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cardboard boxes—8.2 million metric tons—than newspa-
pers, office paper, and junk mail combined. And we still
discard twice as many plastic soda bottles than we recycle.

“If you want to have the most beneficial impact on
waste, you need to focus on the first R: reduce,” says Phil
Simmons, an engineer at Hydroqual, a New Jersey-based
environmental consulting firm. For any packaging you
can't avoid, turn to the other R’s: reuse and recycle. To
reuse, save sturdy boxes to ship gifts or store books, or
flatten to make art projects, says Michelle Bexelius,
founder of ecokido.org; use glass and metal containers to
organize household items like art supplies.

Recycling, however, takes some specific know-how.
“When it comes to recycling, metals are almost always in
demand, but plastics are trickier,” says Simmons, the
primary author of the 2006 State of Garbage in America
Report, a state-by-state quantitative overview of waste
generation and recovery. Most curbside recycling
programs accept #1 and #2 plastics, such as beverage
and detergent containers, but fewer also collect plastic
film, such as grocery bags, dry-cleaner bags, and
plastic wrap. As a result, less than 12 percent of
all plastic packaging is recovered; the rest ends

learn which numbered plastics and other materials
they accept. And finally, recognize that not all pack-
aging materials are created equal. Plastics, metals,
glass, and paper all carry different environmental
costs—and the good-versus-bad breakdown may
surprise you. “It’s not just the materials we put in
recycling bins, but also all the energy and resources
to make the item,” Simmons explains. For instance,
producing brand-new glass bottles requires two-
thirds more energy than producing new plastic
bottles. Consult the chart on page 48 for informa-
tion about which packaging materials cause the
most damage and which offer the most hope. >
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