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Introduction

The recycling movement in the United States gained a solid footing in the late 1980s for three primary reasons:  the belief that the nation was running out of landfill space; the thought that recycling solid waste made economic and environmental sense; and changes in public policy.  In 1988, through the efforts of grassroots organizations and concerned citizens, the nation recycled approximately 12 percent of its solid waste.
 In 1989, the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) called for states to devise voluntary recycling plans that would cut solid waste disposal by 25 percent.
   By the end of the next decade, the nation exceeded that goal and was recycling at a rate of about 27 percent.
  

Today, environmental non-government organizations (NGOs) have looked at past recycling efforts and are saying, “They are not enough.”  Also, they have had to refute the claims from opponents of recycling that costs for recycling are just too high—for both industries and communities, and that recycling really hasn’t helped the environment. In some respects, that true.   In 1998, with 27 percent of the nation’s solid waste being recycled, there was still a large percentage of waste being incinerated or buried in landfills: 16 percent and 57 percent, respectively.
 Current movements initiated by existing and newly formed NGOs still favor recycling, but are also focusing on zero waste, advanced disposal fees, and a national bottle bill.  

This paper will initially discuss the recycling movement under the lens of U.S. environmental history and environmental philosophy.  It will then look at NGOs and their influence over industry and public policy.  The paper concludes with a review of where we stand today in recycling, and a brief discussion of a new movement—zero waste.  

Trends in Environmental History and the Recycling Movement

Prior to and immediately following World War II, environmental values were rooted in conservation—efficient development, use, and preservation of natural resources.  In part, the movement focused on science, technology, and government to bring about efficiencies for the use and preservation of America’s natural resources. 

By the 1960s, environmental values began to change.  Rising standards of living and access to higher levels of education influenced a change in people’s values.
  Quality of life issues began to surface, especially as people began to question the quality of their air and water. The emphasis started to shift from conservation and preservation to a focus on scientific environmentalism.
  Research was used to call attention to the environmental crises.  In turn, environmentalists called on the public to act.
  By the 1980s, a third wave of environmentalism witnessed the proliferation of grassroots efforts and what some call “participatory environmentalism.”
  

NGOs involved in the recycling movement follow a similar historical pattern.  In 1953, Keep America Beautiful (KAB) was founded to address the nation’s growing litter problem.  Its mission was rooted in the conservation and preservation values of the time—preserve the natural environment so that future generations could enjoy it. KAB evoked sentimentally in its call for preserving the environment with its anti-litter campaigns which featured Iron Eyes Cody, The Crying Indian.  It wasn’t until the late 1980s, that KAB expanded its mission to include recycling and solid waste management.  Supporting the recycling movement seemed to be a natural evolution of KAB’s original mission.  

Other NGOs took the lead during the second wave that started in the 1960s. Organizations such as the Environmental Defense Fund (EDF), founded in 1967 by four scientists, emerged to address the rights of having clean air and water, healthy and nourishing food, and a flourishing environment.  By the late 1980s, EDF began extensive research on the repackaging and recycling efforts of the fast food chains.  By the early 1990s, EDF worked in partnership with McDonald’s to change and reduce its packaging.  (More about that later).

By the 1990s, grassroots efforts sprung up in the third wave. Recycling in all its forms, but especially as curbside recycling (still voluntary and not mandatory in the U.S.), exemplifies participatory environmentalism.  Additionally, throughout the decade, new companies sprung up to produce a variety of products touting claims of “environmentally friendly,” and “made of recycled products.” Consumers were concerned about the validity of those claims.  To address those fears, non-profit organizations such as Green Seal and Green Cross were founded.  And when it became apparent at the end of the decade that recycling would not be enough to continue the reduction of solid waste, the Grassroots Recycling Network (GRRN) was formed to advocate for the concept of zero waste.  Again, the success of this movement calls on individuals and businesses to “do their part” to move us toward zero waste.    

