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Introduction

The concept of recycling isn’t new. In nature, recycling has occurred for billions of years.  However, recycling by humans began around 10,000 years BC, when the first permanent settlements were established.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 U.S. were called on to recycle for the war effort.  By the 1960s, people were again called on to recycle—this time for the environment. In the decades that followed, non-profit organizations and 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 1930s and ‘40s can recount their stories about recycling.  During the Depression, people recycled out of necessity.  Either they didn’t have the money to buy goods or goods were not available.  During WWII, people recycled materials needed for the war.  People were encouraged to recycle scrap metals and paper to “help fight the war”. The nation got behind the first collective recycling movement.  However, when the war ended so did the effort to recycle.   

Recycling for the Environment

The post-war years saw an economic boom, and consumer spending soared.  The concept of a

disposable society began as did the manufacture of single use, throw-away items. 3 Advertising touted the conveniences of disposables for everyday living.  Between 1950-1960, 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 states to better control the disposal of trash. It set minimum safety requirements for landfills.  Yet, trash still overflowed.


Environmental groups, such as the Sierra Club and other organizations, called attention to the environmental crisis brought on by consumption and the 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 program provided the first-ever photographs of the Earth from outer space. People began to realize that the planet was undeniably a closed and finite system.5
In 1969, The New York Times classified solid 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. 

By 1970 the “environmental movement” commenced with the first Earth Day.  Recycling for environmental reasons was undertaken for the first time.7 People collected cans and bottles from the roadsides, but didn’t know what to do with them.  Recycling seemed to be the right thing to do, but problems existed.  Processing systems were minimal, markets were unstable, public support was lacking, and people were ignorant of the cost of burying or burning waste.8  
Government’s Response:  1970-1990s

The 1970s:  The Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), created in 1970, was government’s response to the concerns expressed by environmental organizations and the public. An Office of Solid Waste was created to examine the problems caused by the generation and disposal of wastes.  The Agency worked with 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 its harm to human health and the environment. By 1974, it was clear that the SWDA (1965) was not sufficient to address the dangers posed by the increasing volume of solid waste.


In October 1976, waste management fundamentally changed when Congress passed the Resource Conservation and Recovery Act (RCRA).9  Its goals were to:  

· Ensure that wastes are managed to protect human health and the environment;

· Reduce or eliminate the amount of waste generated; 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 landfills. Restrictions on waste disposal were intended to encourage recycling.   RCRA was a federal and state venture:  the federal program provided requirements for states and local governments to follow for their own waste management programs. 

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

 The 1980s:  Throughout the 1980s, recycling in the U.S. had been accomplished primarily through voluntary individual and grassroots efforts.  Local recycling drives and drop-off and buy-back centers sprung up in local communities across the country.12 In response to these grassroots efforts, small businesses 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 solid waste annually—most being sent to 6,500 solid waste landfills.13 These landfills, regulated under the 1976 RCRA, inconsistently used environmental controls, and posed threats to ground and surface water resources. In response, the EPA published its Agenda for Action in February 1989.  A national goal was set for source reduction and recycling:  25 percent by 1992.14   Its “integrated approach to waste management” combined both source reduction and recycling.15

The 1990s:  By the early 1990s, the problems of solid waste disposal were still apparent.  The costs for getting rid of trash were skyrocketing due to the limited amount of available land, and the prohibitive fees at landfills.16  Remember the floating barrages of garbage? 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 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). 

 Recycling was a movement whose time had come.  However, people demanded that recycling be made easy.  The answer was curbside recycling. Newspaper, glass, aluminum cans, and plastics were 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:  collecting 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.  
In the 21st Century

In 1988, 131 million tons of solid waste went to 6,500 landfills. In 2001, fewer than 2,500 landfills remained open.20 Today, nearly all states 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. Businesses, individuals, and organizations have made a conscious effort to prevent or reduce the amount of waste they generate. 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

In addition, recycling generates two financial benefits.  The sale of recovered materials is a minor benefit. The more substantial benefit is the “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 (recycled), the fee for disposing that trash is saved. 

In recent years, environmental groups have encouraged a more global view of economizing on resources.  This approach is known as the 3Rs—reduction, reuse, and recycling.  Reduction covers such changes as decreasing the amount of packaging used and increasing the use of materials that are recyclable. Reuse refers to using the material again without significant processing.25 Recycling is 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.

Non-Government Organizations and the Recycling Movement

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

Numerous non-government organizations (NGOs), such as the Sierra Club and the National Audubon Society, influenced the creation of the EPA and the recycling movement as we know it today.  Additionally, in recent years, newly created associations and NGOs have focused on recycling, reuse, and reduction.  In the industry realm, associations and research institutes have 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.

Keep America Beautiful:  Founding and Mission

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 original mission was to address the growing litter problem in the U.S.  “Its primary activities were aimed at finding out how serious the litter problem was and what could be done about it.”29 Its research findings were then passed on to conservation leagues, garden clubs, outdoor groups, and youth organizations.  


