfills.13 However, these landfills, regulated under the 1976 RCRA, inconsistently used environmental controls, and posed significant threats to ground and surface water resources. In response, the EPA published its Agenda for Action in February 1989.  A national goal was established for source reduction and recycling:  achieve 25 percent recycling and source reduction rates by 1992.14   An “integrated approach to waste management” was born, one that combined both source reduction and recycling.15

The 1990s:  By the early 1990s, the problems of solid waste disposal were ever more apparent.  The costs for getting rid of garbage were skyrocketing due to the limited amount of available land, and the prohibitive fees at landfills.16 Remember the floating barrages of garbage on the eastern seaboard? Recycling was becoming a necessity in many parts of the country.

By the 20th anniversary of the first Earth Day in 1990, people were again made aware of the Earth’s finite resources and the real toxic threats of pollution from the deposit or burning of wastes.  Enlightened citizens didn’t want the landfills or incinerators in their communities (NIMBY—not in my back yard). It was during this time that my husband and I joined a Citizens’ Group to fight the building of an incinerator in our own community. 

 Recycling was a movement whose time had come.  However, people demanded that recycling be made easy.  The answer was curbside recycling, which replaced the drop-off centers of the 1980s.  Newspaper, glass, aluminum beverage cans, and plastics could be sorted and left at the curb. 17 Additionally, the concept of a “green life-style”, referring to an environmentally responsible way of living, became socially and financially marketable.18 The recycle symbol of three “chasing” arrows representing the three parts of recycling:  collection of materials, reprocessing the recyclables, and purchasing products made from recycled materials, was brought in to almost every home in America.19

Remember the EPA’s goal of achieving a 25 percent recycling and source reduction rate by 1992?  Most states met or exceeded that rate by 1992.  
Today

In 1988, 131 million tons of municipal solid waste went to 6,500 landfills. In 2001, fewer than 2,500 landfills remained open.20 Additionally, nearly all states and many Native American communities practice integrated waste management, and average about a 28 percent recycling rate nationally.21

In the past 40 years, Americans have witnessed changes in pollution prevention, waste minimization, and cleanup. As a society, we have changed over time,

and so have the types of wastes we produce and how we manage them. Businesses, individuals, and organizations have made a conscious effort to prevent or reduce the amount of waste they generate. In the U.S., the practice of recycling has become socially accepted, instead of stigmatized.  It has become downright fashionable as well as the politically correct thing to do.22

There are two significant dollar benefits from recycling.  The sale of recovered materials is a minor benefit.  The more substantial gain from recycling is the so-called “cost avoided” gain.23 Recycling reduces the volume of trash and the need for incineration and landfilling.24 Every time a ton of material is removed from the waste stream (i.e., separated out for recycling), the fee for disposing that trash is saved. 

In recent years, there has been a movement among environmental groups to take a more global/systems view of economizing on resources than that provided by recycling alone.  This approach is commonly known as the 3Rs—reduction, reuse, and recycling.  Reduction covers such changes as (1) reduction in the amount of packaging used, (2) increase in the use of single material packaging, and (3) increase in the use of materials that are recyclable.  Reuse refers to using the material again without significant processing.25 Recycling is now seen as only part of the total solution to our solid waste problem.  To date, the solid waste generated for every individual in the U.S is still close to one ton per year.26  We still have a long way to go until we reduce the amount of products we demand and consume.  Even with recycling, we still need to reduce our consumption.

Non-Government Organizations and the Recycling Movement

Earth Day 1970 is credited with introducing the concept of recycling to the general public.27  Twenty years later, on the anniversary of Earth Day, the dominant theme was still recycling.28

Numerous non-government organizations, such as the Sierra Club and the National Audubon Society and others, influenced the creation of the EPA and the recycling movement as we know it today.  Additionally, in recent years, newly created associations and non-profit organizations have specifically focused on recycling, reuse, and reduction.  In the industry realm, associations and research institutes have been formed for the aluminum, paper, plastics, and glass industries.  In the non-profit arena, organizations such as the Grassroots Recycling Network, the National Recycling Coalition, Renew America, and others are working together to ensure that recycling, reuse, and reduction remain in the forefront of the environmental movement in the 21st Century.


In conducting this research on the recycling movement, I came across a non-government organization that altered its original mission to include recycling and solid waste management.  Founded in 1953, Keep America Beautiful (KAB) was formed by a group of corporate and civic leaders to develop and promote a national cleanliness ethic. Their mission was to address the growing litter problem in the U.S.  By 1965, KAB joined with Lady Bird Johnson (First Lady) to promote a highway beautification program, and by 1970 it introduced the “Crying Indian” public service campaign to address environmental issues related to litter.


By the late 1980s, KAB expanded its original mission to include recycling and solid waste management.  Today, this national non-profit organization includes a network of more than 500 local, statewide, and international affiliate programs.  They not only focus on litter prevention, but also on ways to reduce, reuse, recycle, and properly manage waste materials.  Through partnerships and strategic alliances with citizens, businesses, and government, KAB relies on corporate and individual sponsorships.  Dozens of corporate sponsors are listed on the KAB web site, and include nationally recognized companies such as IBM, Union Carbide, Johnson & Johnson, Kellogg’s, Kmart, AT&T, Coca-Cola, Best Buy, Dow Chemical, Ford Motor, Home Depot, and many others.  


KAB’s approach combines both transformational and exemplary techniques.  They utilize the techniques of lobbying and education, along with individual and collective action to accomplish its mission.  They are skilled at using prominent figures to deliver its mission and its message.  In 2003, KAB named President George W. Bush its Honorary Chair of their Great American Cleanup.  In the future, this latter tactic may demonstrate “what didn’t work,” especially if G.W. Bush goes down as the worst environmental President since Reagan.  Time will tell.  
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