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Executive Summary !
!
! In this paper I will discuss the issue of packaging waste and provide recommendations 

as to what I believe the United States can do to reducing packaging waste.  As a whole, 

packaging waste has gotten out of control around the world.  However, the United States 

seems to be steps behind other countries in effectively finding was to reduce packaging 

waste.  In fact, “The U.S. manages to produce a quarter of the world’s waste despite the fact 

that its population of 300 million is less than 5% of the world’s population, according to 2005 

estimates”(Malone).  The United States needs to address this issue more seriously, at a 

national level, which is why I am addressing this paper the the United States Environmental 

Protection Agency (EPA).  The amount of waste produced and disposed of in the United 

States is causing serious environmental harm.  The EPA has the expertise and the power to 

address this issue at a national level. !

This paper seeks to first provide on overview of why packaging exists and why it has 

become a problem that needs to be addressed. Then, I will provide an analysis of the 

materials used in packaging most frequently to see if I can identify any key issues that can be 

targeted followed by all the methods that are currently being used in waste management.  

Next, I will begin to discuss the ways that other country’s governments have taken steps to 

counter act the issues of packaging waste in comparison the the efforts of the United States.  

And finally, I will present my policy recommendations for the EPA that I think will benefit 

the United States in packaging waste reduction based on the information discussed in this 

paper. !

!
!

!
!
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Introduction!

! Over the years the amount of waste all around the world has increased.  Most 

significantly however, is the amount of waste due to product packaging.  As world’s 

economy has increased along with consumerism, more products are being produced, 

resulting in more packaging waste.  At this point in time, approximately one-third of 

municipal solid waste is attributed to packaging waste. This is an issue that needs to be 

addressed.  The amount of packaging waste generated in the world is not sustainable, 

specifically in the United States, which currently produces the most amount of waste in 

comparison to other countries and recovers the least of it (McCarthy).  Many other countries 

have taken firm stances to reduce packaging waste, and the United States needs to follow 

their leads.  We can no longer just rely on putting all of our waste in landfill, which leads to 

environmental hazards, climate change and wasted resources.  “In a well functioning society, 

these negative effects shall not be neglected. The effectiveness and efficiency of packaging 

shall be supervised and our consumption habits shall be examined” (Pongrácz).  !!

! I am writing this paper to display areas that can be improved in the United States 

waste management system for packaging materials, in order to make recommendations of 

policy changes for the United States Environmental Protection Agency to implement.  I 

believe this issue has gotten to big to allow self-regulation from industries and to simply 

encourage and educate consumers on ways to prevent waste; we need government policies to 

regulate the generation of packaging waste. The EPA is well aware of the environmental 

problems due to increased packaging waste, and it is time that they implement a strong 

policy to control and reduce it. !

!
Why we need packaging!!
! Almost every consumer product sold has some form of packaging.  Why is this? 

Packaging on products has many benefits.  First, it allows for our current distribution system 

to be effective.  In the world we live in today packaging is necessary.  Not that many years 

�4REDUCING PACKAGING WASTE IN THE U.S.      



ago, majority of perishable goods had to be grown locally because they were not able to 

travel long distances without spoiling.  As a result of packaging advancement, at a typical 

grocery store majority of perishable goods, as well as non-perishable goods, have traveled 

great distances.  Without packaging of consumer goods, many cities would struggle to 

provide enough food to support the residence and many consumers would be unhappy 

about the limitations of the food selection.  People have grown accustomed to being able to 

eat many different foods at any time of the year and not being restricted by what foods are in 

season in the area that they live in.  Because packaging has the ability to preserve and protect 

food, it makes distribution over distances possible, and therefore, provide enough food and 

enough variety to satisfy consumers.  For example, think of New York City; “Each of the 8 

million people in the city must consume over a ton of food per year to meet the USDA 

nutritional requirements. If all the food production in New York State went to New York City, 

it would still be only enough to feed 55 percent of the city’s population (with nothing left 

over for the rest of the state)” ("Food Distribution and Transport.").  Additionally, the levels of 

urbanization continues to increase as population continues to grow, and this means that the 

need for distribution of food over long distances will grow as well.  It is predicted that “…by 

2025, two-third of the world’s people will live in cities. This means that more people will live 

in cities than occupied the whole planet ten years ago. …In such level of urbanization, 

distribution of goods, especially food, is crucial, and the role of packaging is 

enormous” (Pongrácz).  !