While KAB saw itself as a national public service organization, others viewed it as a group created for its own self-interest.  After all, the organization included a large number of  can, bottle, and paper producers.  These were the same businesses whose products were littering national roadsides. State legislatures often blamed the can, bottle, and paper producers for the litter problem, rather than the individuals who tossed those products out onto the roadsides.30

Through research, KAB determined that the nation was spending $30 million in 1954 to clean up roadside litter.31 By 1959, that figure had risen to $50 million and by 1964 to $100 million.32 The clean-up fell under the jurisdiction of state and county highway departments. The clean-up costs came from local and state taxes. KAB used these research findings effectively in the media and in their national Litter Campaigns.  They worked vigorously to encourage states to strengthen and enforce their litter laws.  They pushed states to post signs warning motorists that littering was illegal and subject to fines. In addition, their Litter Campaigns called on individuals to take responsibility for reducing the amount of litter in their communities.  

By the late 1980s, KAB expanded its original mission to include recycling and solid waste management. Today, this national non-profit organization focuses on three primary areas:

· Litter Prevention

· Waste Reduction

· Beautification and Community Involvement.

Its mission is to engage individuals to take greater responsibility for improving their community environments.  Its guiding principles include:

· Individual Responsibility

· Education

· Partnerships with government, business, and civic organizations

· Volunteerism.

KAB’s national network includes more than 500 town, city, and county affiliates and 22 statewide programs that affect more than 14,000 local communities.  Surprisingly, Vermont is not a KAB state affiliate. 

KAB:  What Works

Over the past 50 years, KAB has used a combination of partnerships, educational programs,  public relations campaigns, research, and volunteers to expand and strengthen its mission.  Additionally, it demonstrated its organization’s ability to be nimble and savvy when in the late 1980s it expanded its mission to include recycling and solid waste management, in addition to reducing the nation’s litter.  
KAB continues to be instrumental in seeking partnerships to achieve its mission.  It worked with the National Education Association to develop a handbook for teachers to use in K-12 grades to educate youth about litter and recycling.  To address the problem of roadside litter right where it starts, KAB partnered with the American Automobile Association (AAA) to distribute litterbags that could easily be displayed inside one’s car to collect litter.  In regional and local communities, KAB continues to partner with numerous environmental groups and local youth groups, such as the Girl Scouts and Boy Scouts of America, to encourage clean-up and recycling efforts.  


Since its founding, KAB has utilized public relations strategies to communicate its mission and its message.  In 1965, KAB joined with Lady Bird Johnson (First Lady) to promote a highway beautification program.  In 1971, on Earth Day, it began airing its well-known “Crying Indian” public service announcement to address environmental issues related to litter.  Over a quarter century later in 1998, the ad campaign was re-introduced, again on Earth Day. This time Iron Eyes Cody was portrayed as an icon, rather than as a living person.  Additionally, KAB is skilled at utilizing prominent figures to get behind its mission and campaigns.  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.  


Fundraising is something that KAB does very well.  Its corporate sponsors include a list of 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.  Additionally, fees are charged to communities that wish to become “certified” affiliate programs.  These fees offset educational materials and KAB staff time to get communities up and running with KAB-sponsored programs.  Individuals are also encouraged to donate “tax-deductible” gifts.  In fact, in a recent research study, respondents rated KAB as the “most believable” among the top five prominent environmental organizations to donate money to.  


Since its founding, KAB has been headquartered in Stamford, Connecticut.  Its national staff is made up of 17 full and part-time employees (see Appendix 1).  However, more than 500 town, city, and county affiliates and 22 statewide programs, that affect more than 14,000 local communities, exist nationwide.  Volunteer participants are an important component to KAB’s success in carrying out its mission.  Each year, over three million volunteers work in their communities on KAB-sponsored programs and activities.  

KAB’s approach has combined both transformational and exemplary techniques.  In the 1960s, they were instrumental at utilizing research and education to pressure states into strengthening and enforcing litter legislation to address the growing litter problem.  Additionally, they used educational programs and effective public relations campaigns to build awareness and action around the growing litter problem.  In the late 1980s, when KAB expanded its mission to include recycling and solid waste management, it utilized some of the same techniques proven to be successful in its approach to reducing litter.  Its “Close the Loop:  Buy Recycle” and “Waste in the Workplace” programs are exemplary of their efforts in the area of recycling.  

KAB is also a national resource for communities to establish an environmental court if a community suspects violations in their town or city’s waste management procedures and environmental codes.  They’ve identified over 35 environmental court judges in 25 communities that can provide assistance and guidance to communities and environmental court judges.  

Additionally, KAB’s exemplary techniques of combining both individual and collective action have made for successful efforts.   When it was originally founded, KAB knew that it needed to engage the nation’s industries in its fight against litter.  They were savvy in bringing on board executives from the can, paper, and bottle industries.  Those partnerships illustrated industry’s collective action to fight litter.  In addition, these partnerships helped expand KAB’s mission to endorse and strengthen individual action in communities across America.  

KAB’s transition to include recycling and solid waste appeared to be a natural evolution for this national non-profit organization.  With all that was happening in the late 1980s, KAB realized that they needed to be at the forefront of the environmental movement focused on recycling and the reduction of solid waste.  In the 1990s, they embraced the global view of waste reduction and the 3Rs.  Their educational materials and community programs support this concept.  As an NGO, Keep America Beautiful has been and will continue to be instrumental in reducing and recycling America’s solid waste.  
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