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HISTORY OF AMERICAN RECYCLING

The past has a profound influence on the future, and recycling in the U.S. has a past filled with both success and failure.  An understanding of the factors contributing to each will help you maximize your program’s successes and minimize its failures.  The following section discusses the history of American recycling from its very beginning.

[image: image2.wmf]Throughout its history, the United States has demonstrated individual and public support for recycling.  In the very early years, America’s colonials found themselves months away from the mining and manufacturing centers of Europe, from the silks of the Orient, and from a host of valuable raw materials available only through import.

Almost every village had a blacksmith to repair and remanufacture farm tools, firearms and metal goods.  Quilting bees formed to extend the use of worn and tattered garments, converting them to bedclothes.  Products made with materials native to one geographic section of the growing colonies were repaired and reused in areas where their base materials were uncommon.  These early efforts were, in effect, recycling.

As the nation grew, and long before urban discards appeared to threaten the environment, entrepreneurs began collecting metals, rags, and even paper fibers for resale and remanufacture.  The secondary materials industry formed by these rag pickers flourished through the nation’s industrialization, and indeed continues to flourish today.

Meanwhile, America’s industrialization, coupled with faster ships, railroads, and the motor truck, made delivery of distant ores and fabrics faster.  Consumer goods were plentiful and natural resources seemed infinite.  Consumers became complacent and lost interest in recycling.  Disposal became more expedient.

The outbreak of World War II changed things.  Precious imports such as rubber, tin and aluminum – vital to both domestic and military needs – were suddenly a world away.  Americans started recycling like they’d never recycled before.  School children saved string and balls of aluminum wrapping. Families washed and flattened that era’s heavier “tin cans” to salvage the valuable tin no longer available through import.  Paper was saved and taken to the local scavenger.  Broken metal toys and damaged cooking utensils were turned in for remanufacture.  Used tires were no longer discarded. They were consolidated for remanufacture to provide new tires for war machines and industry alike.

[image: image3.wmf]As the war ended and servicemen returned, American industry converted back to production of peacetime products.  Great advances and improvements were made in U.S. manufacturing.  Base goods decreased and the former impetus that encouraged the recovery of materials faded away.  Americans became preoccupied with consumption.  Consequently, home recycling almost disappeared.

Then, with the birth of environmental awareness in the mid-1960s, recycling began a slow but inexorable rebirth.  Threats to the urban environment created new incentives to reshape and redirect the technologies employed in urban wastes processing and disposal.

Fortunes were invested and often lost on poorly conceived and executed waste recovery technologies.  Variations of composting appeared; shredding of solid wastes fueled public utility boilers; organic materials were converted to petroleum substitutes.  A new generation of waste-to-energy incinerators came on line.  Material recovery plants to reclaim metals, glass, and light organics were built, placed into operation, and then disbanded as costs and environmental side effects destroyed their economic benefits.  It appeared that no matter how simple or farfetched these promising technologies were, none was without problems.

Meanwhile, the country’s growing productivity and the resultant increase in leisure time fed America’s desire for convenience and luxury.  Consumers began to demand “time-saving” products.  They started buying things that could be thrown away after use including paper towels, paper plates and paper cups, plastic knives, forks and spoons, and disposable diapers.  Frozen dinners and home-delivered pizza became a way of life.  Preparation time was reduced and cleaning up required nothing more than a walk to the garbage can to dispose of packaging.

Items once considered luxuries for the home became commonplace – the second car was necessary for transportation to leisure activities.  Microwaves and other electric appliances helped keep time in the kitchen to a minimum, while the myriad of miracle cleaners and gadgets made housework easier.  Televisions, stereos, VCRs, compact disc players, and AM/FM radios provided the entertainment consumers wanted in their homes.  Outside, a vast assortment of fertilizers, pesticides and herbicides were available to help keep yards more beautiful with less work.

[image: image4.wmf]Consumers demanded it all, and now these disposable conveniences and the residue from their manufacture are threatening to overtax the existing capacity to process and dispose of these urban wastes without harming the environment.

The need for incineration and environmentally secure land disposal will probably never be eliminated.  But environmental integrity must be assured and reducing the amount of wastes forced upon them daily will extend the capacities of both technologies.  Recycling is one solution.

Efficient, large-scale recycling programs began in the mid-1980s and continue to spread across the country.  Drop-off programs remain popular ways for citizens to help their favorite charities and buy-back centers provide additional income for many.  Curbside collection programs are making the greatest impact on the residential waste reduction and causing municipal and county governments to take a serious look at this technology.  These officials are observing what’s going on in cities like San Jose, California and Seattle, Washington.  The general consensus: curbside recycling programs are successful primarily because they make it convenient for residents to recycle.

Success stories from across the nation are impacting the way solid waste managers view the role of recycling in waste reduction.  This, combined with community pressure to save natural resources and energy, supports the continued growth of recycling in America.  Once again the “waste not, want not” philosophy that helped build this nation is evident, as Americans discover recycling is both realistic and practical.
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