! Furthermore, there are many other functional purposes for packaging along with 

allowing for distribution.  Almost all consumer packaging purchased each day fulfills at least 

one of the following functions: “to provide protection from physical damage, contamination 

and deterioration; to give sales appeal; to ensure the product identity is easily recognizable; 

to give information about the product; to optimize distribution and storage costs; to provide 

consumer convenience and safety” (Davis, G., and J.h. Song).  Consumer product packaging 

helps both the industry and the consumers.  It helps industries deliver quality, undamaged, 
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products to all its consumers and is able to differentiate its products for competitors so they 

can increase revenues.  It helps consumers purchase quality, undamaged, products 

conveniently and allows them to make educated and informed decisions about which 

products to purchased based on information given about the product.  !

! Lastly, packaging on food products significantly decreases the amount of food waste 

generated because of its ability to prevent spoilage and prolong shelf-life.  Food waste 

generates a significant amount of the total municipal solid waste in the United States.  As 

seen below in Figure 1, food waste accounted for 14.5% of the municipal solid waste in 2011.!

Figure 1!
Source: (EPA)!

! However, this portion of waste could be significantly larger if food packaging was not 

used.  For example, “In the UK, the proportion of food that is unfit for consumption before it 

reaches the consumer is 2%, whereas in developing countries, where packaging is not as 

widespread, this loss can be in excess of 40% (Cybulska, 2000)” (Davis, G., and J.h. Song).  

Therefore, if the United States did not use package food, the amount of waste would increase 

drastically.  In fact, “Overall, for every 1% increase of packaging, food waste decreases by 

about 1.6%. (Scarlett, 1996)” (Pongrácz).  !
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! But, by looking closer at Figure 1, it is apparent that majority of municipal solid waste 

is generated by the materials used in packaging, like paper and paperboard, glass, metals, 

plastics, rubber and leather, and wood, and this is no coincidence.  While consumer 

packaging does have benefits, and is necessary in today’s culture, many steps can be taken to 

reduce the amount of waste caused by packaging.  We have to find a way to preserve the 

numerous advantages that packaging provides, but control and reduce the amount of waste 

produced. !

!
Why packaging is a problem !!
! Over the years the amount of municipal solid waste have grown significantly, and 

much of that increase is due to packaging waste.  Materials uses in packaging have shown 

consistent increases in their rate of generation, and percentage of the total municipal solid 

waste. Below is a graph that shows the steady and large increase in municipal solid waste 

generation rates from 1960-2011.  !

Figure 2!
Source: (EPA)!!
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! But, the increased rates are not the only alarming statistic about the volume of waste 

generated.  Based on reports, it has been shown that the United States is the world’d leading 

producer of waste.  In fact, “The U.S. manages to produce a quarter of the world’s waste 

despite the fact that its population of 300 million is less than 5% of the world’s population, 

according to 2005 estimates”(Malone).  As displayed in the graph above, and also proven in 

other research, current waste generation is estimated to be three times greater than is was in 

1960 (Malone).  Additionally, “In the United States, since 1960, packaging and containers 

have increased by nearly 30 million tons (108%)”, which has lead packaging waste to account 

for about “… one-third to one-half of the municipal waste stream in the United 

States” (McCarthy).!

! So why is this occurring? There could be a strong argument made that the increase in 

packaging waste has grown because of the growing culture of consumerism and capitalism, 

especially in the United States.  Industries benefit from selling disposable products, that will 

only be used one time and the thrown away, because this will force consumers to continue 

purchasing more of these products.  Also, the production costs of disposable packaging can 

be very low for the producers.  For a companies who is solely interesting in increasing profits, 

these ideas sound appealing, so the amount of packaging waste produced can become an 

after thought.  Furthermore, the culture of consumerism has consumers purchasing more 

items.  Consumers want to purchase more and more “things” often times just because new 

“things” are being sold.  Many consumers like to have the newest model of all the new 

products, which means disposing of what currently have, often still usable, to replace it.  

Consumers also want to be able to purchase and use all of these products in a very convent 

way.  They want to be able to buy a soda, drink it, and throw the bottle away so they do not 

have to deal with the hassle of carrying it, washing it, or returning it ("The Problems with 

Waste”).  Combined, these two attitudes turn into an equation for increased packaging waste.!