Environmental Philosophy and the Recycling Movement

For centuries, many approaches to ethics have proposed the idea that humans and non-humans have natural rights.
  In the 1960s and 1970s, the idea of asserting human rights, including “environmental” rights, surfaced for the first time as people considered quality of life issues.  Some environmentalists even dreamed of an “Environmental Bill of Rights” and wanted to amend the U.S. Constitution.
  The environmental ethic or philosophy was human-centered or anthropocentric.  

Another philosophy that evolved was the ecocentric or ecologically-centered view.  This ethic views all of nature as having rights, including the trees, wilderness, and even the rocks.  During the 1970s and 1980s,“ecophilosophers” discussed ecocentric approaches that started to change the way people thought about nature.  Rather than just conserving and managing the Earth’s resources, people were encouraged to view nature and the Earth’s resources as finite.  New concepts emerged including limited growth; ecological holism; sustainability in technological planning and practice; stewardship of resources, including materials recycling and protection of air, soil, and water; biodiversity; and in some form wilderness protection.

The recycling movement combines both anthropocentric and ecocentric ethics.  If you look at the history of Keep America Beautiful, its founding was based on conserving and preserving the Earth for future generations.  Its extensive anti-litter campaigns were grounded in the anthropocentric ethic.  Decades later, this same NGO expanded its mission to incorporate an emphasis on the ecocentric philosophy.  As KAB focuses on recycling and solid waste reduction, it continues to emphasize the Earth’s limited resources and the need for sustainability in technology planning and practice with regard to recycling and reducing solid waste. 

An NGO’s Influence on U.S. Industry 

Throughout the 1990s, environmental organizations increased their clout and gained the public trust. Some companies turned to NGOs for advice and partnerships. One such example was the partnership between the Environmental Defense Fund (EDF) and McDonald’s.
  These two groups jointly commissioned scientific research to examine ways in which McDonald’s could reduce and recycle waste.  The study produced proposals for phasing out bleached paper; testing reusable cups, coffee filters, and shipping containers; and buying recycled materials. McDonald’s followed most of the study’s recommendations, including reducing the weight of its drinking straws by 20 percent; thereby eliminating one million pounds of waste per year. 
 

Prior to the partnership with EDF, McDonald’s was a source of controversy in its approach to how it handled waste.  The company’s move from polystyrene to paper packaging was a major blow to the plastics industry—McDonald’s used one percent of all polystyrene produced.
 However, the McDonald’s/EDF cooperative study broke new ground.  It boosted the advocacy power of environmental groups and brought public attention to the practice of “lifecycle analysis”, giving the practice legitimacy and increasing the likelihood of its use by more companies as they tried to gauge the environmental impact of their actions and products.
  

Today, EDF continues its cooperative partnerships. They currently are involved in paper recycling programs with Kinko’s Inc., a leading photocopying and office services business, and Citigroup, a international financial and investment management firm.  The goals of these programs include: reducing copy paper use, purchasing environmentally preferable copy paper, and evaluating the manufacturing and forestry practices of their paper suppliers.
  

This is just one success story of the 1990s.  There are probably many others.  However, not all companies embraced the recycling movement.  For most manufacturers, especially those of paper, glass, plastic, and aluminum, recycling meant costly retooling of existing operations and infrastructure.  For the most part, as recycling became more mainstream in society, businesses and manufacturers began to see the economic benefits of recycling—new markets for recycled materials and products made from recycled components. 

Emergence of New NGOs as a Consequence of Recycling 

Beginning in the late 1980s and continuing throughout the 1990s, the recycling movement created a proliferation of new business and employment opportunities.  On one hand, the recycling of paper, glass, aluminum, and plastics created new business ventures for the processing of these materials.  On the other hand, numerous new businesses began manufacturing and selling “green” products to a new market of “green” consumers.  Newly formed non-profit organizations, such as Green Seal and Green Cross, responded to the growing market of recycled and environmentally safe products. 

