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According to the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), the average American creates 4.4 pounds of trash each day, 60% of which has the potential to be recycled. This means a family of four creates about 13.2 pounds of trash per day, and almost 100 pounds per week. Extrapolate that number to include the surrounding community over the course of a year and it is easy to see why Americans are known worldwide as an extraordinarily wasteful nation. Although many refuse to believe it, we are already seeing the consequences of our unsustainable lifestyles in rising oil prices and global climate change. In order to lessen the burden that our trash is having on planet Earth, it is important to take steps towards reducing our impact. Recycling is easy, and it just makes sense.

Plastics continue to become more important in today’s world as various new applications are found for their use every day. They are highly desirable to work with because they are cheap to produce and manipulate, lightweight, which reduces costs of transportation, durable, and provide a practical substance from which to produce a variety of products (Hopewell et al. 2009). However, despite the durability and long-lasting nature of plastics, nearly half of all plastics are used in disposable items like packaging, while only about a quarter are used for applications with an intermediate lifespan such as infrastructure, pipes, and structural supplies (Hopewell et al. 2009). Furthermore, due to the durability of discarded plastics, their presence in landfills continues to increase even though efforts are being taken to improve recycling techniques and rates (Subramanian 2000). On the other hand, rumors suggesting that we will soon run out of space for landfills are entirely false. It has been calculated that all of the garbage produced in the United States over the next one thousand years would fit into a forty-four square mile landfill that is one hundred twenty feet deep (Subramanian 2000). Despite the impracticality of transporting and accumulating all of our country’s trash to a single location over a full millennium, the proposal still does not support the disposal of plastic as an alternative to reducing, reusing, or recycling. The benefits of recycling far outweigh any potentially negative consequences, and almost all arguments against recycling can be countered by direct evidence from current research. Recycling plastics reduces the consumption of energy and waste materials, in addition to providing a more cost-efficient alternative to producing plastics derived from virgin materials.


An article titled Recycling Is Garbage, written by John Tierney, was published in the New York Times on June 30th, 1996, attacking the practice of recycling. He claims that our country’s sudden misdirected “moral imperative” to recycle is only a method of coping with our “garbage guilt.” Tierney starts off his story with an elementary school class who collects trash and recyclables from their playground, noting that the materials they used to gather the trash, such as rubber gloves and plastic bags, created more trash than they saved in the recovery of a few recyclable materials. Throughout the remainder of the article, he parallels many pro-recycling arguments with the elementary-level logic displayed by some of the students from this class. He begins his attack on recycling by making the argument that landfills are in fact a viable and more practical alternative to recycling. According to him, the United States has more landfill space available now than it has had in the previous ten years. Furthermore, out of all the possible things that can be put into landfills, plastics take up the least amount space. Once we are done with the landfills and we cover them up, Tierney also believes that they are just as suitable as any other land to be built upon or allow our children to attend school upon. 


The total area of the United States has not increased by any means in recent years. Nor has it decreased, which is irrelevant other than to show that the size of our country is not a dynamic characteristic. With this in mind, the only way that our country could have acquired more space for landfills would be through designating previously non-landfill land as now being used for a landfill. Just because we have the land available for landfills does not mean we should use it for that purpose. We do have enough room for the landfills, but the space inside of the current landfills is decreasing, which is driving the price of disposal upwards (Al-Salem 2009). Why should we dig more landfills if we can slow our disposal rates and continue using current landfills for as long as possible? 

Plastic represents 12.3% of our Municipal Solid Waste (Subramanian 2000). Even though we are not about to run out of space, recycling this plastic would still have a huge impact on the amount of landfill space our country uses. Our society always seems to take something for granted until it is about to run out. Why don’t we use this land for something more beneficial? Why don’t we grow more crops on this land and feed our increasing population? According to Tierney, this land is as good as any, but I would not eat anything grown here, especially not when landfills need to look out for methane and chemical leaks for many years after they are sealed (Emberton 1986). 


He also denounces our need to be “trash independent.” If landfill space is running low in a particular community, he believes that it is no problem to simply ship our trash to another community, one with more landfill space to spare. The size and weight of garbage trucks hints at their poor fuel efficiency, releasing large amounts of greenhouse gases in our atmosphere. Tierney’s proposal to relocate garbage is absurd and would dramatically increase the amount of resources wasted in burying our own waste. All of the oil these trucks use in driving garbage around could be used to transport plastic for recycling, a much more lightweight and fuel-efficient endeavor (Hopewell et al. 2009).


Tierney, in Recycling Is Garbage, also references the benefits of using plastic packaging. According to him, it actually saves resources and reduces trash. He cites an example in Mexico City where families purchase fewer packaged goods but still produce one third more trash than we do here in the United States. He claims that this is because they buy more fresh foods in bulk, and without plastic packaging, these foods spoil more quickly and go unused. It is easy to see how plastic may provide superior preservation to paper and cardboard. The preservative factors of plastic that allow it to preserve food better are the same factors that prevent plastic from breaking down in landfills. Plastic is only beneficial in this case if it is reused. This is not likely, however, seeing as most plastic packaging is single-use only (Hopewell et al. 2009). 

Tierney also tries to defend the disposal of plastic by attacking other common packaging materials. Most people, even those without a scientific background such as Tierney, know that materials like paper are biodegradable and will breakdown much more quickly than inorganic materials like plastic. Plastics may take up less room in a landfill, but contrary to Tierney’s belief, paper will degrade much more quickly than will plastic (Emberton 1986). This is just another example of his, although persuasive, poorly supported attacks on recycling. The recycling of plastic not only saves space in landfills, but also and more importantly, reduces the production of plastic and the demand for acquisition and processing of virgin materials. By using recycled plastics to create products previously created by virgin materials, we observe both economical and environmental benefits. 