! However, this cannot continue.  According to a CAP report in 2013, 69% of municipal 

solid waste in the United States gets disposed of threw landfills (Kasper).  This cannot be 
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sustained, both physically and environmentally.  In the United States the amount of landfills 

that are available have decreased in the last few decades by 80% (Malone).  And furthermore, 

if states were able to have “…the physical space for trash, it is environmentally unsustainable 

to take garbage and bury it in the ground at landfills, where it decomposes and releases 

potent greenhouse-gas pollution” (Kasper).  These greenhouse gases are bad for the earth, 

and are on of the main causes for global warming.  !

! Based on this information, it is clear that packaging waste has become a big problem 

and needs to be addressed.  Both the practices of industries and consumers need to be 

altered, which is why I am calling upon the EPA to set new regulation and policies to help 

reducing the amount of packaging waste in the United States. !

!!!!!
Most Common Materials Used in Packaging!

! !

! One way to begin to determine ways in which packaging waste can be reduced is by 

looking at the most common materials currently used in packaging.  The most common 

materials used in consumer packaging are paper and paper board, glass, metal, plastics, and 

wood (McCarthy). For this we could see the amount being generated, the amount being 

recovered (in the forms of recycling or composting), and the amount because disposed as 

waste.  This could lead to insights of ways to reduce the amount of packaging waste. Below is 

a table that shows the total amount of municipal solid waste in 2011, in tons and 

percent,broken down by material and a table that shows the total amount of recovery 

(recycling and composting) in 2011 in tons and percent. !

!
!
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!

Figure 3!
Source: (EPA)!

!
!
!
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!
Figure 4!
Source: (EPA)!

!!!!!
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Analysis of materials! !
! !

! a. Paper and Paperboard !

! As shown in Figure 3, paper and paperboard materials have the highest percentage of 

total municipal solid waste at 28%.  Paper and paperboard make up a wide variety of 

materials like disposable cups, tissue paper, magazines, mail, newspapers, cardboard, etc.  By 

looking at Figure 5, however, it is clear that corrugated boxes, in other word cardboard boxes, 

have the highest generation of all the paper products.  This comes as no surprise that 

corrugated boxes had the highest generation because this type of material is frequently used 

in packaging consumer goods.  !

!

Figure 5!
Source: (EPA)!

! !
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! However, on the bright side, paper and paperboard products are also have the highest 

rates of recovery, including recycling and composting. According to the EPA report of 2011, 

the recovery rate was 65.6% (Figure 4).  But, by looking at Figure 6 below, it is clear that there 

is still room for improvement. Figure 6 shows the generation and recovery of paper and 

paperboard material in terms of tons, and displays that there is a little over 20 million tons of 

material that is not being recovered.!

!
!

!
Figure 6!
Source: (EPA)!

! !
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! Additionally in Figure 6, it displays how the recovery rate of paper and paperboard 

has increased about approximately the same rate for many years, only beginning to decrease 

the gap between the two at around 2005.  This shows that the recycling rate had not changed 

much from 1960 through 2005, but shows some positive results of increased recovery in the 

last 10 years.  Because there such a large amount of paper and paperboard generated, making 

efforts to continue to reduce this gap could be very beneficial. !

!!
! b. Glass!

! Glass is unique in that is a heavy material.  In this regard the measurement of glass 

waste by weight is more significant than the measurement of glass waste by percentage.  In 

2011 municipal waste generated by glass was at 4.6%, and shown in Figure 3, this number has 

steadily decreased over the past decades.  However, this might not be the best thing.  One of 

the primary reasons that glass generation is being reduced is because it is being it is being 

replaced by plastic for many types of bottles.  Plastic, which will be discussed later, is less 

breakable and lighter, so it benefits industries and customers, but is much harder to recycle 

(McCarthy).  But, it is also possible that this decrease is the result of greater levels of reuse, 

which would be very positive.  Despite the transformation to plastic, as shown in Figure 7, 

glass still generates about 5.5 million tons of beer and soft drink bottles, which is the most 

significant portion of glass generation. Glass has a relatively high recovery rate, being at 

27.6% in 2011, because it is one of the easier materials to recycle. The only hindrance of 

recycling glass is the various colors, simply because their is not as big of a market for colored 

glass (Davis, G., and J.h. Song).  !