In the early 1990s, Green Seal began to issue their “seals of approval” for products that met their standards of being environmentally beneficial.
  Their standards were established by evaluating the life cycle of a product from its manufacture to its final disposal.  The Green Seal could be found on paints by Sherwin-Williams and on showerheads by Teledyne Water-Pik.  Current partnerships with major hotel chains now emphasize sustainable consumption in the tourism industry, while their “Greening Your Government Program,” addresses changes in the U.S. federal government to bring about sustainable consumption.

The Green Cross program, initiated by four Western retailers, also focused on verifying manufacturers’ claims about the environmental characteristics of their products.  However, the Green Cross program limited its research to verifying recycled content claims on products and packaging.  In the 1990s, when manufacturers brought recycled plastic trash bags to the market, Green Cross verified that the manufacturers could make the claim of “recyclable”.  If the trash bags didn’t contain 80 percent of recycled plastic, they couldn’t be classified as “recyclable.”

Public Policy and Recycling

According to Christopher Bosso, “Public support for environmental values is tempered by economic concerns, and refracted through a formal policymaking system where local, short-term interests wield tremendous leverage.”
   The recycling movement is a case in point.

Originally a grassroots effort that started with Earth Day 1970, the recycling movement didn’t take hold until the 1980s when fears of running out of local landfill space escalated.  Additionally, quality of life issues concerned most Americans who didn’t want landfills or incinerators located in their back yards (Not In My Back Yard—NIMBY).  Recycling seemed like a movement that people could easily get behind.  And in some communities, people did.  

However, recycling was an economic concern for businesses, especially for the producers of paper, glass, aluminum, and plastics.  Significant financial costs would need to be incurred for manufacturers to recycle materials, such as glass and paper, and then use those recycled materials in newly manufactured products.  But as recycling became “institutionalized within American society,” 
 manufacturers and businesses began to see the benefits of recycling. New employment opportunities, new business ventures, and, in some areas, totally new industries were created in support of the recycling movement.  

Even as recycling became a social norm, and businesses embraced it as the “socially responsible” thing to do, public policy in support of recycling has been weak. No federal law requires recycling. To date, recycling has been strictly voluntary. 

Yet, the EPA calls recycling “one of the best environmental success stories of the late 20th century.” 
  However, in 1998, only one-third of all U.S. households participated in recycling programs. 
  The nation’s current rate of recycling stands at 27 percent.
  There are indicators that the EPA would like to see the recycling rate increase to 35 percent, yet changes in public policy are not part of the plan.  Most environmental NGOs believe that the nation’s current recycling effort has reached its plateau, and that other initiatives need to become part of public policy.  

Resources for the Future (RTF) sees recycling as just one of the ways to reduce the nation’s solid waste. Initiatives such as deposit/refund programs, recycling subsidies, and advance disposal fees need to be combined with recycling.
  However, each program has an associated cost that would ultimately be passed on to the consumer.

Deposit/refund programs place a fee or deposit on a product when it is purchased, and then refund that deposit when the used product is returned for recycling. Achieving a 10 percent waste reduction through a deposit/refund program would cost approximately $45 per ton.  Recycling subsidies offer monetary support to manufacturing firms that use recyclable materials. Achieving a 10 percent waste reduction through recycling subsidies would cost approximately $85 per ton.  Advance disposal fees are charged to manufacturers to cover the eventual disposal or recycling costs of their products. (There is currently a grassroots movement to charge an advance disposal fee on new computers.) Achieving a 10 percent waste reduction through advance disposal fees would cost approximately $98 per ton.
  

The research concluded that the least expensive way to make consumers bear the costs of waste transport and disposal was in deposit/refund programs.  A classic example of a deposit/refund program is the bottle bill.  Although research shows that bottle bills can be highly effective in reducing solid waste in landfills, only 11 states, including Vermont, have laws on the books. Oregon was the first state to put a cash deposit on cans and bottles in 1970.  Over the last 30 years, 10 other states enacted bottle bills, the most recent being Hawaii in 2002.
   

According to the Container Recycling Institute (CRI), in states that have a deposit/refund program, an average of 80 percent of beverage bottles and cans are recycled.  However, that figure drops to 40 percent in those states without a deposit/refund program.  Additionally, 55 percent of all recycled containers come from the 11 states with bottle bills.