Producing plastic requires petrochemicals that are derivatives of petroleum, a fossil fuel. Plastics are produced from about 4% of the worlds oil and gas supply, and another 4% are needed to complete the actual manufacturing process (Hopewell et al. 2009). The differences between raw materials and recycled materials are obvious when compared side by side. When producing one tonne of polyethylene terephthalate (PET) plastic, the most simple and easy to recycle, 82.7 GJ of energy and 66 kL of water are used, while releasing 3.4 tonnes of carbon dioxide. When producing one tonne of plastic from recycled plastics, between 8 and 55 GJ of energy and 3.5 kL of water are used while releasing only 1.4 tonnes of carbon dioxide (Hopewell et al. 2009). As the recycling rate of the public increases, we are also becoming more efficient. If 100% recycled PET plastic were used in place of virgin materials for plastic production, emissions would be reduced from 446g to 327g of carbon dioxide per bottle, which equivocates to a 27% reduction in over all emissions (Hopewell et al. 2009). From these numbers it is clear that the impact made by using recycled plastic, especially on a large scale, could alter the consequences faced by our environment. With recycled plastics becoming more common, many people are skeptical about the quality of these recycled plastics and how useful they will be compared to the primary product. The quality of the new product is generally not higher than the original and may in fact be lesser, but recycled plastics have many opportunities for future use including the production of concrete, carpet, and materials such as fleece (Siddique et al. 2008).

There are alternatives to both disposal in a landfill and recycling of plastic products. Some industries are focusing on energy recovery by incineration (Hopewell et al. 2009). Although it is not always extremely efficient, energy savings are possible if the energy used in collecting and processing the recycled plastic is less than the energy used to produce the plastic (Lea 1996). The average energy saving for incinerated plastic is 32.6 GJ per tonne (Lea 1996), which also results in saving landfill space, but holds high suspicion of releasing such harmful chemicals including dioxins and polychlorinated biphenyls, usually from materials integrated with PVC piping (Hopewell et al. 2009). For most, this energy recovery is considered inferior to landfilling, which shows that recycling is the only way we can generate positive outcomes for our unusable plastics (Hopewell et al. 2009 & Subramanian 2000).  

With the uncertain future of our oil supply, using recycled plastics also provides a more stable market for plastic consumers. Petrochemicals are used in the production of plastic, whose price fluctuates constantly as the price of oil rises and falls. Since 2005, the price of a barrel of oil has ranged from 25 USD per barrel, to between 50 and 100 USD per barrel (Hopewell et al. 2009). Moreover, the price of recycled plastics is always cheaper than purchasing new plastic. However, the difficulty lies in finding a constant market (Hopewell et al. 2009). 

Tierney draws on a historical example to justify the continued use of Earth’s limited supply of fossil fuels. He references the oil shortage of the 1970’s and the unnecessary sense of panic that it caused. According to him, there was no need to panic then, and there is no need to panic now, because we “humans have continually found new supplies or devised new technologies.” His argument is that we should not fear running out of our fossil fuels because we will always find more, or will find a way to find more. This is a shortsighted argument that offers a temporary solution to a, more or less, permanent problem. In our success of finding more resources like fossil fuels, Tierney points out the decrease in cost of these materials, further evidence that we have nothing of which to be afraid. However, the steadily increasing cost of gasoline provides an obvious response to this, contrary to his belief.

The main flaw regarding most of Tierney’s arguments is that they fail to consider the long-term effects. The immediate consequences of recycling are difficult to assess since their environmental benefits play more of a preventative role in maintaining Earth’s natural resources than an active role in solving a highly visible problem. Tierney appeals to the public on an economic platform, expressing the great financial shortcomings of recycling. Unfortunately, the largest priority on his agenda, and likely on those of many others in our country, is money. Even if the collection of recyclables provides an additional cost, and even if it is cheaper to put garbage into the ground, he is missing the point. More money can be always be printed to fund recycling programs such as curbside pick-up and energy recovery processes, but our natural resources themselves will not last forever. No amount of money can simulate the millions of years required to degrade organic matter under enormous pressure as to supply our world with oil and natural gas. Even as we continue to improve the efficiency of recycling, a small amount of material and energy is lost at each step. We will eventually deplete many of our resources; it is only a matter of time. The outlook is good, however. We have great control over when this time will be, and recycling is the first step to extending the life of our resources. It is easy for those such as Tierney, who will not live to see all of the future detrimental effects of our lifestyles, to make claims attacking the legitimacy of current thoughts and practices on recycling. It is not so much a “legal or moral imperative” as he believes, but more of a logical decision that is easy to make when one has the right facts. Clearly, Tierney is a talented writer, but he should leave the science to the scientists.

Despite the benefits of recycling plastic, it is not a solution to all of our problems. There are many plastics than cannot be recycled, or are too difficult to be recycled. Before recycling it is imperative to first reduce our use of plastics, and then reuse products when possible (Hopewell et al. 2009 & Subramanian 2000). It is not realistic, however, to reuse all plastic or cut down on it’s use. The role of plastics in our society is too important to simply halt production. Yet, since it is derived from fossil fuels, of which we will inevitably run out, where do we draw the line? With the increasing amounts of plastic we use today, it is very important that we continue improving our methods of recycling to reduce the waste we produce and save resources. Recycling plastic decreases our use of landfills and petrochemicals. It conserves energy and water, and reduces carbon dioxide emissions. It will even save money, for those to whom the well being of the environment is not a priority. Despite opposition, such as the article in the New York Times, plastic recycling continues to increase, foreshadowing a hopeful future in our plastic world. 
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