!!
!
!
!
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Figure 7!
Source: (EPA)!

! !

! Glass has a relatively high recovery rate, being at 27.6% in 2011, because it is one of the 

easier materials to recycle. The only hindrance of recycling glass is the various colors, simply 

because their is not as big of a market for colored glass (Davis, G., and J.h. Song).  !

! Based on Figure 8 below, there are still clear improvements to be made with glass 

generation and recovery.  But, overall glass generation has been decreasing and recovery 

increasing, which are both positive. !

!
!
!
!
!
!
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!
Figure 8!
Source: (EPA)!

! c. Metal!

! Metal is slightly different than the other materials used in packaging because of the 

variation in types and of uses.  With all other materials discussed the generation of that 

material is the highest for a product that is used in packaging, like corrugated paper.  

However, with metal, the majority of metal generated is used in durable goods, like 

appliances.  Reducing this type of waste is not the focus of this paper.  Therefore, analyzing a 

graph showing the generation rate does not necessarily reflect increased generation due to 

packaging waste.  Additionally, there are two primary types of metal used in packaging: steel 

and aluminum.  These two metals have different purposes, “Aluminum is most commonly 

used as material for beverage cans, foils and laminates” and “steel is widely used for 

packaging of food, beverages and industrial goods such as paint and aerosols” ((Davis, G., 

and J.h. Song).  The Figure below shows the break down of metal generation. !
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!
Figure 9!
Source: (EPA)!

! The recovery rate for metals all metals, but especially metals used in packaging.  In the 

EPA report from 2013 which reports on 2011, it states that 54.5% of all aluminum drinking 

cans were recovered, and 38.9% of all aluminum packaging was recovered; it states that 

70.6% of steel cans were recovered, and 72.0% of all steel packaging was recovered; and that 

overall 56.8% of total metals in containers and packaging were recovered (EPA). !

!
! d. Plastics !

! Plastics are one of the materials used in packaging that has increased in generation a 

significant amount in the past years.  As shown in Figure 3 above, in 1960 the generation of 

plastics was one 0.4% of the total municipal waste, however by 2011 this number has grown 

to 12.7%.   As previously mentioned, many products that used to be made out of other 

materials, like glass bottles, are now being made out of plastics because of the light weight, 

cheap material, and less fragile (McCarthy).  There are many different types of plastics being 
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used, but “…most plastic packaging is made from five relatively inexpensive thermoplastics: 

polyethylene (PE), polystyrene (PS), polypropylene (PP), polyvinyl chloride (PVC), and 

polyethylene terephthalate (PET).  These account for at least 80% of plastic packaging, and 

high percentages of other plastic products in the waste stream as well” (McCarthy).  Figure 10 

below shows the breakdown on the plastic products generated in 2011.  Although durable 

goods, like appliances and furniture, seems to represent the most plastic products generated 

in 2011, the categories of other packaging,  bags, sacks, and wraps, PET bottles, jars and 

HDPE natural bottles, and other containers all together make up up a containers and 

packaging category, which is what we are interested in.  Combined this category has the 

highest tonnage at 13.9 million tons in 2011 (EPA). !

Figure 10!
Source: (EPA)!

!
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Figure 11!
Source: (EPA)!

! However, as the generation of has greatly increased over the years, recovery of plastics 

is very low, with only a 8.3% recovery rate (Figure 4). “One reason why plastic recycling is so 

under developed is the large number of different polymers in use. There are about 50 

different family groups of plastics with hundreds of varieties” (Davis, G., and J.h. Song).  On 

recycling the different types of plastics need to be separated in order to be recycled.  With so 

many variation of plastics, it is very hard to sort and uses a lot of man power. Also, because 

there is often not clear labeling, this make the task even more difficult.  The result is that it 

can become non-economical to recycling plastics because the cost can overweight the 

recovery savings, and many plastics end up going to landfills.  !

!
! !
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e. Wood !

! Majority of wood used in packaging is in shipping and transportation with the use of 

materials like wooden pallets and creates.  The EPA report of 2011 estimate that the 

generation of wood was about 16.1 million tons and about 13.7 millions of tons were 

discarded (not recovered) (EPA). Although this data is slightly dated, “approximately 9 

million tons of wooden pallets were consumed in the US in 1990, and nearly half were 

disposed after a single use” (McCarthy). !