So why haven’t more states adopted a bottle bill? Some environmentalists blame the incredible lobbying power of the beverage industry that heavily funds Keep America Beautiful.  These industries claim that the bottle bill is nothing more than a “hidden tax” passed on to the consumer.  These kinds of anti-bottle bill campaigns prevent the bills from passing with the voters.  KAB’s position on the bottle bill is somewhat ironic since research shows that bottle bills reduce the amount of litter. Allen Hershkowitz, senior scientist at the Natural Resources Defense Council (NRDC) notes, “The Bottle Bill has been one of the most successful litter reduction measures.
 

In April 2002, Vermont Senator James Jeffords proposed a national bottle bill with an across the board .10 deposit/refund (The National Beverage Producer Responsibility Act, 

S 2220, H.R. 5210.). It called for a performance standard for industry to meet.  However, it allowed industry the freedom to design the most efficient deposit/refund program to reach the standard. Unfortunately the bill was defeated, causing an estimated 114 billion beverage containers to end up in U.S. landfills.
  The defeat of a national bottle bill illustrates the concept of competing coalitions.  It demonstrates a classic example of competing interests between industry and environmental NGOS.  Additionally, competing interests exist between the environmental NGOs.  All of these competing interests ultimately affect the outcome of public policy, or the lack thereof.    

Opponents of Recycling and NGOs—Competing Coalitions

Perhaps the most serious attack on the recycling movement came in 1996, when John Tierney’s article “Recycling Is Garbage,” appeared in the June 30th edition of The New York Times Magazine.  The article created doubts about the benefits of recycling.  Tierney wrote, “Recycling squanders money and good will, and doesn’t do much for the environment either.” The piece drew more mail than any other article published by the magazine.  Within a few days of the publication, Rudolph Giuliani, New York’s mayor at the time, rolled back the city’s recycling program and reduced the number of pickups from once a week to every other week.  

Environmental groups were outraged.  The Environmental Defense Fund (EDF) and Natural Resources Defense Council (NRDC) worked in tandem to publish lengthy rebuttals to the Times’ article.  They claimed Tierney drew heavily on the anti-recycling sentiment of the Reason Foundation, a Libertarian group that favors certain industries that get hurt by recycling.  Keep America Beautiful (KAB), on the other hand, took a “lukewarm” position.  KAB felt that the Times’ article brought attention to the fact that recycling was not the sole solution to solid waste management. It corroborated some of the article’s facts.  For example, KAB noted that even if the U.S. achieves its goal of 25 percent recycling (the EPA’s 1989 recommendation), there would still be 156 million tons of solid waste that would need to be managed annually.

Opponents of recycling continue to debate the cost of recycling and its affect on the environment.  Some anti-recycling proponents claim that the landfill capacity in the U.S. is plentiful.  They claim that “providing landfill space for 1,000 years of America’s garbage would require an area only one tenth the size of all the open rangeland in the U.S.”
 If recycling didn’t happen, they note, there would simply be more landfills. That position is totally unacceptable to environmental groups.  They claim that because of the recycling movement, existing landfill space has actually increased.  Additionally, simply having more landfill space doesn’t address the ongoing crisis of how we handle our solid waste, today and into the future.  

The Recycling Movement:  A New Wave

In 1970, just two voluntary curbside recycling programs existed in the U.S.  Today, over 7,000 programs, reaching one-third of all U.S. households, are active at reducing solid waste in communities throughout America.
 The EPA calls recycling “one of the best environmental success stories of the late 20th century.”
 However, the statistics demonstrate that much more needs to be done to significantly decrease solid waste.

The U.S. contains only five percent of the world’s population.  Yet it uses 25 percent of the Earth’s resources.  And, it generates 19 percent of the world’s wastes.
  Among the world’s 20 most industrially advanced countries, the U.S. ranks only 15th in paper recycling efforts and 19th in glass recycling.  Some 96 percent of U.S. plastic, and 50 percent of its paper, goes into landfills.
  