!
Methods to reduce packaging waste!

!
Hierarchy!
!

Figure 12!
Source: (EPA)!
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! For a long time the EPA has been publishing this Waste Management Hierarchy to 

display most preferred type of waste management to the least preferred in terms of their 

environmental impacts.  The order from best to worst is as follows: source reduction and 

reuse, recycling and composting, energy recovery, and then treatment and disposal. Each of 

these method of waste management had some advantages and disadvantages, although some 

have many more than others. !

!!
Advantages and Disadvantages!
! !

! Source Reduction and Reuse!

! Source reduction and reuse are considered to be the best way to manage waste.  The 

reason is simple, preventing unneeded materials for ever being created is the best way to 

reduce waste.  For if there are no unneeded materials, then there is no waste.  Source 

reduction is when companies actively produce less materials, and reuse is when people and 

companies active reuse materials that have already been manufactured so new material does 

not have to be produced. One of the advantages to this form of waste reduction is that is 

reduces environmental impacts.  By not producing as many new materials there are energy 

savings from less production, less pollution, and less methane emissions from landfills.  

Additionally, monetary savings is a advantage because“waste prevention saves the most 

money by reducing purchasing costs, handling costs and disposal fees” (Reducing Wasted Food 

& Packaging).  !

! Source reduction and reuse does not have many disadvantages.  One, is that there 

could be a small inconvenience of having to return and reuse materials.  Another this to we 

weary of is that, as mentioned in the introduction, packaging is still important so 

manufactures need to make sure they keep the integrity of the packaging while reducing 

materials.!
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!
! Recycling/Composting!

! In an ideal world, recycling would operate with the concept of a “loop society”, or a 

society in which we would “…continuously use the same materials without the need for new 

new resource” (Davis, G., and J.h. Song).  This differs from reusing because the materials can 

take new forms every time you use them because they are broken down.  This is similar to 

composting, also in this category, because composting is a method of waste reduction were 

biodegradable materials are put in the proper environment for them to break down and 

return to the earth.  Thus, composting also works in a loop system by transforming the 

materials so they can be used again.  Ideally, no waste is generated in these forms of waste 

production.  However, we do not like in an ideal world so not all materials can be collected 

and recycled or composted properly.  Still, recycling and composting have many advantages 

in there abilities to reduce waste, save energy, and fight limit change by reducing greenhouse 

gases.  Although some energy is used in recycling, it is far less energy to product the 

materials from scratch (Reducing Wasted Food & Packaging).   !

! Some unique advantages of composting is the ability to not only reduce waste, but to 

also benefit the earth by providing nutrients for the soil that can benefit agriculture. Another 

advantage for composting is the potential for the future.  There is currently much research 

and development going toward creating biodegradable packaging materials.  Instead of 

using synthetic polymers, like in plastics, biodegradable packaging material is made with 

biodegradable polymers, allowing for the materials to decompose by biological activity.  

Currently the high purchase cost of these materials is a constraint, but with more 

development biodegradable, compostable, materials could become very prominent.  !

! However, recycling and composting do come with some disadvantages.  With 

composting the only disadvantage is that currently, without high incorporation of 

biodegradable packaging, composting is often limited to only food wastes and some paper 

products.  Recycling has some other disadvantages in regards to the difficulty in efficiently 
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recycling many materials, along with the costs of recycling.  There are three main cost 

associated with recycling: collection, cleaning, and sorting.  In fact, ““it is estimated that two-

thirds of the total financial cost incurred in plastics recycling is due to the collection and 

sorting of plastics” (Davis, G., and J.h. Song) plus the cost for cleaning containments from the 

materials.  In order to have efficient recycling, there needs to be a clean, homogeneous waste 

stream, and this is especially hard to accomplish with plastics because of the variations and 

difficult identification. With so many types of plastics. it is hard to identify and sort.  

Recycling is much easier with materials like paper products, where cardboard is very 

distinguishable from newspapers (Davis, G., and J.h. Song).  It could greatly help recycling 

efforts if products were manufactured from fewer types of plastic polymers and that the 

polymers were clearly labeled. !

! Lastly, recycling requires collection, and the collection of all materials is difficult. In the 

United States, there have been programs put in place that have allowed over 40,000,000 

people to have curbside recycling pick up offered to them (McCarthy).  This number 

significant, but still obviously does not collect from all places.  Recycling collection can 

always be improved.  !

!
! !

! Energy Recovery !

! Energy recovery is slightly more complicated method of waste management.  

Essentially, energy recover occurs at EfW (energy for waste) plants where they burn waste to 

create electricity.  The image below shows an overview of how the process works. !

!!!!!!!
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!
Figure 13!
Source: (Kasper)!

! When the waste is burned, it is used to create steam that creates electricity, then the 

gases are removed to release clean emissions, and the ashes are then brought to landfills.  

This method ors have many benefits.  First, it generates energy in the form of electricity.  This 

electricity can then be sold to utilities and distributed.  Because the emissions are clean, this is 

one of the cleanest ways to produce energy (Kasper).  Also, “According to the EPA, for every 

ton of garbage processed at an EfW facility, approximately one ton of emitted carbon-dioxide 

equivalent in the atmosphere is prevented” (Kasper). This method not only captures 

greenhouse gases and does not emit them, but it prevents the methane that would usually 

occur in landfills from occurring.  In fact, the European waste sector achieved a 34 percent 

greenhouse-gas-emissions reduction from 1990 to 2007 by using EfW plants (Kasper). Lastly, 

the ash takes up much less room in landfill and does not emit methane gas, so it is beneficial 

in this way too.  !

! However, disadvantages include the high cost of building the EfW plants, the fact that 

landfills are still being used, this method does not reduce production on new materials, and 
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not all materials can be burned in this way.  Both metals and glass cannot but used in EfW 

plants, and need to be recycled.  !

!
! Treatment and Disposal !

! This section of the hierarchy generally refers to landfills and incineration without 

energy recovery.  Both of these techniques have many more disadvantages than advantages, 

due to their environmental impact. Incineration and landfills both release methane gas into 

that air, which is one of the worst greenhouse gases.  The only benefit of these 

methods,especially landfills are that they are inexpensive and can dispose of all materials.  

Landfills are supposed to use technology to make sure that hazardous waste does not go into 

the ground, however even the EPA admits that eventually all landfills leak, so there is a threat 

of groundwater contamination ("The Problems with Waste”). !

!!
What government actions are being implemented to 

reduce packaging waste!
!
Other countries!!
! Many countries across the world have been implementing firm policies in order to 

reduce packaging waste.  Three of the most common techniques used are setting national 

standards/goals, using beverage deposits, and using energy to waste plants. For example, in 

Canada there was a National Packaging Protocol induced in 1990.  The protocol set the goal 

of reducing over all waste by 50% in ten years.  In order to make sure that achieved this goal, 

they created bench marker to make sure they were on track to reach their goal (McCarthy).  

Other counties that have used techniques like this include Austria, Denmark, and Germany.  

Germany’s national standards requires that all packaging can be returned to the producer of 

that packaging. For example, “corrugated containers much be collected and reclaimed by 

producer and distributor”(McCarthy).  !
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! Additionally, probably the most widely used policy in other countries is the 

requirement to use deposit/refund systems for beverage containers.  Some counties who 

require this are Australia, Austria, Canada, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, and the 

Netherlands.  All counties have seen a very positive result.  For example, in Austria, 

“mandatory beverage container deposits have lead to recycling or reuse of 80-95% of 

beverage containers” (McCarthy) and many other countries have seen similar results. !

! Lastly, many countries have increased their use of EfW plants and reduce the use of 

landfills.  The below graph shows the levels of recycling/composting, energy from waste, 

and landfills across a few countries.  !

!
Figure 14!
Source: (Kasper)! !

!
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! Sweden has been given the most credit for there use of energy to waste systems 

because they have been able to severely limit there dependance of foreign oil through 

increased use of EfW plants.  Additionally, it is shown in Figure 14 that counties like 

Germany, the Netherlands, and Austria have been able to eliminate the use of landfills 

through recycling and energy from waste. !

!
The United States !!
! The United States, in comparison, does not have nearly as strict of policies to limit 

packaging waste.  For example, while all other countries are working toward maintaining 

reusable beverage containers, the United States use of one-way beverage containers have 

increase and has cause the near elimination of refillable containers (McCarthy). Additionally, 

in the United States there has been very little national regulations developed, but rather only 

state and local.  In 2011, 11 states had passed beverage deposit requirements, and in those 

states between 72% and 98% of containers have been returned (McCarthy). Figure 15 shows a 

map of the states with bottle deposit rules. !