Estimates show that U.S. residents, businesses, and institutions generate about 210 million tons of solid waste every year.  On average, that’s about four pounds of waste per person, per day.
 Most of the refuse is sent to landfills or incinerators, with only about 27 percent recycled. Between 1990-1997, plastic packaging grew five times faster by weight than plastic recovered for recycling. It is estimated that 94 percent of the materials used in the manufacture of the average U.S. product are thrown away before the product reaches the shelves.

It is apparent that recycling in its current state is not sufficient to address the growing problem of how America deals with its solid waste.  To that end, some environmental NGOs are advocating “zero waste.” The concept surfaced in the U.S. in the early 1990s at board meetings of the National Recycling Coalition (NRC).  At that time, board members were discussing the European model of Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR), in which businesses are mandated to take responsibility for the waste they create. Unfortunately, the NRC board couldn’t agree to the terms of establishing a U.S. model of EPR.  Out of the debate, a new NGO was formed in 1996 to address zero waste.  The Grassroots Recycling Network (GRRN), founded by members of the Sierra Club, the Institute for Local Self-Reliance, and the California Resource Recovery Association, promotes zero waste as a philosophy and design principle of the 21st Century.

Zero waste includes recycling.  However, it expands recycling by taking a “whole system” approach to the vast flow of resources and waste that permeates human society.  Zero waste maximizes recycling, minimizes waste, reduces consumption, and ensures that products are made to be reused, repaired, or recycled back into nature or the marketplace.
  GRRN has directed campaigns against Coca-Cola and Pepsi to use a higher percentage of post-consumer waste in its plastic beverage bottles.  They have also assisted communities, like Seattle, Washington, which had already achieved a 60 percent recycling rate, to develop zero waste strategies in its solid waste plan.
  

Conclusion

The recycling movement began as a social movement on Earth Day 1970.  Over the last three decades, recycling has become an American convention. Most of us view recycling as our way to help preserve the planet and protect the environment.  Perhaps that is why voluntary curbside recycling took hold in the late 1980s and has continued into the 21st century, with one-third of American households participating in recycling.   

However, recycling may give us a false sense of security regarding our environment.  And with recent claims from the EPA’s first comprehensive analysis of the quality of the environment, released in June 2003, 
 it may cause most Americans to feel complacent towards the environment and the issues raised by environmental NGOs.   

Problems with the disposal of our solid waste still exist and will continue to exist until we address the fact that as a nation we use 25 percent of the Earth’s resources and generate 19 percent of the world’s waste.
  Additionally, the U.S. lags behind other industrially advanced countries when it comes to recycling.  

In the 1990s, just when the recycling movement was taking hold, social values were changing that, I believe, negated some of the environmental benefits of recycling.  During the last decade, single-family homes were built larger than ever before.  It was no longer the social norm to have a three-bedroom, two-bathroom house.  Today, the majority of homes being built include four or five bedrooms and three bathrooms.  A house with a two-car garage used to be the standard.  Now, houses come with three-car garages to accommodate the three-vehicle family—minivan, sport utility vehicle, and car.  

In the early 1990s, computer usage, the Internet, and email were just beginning to surface for a majority of Americans.  A decade later, computers have become a necessity for how we do our work, manage our households, do our schoolwork, and communicate with others. Today, many households have not one, but two computers.  Electronics are at their lowest cost in decades.  It’s now common for homes to have two or three televisions.  That’s in addition to multiple VCRs and DVD players (the latter making VCRs obsolete). And, every family member has a cell phone.  That’s in addition to the regular wall phone or cordless phone found at home.  

Houses are bigger.  Vehicles are bigger.  The latest computers and electronics are found in almost every home.  As our consumption increases, we still recycle bottles, cans, paper and plastics.  We think that by recycling we are saving the planet, helping the environment.  We deceive ourselves so well.

Perhaps it’s time for a new social movement to take hold—one calling for zero waste, sustainable development, and sustainable consumption.  But do we have the luxury of waiting 20 or 30 years for this movement to become a social institution?  I don’t think we can wait.  
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