!
Figure 15!
Source (EPA)!
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!
! Another step the United States has taken is state legislation that requires recycling 

collection.  As previously mentioned, this have resulted in more that 40,000,000 people 

receive curbside recycling pick up (McCarthy)  All over advancements in packaging reducing 

in the United States is too small to be significant, because rules are only applied on particular 

cities.  !

!
Recommendations !

!
! Based on the research provided on this paper, I have developed five key policy 

recommendations for the EPA to implement to reduce packaging waste: (1) Create beverage 

container deposit policies to incentivize reusing packaging, (2) Set a national standard to 

reduce landfill use by 50%(3) Limit the number of plastic polymers and require clear labeling, 

(4) Increase collection of recyclables, (6) Increase waste to energy. !

! Two of the key changes that need to occur in the United States is that attitude of 

industries and consumers, as discussed in the introduction.  These can be overcome by the 

first two policy changes I am recommending to the EPA. First, by creating a national beverage 

container deposit system it will encourage consumers so reuse, save, and recycle the 

packaging from their beverage containers.  In a society were people like the convenience of 

one time use packaging, provide an incentive, like $0.05 per container, could be enough to 

motivate consumers to reuse materials. !

! Second, I would recommend the EPA creating a national goal to reduce landfilled 

waste by 50% in the next 10 years, and many other countries have done successfully.  The 

task of enforcing this would fall on the EPA, but the main player in fulfilling this goal would 

be the industries.  The packaging that industries use would have to be greatly reduced using 

waste management methods like reusing recycled materials.  However, the EPA would not 

need to tell companies exactly how to reach these goals.  The reduction of packaging waste 

should not have to take away industries ability to compete with one another by making them 
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all use the same products.  By setting strict regulations on the amount of waste that can be 

generated, it forces industries to think of creative solutions to reduce their waste while 

marketing to their customers in order to make their differentiate their products. For example, 

in 2010 a branch of the popular chip company Frito-Lay, Sun Chips, came out with the first 

decomposable chip bag in an attempt to reduce the amount of waste they product while also 

differentiating their product . !1

! The next two recommendation gave to do with increase the amount of recovery of 

packaging materials from recycling.  As shown in Figures 6, 8, and 11, there are a lot of room 

for increases in recovery.  In my third recommendation, I am addressing the recovery of 

plastics.  As mentioned, the numerous variations of plastics and well at the difficulty in 

differentiating them make recycling very difficult.  I am recommending that the EPA limits 

the amount of plastics used in packaging to the five most common: polyethylene (PE), 

polystyrene (PS), polypropylene (PP), polyvinyl chloride (PVC), and polyethylene 

terephthalate (PET).  Additionally, the EPA should require a clear label on each of these 

plastics so it is easier for consumers and recycling plants to sort the plastics.  This would 

hopefully increase the amount of recycling for plastics and decrease the amount of disposal, 

while also decreasing the cost of recycling. My fourth recommendation should be an ongoing 

goal to increase the amount of recycling collection.  For materials like paper and paperboard, 

recycling is easy and successful.  The only determent is not getting enough to the plants.  

With paper and paperboard making up the largest amount of waste, increasing collection 

could significantly decrease municipal solid waste. !

! Lastly, my fifth recommendation is for the EPA to set a nationwide standard of 

mandatory levels if waste to be processed at EfW facilities.  The rest of the world is one step 

ahead of the United States in this source of energy.  By using EfW plants more frequently, this 
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could help greatly reduce the amount of landfilled waste there is while also generating 

energy. !

Conclusion!
! !

! The amount of packaging waste in the world, and especially in the United States, has 

become a huge issue.  The current methods that we are using, at the rates that we are using 

them, cannot be sustained.  While there has been improvements over the years, more need to 

be done. “In 1960 the United States recycled only 5 million tons of garbage, but today 

America is recycling and composting more than 90 million tons. This increase is largely a 

result of many state and local governments introducing recycling requirements as well as 

recycling incentives” (Kasper). With the help of the national government involvement, with 

divisions like the EPA, I think the United States could make even more significant reductions 

to the packaging waste produced.  !

!!!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!!!
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