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Foreword


Plastic is an incredible invention that has helped democratize the world. Plastics have improved modern life, from food safety and access to goods and transportation, to medical sanitation and more.


Unfortunately, the ubiquity of plastic demonstrates that we do not have just a simple plastic habit, but rather a serious relationship with it. Versatile, lightweight, durable, and affordable, plastic is a difficult material to replace. And yet despite the growing evidence of the negative impacts of plastic on the environment, animal health, and even human health, many people find it difficult to end this very convenient relationship. We are faced with the dilemma of trying to find a balance between human convenience and environmental impact.


Fortunately, this type of dilemma is not new. Our relationship to our environment—whether personal or physical—develops for a reason. As we learn new information and gain new perspectives, we grow and change.


Now more than ever—for the good of our health, our families and friends, and our planet—we need to change our relationship with plastic.


“Sometimes good things fall apart so better things can fall together.”     —Marilyn Monroe


Living Without Plastic demonstrates how new perspectives come together to help us reduce our use of plastic. Rethinking plastic can start with a single change, and the solutions found in this book show the wonderful opportunities to move forward with plastic alternatives. The accompanying facts provide new insight on the large reach of the harm caused by plastic and help support our choice to make changes.


Plastic is integrated into every aspect of our lives. It can feel like a monumental task to change the way you interact with so many of your daily items, whether it’s your cup of coffee or the spoon you use to stir it. However, Christine and Brigette have left no stone unturned and fully delve into sourcing various alternatives and solutions, presenting the options in a way that allows us to select one small swap or all of them, in a way that best fits our lives.


This book represents the power we have as individuals and how, together, our actions create social change—a change away from plastic pollution and toward a better you and a better planet.


Julie Andersen
Plastic Oceans International










Introduction


It would be difficult to get through your day without encountering plastic. It is in virtually everything we use—electronics, cars, furniture, building materials, clothes, shoes, medical equipment, and kitchen appliances. It is also prevalent with single-use packaging like water bottles and shopping bags that are used for only a short period of time and then discarded. While it is convenient and inexpen­sive, plastic does not biodegrade, so it accumulates in landfills and in our environment. This book explores the most common plastic items we use on a daily basis in our homes and offices and on the go so you can identify where you use plastic most in your life and adopt simple solutions to reduce your usage. Each swap or adjustment we implement will make a difference.


History


The earliest plastic was made from plant cellulose, not petroleum, and was created in the late 1800s as a solution to replace materials acquired inhumanely, such as ivory and tortoiseshell, which were used to make such common items as combs and billiard balls. In fact, decades later in the 1940s, Henry Ford, who brought cars to the masses with the assembly line, developed a concept car made from soy-derived cellulose, but World War II put an end to its commercialization because of wartime rationing.


In 1907, the Belgian chemist Leo Baekeland made the world’s first fully synthetic plastic, which he called Bakelite. Unlike cellulose, it was cheap to produce and could be molded into numerous objects, such as dishware, jewelry, clocks, telephones, and more. During World War II, synthetic plastics were mass-produced as substitutes for natural materials such as cork in life jackets and silk in parachutes. By the end of the war, the petrochemical industry was eager to stay in business, so they invented single-use plastic items for the home, such as plates, cutlery, and cups. These items came with the promise to consumers of convenience and freedom from household chores, and by the early 1960s, single-use plastic infiltrated everyday life. By the 1970s, by volume, plastic as a raw material was more widely used than aluminum or steel. In the mid-1980s, more than 100 million tons of plastic were produced, and by 2015 this amount had more than quadrupled to 448 million tons, with the bulk of it being used for packaging.


The Good


While single-use plastic is seemingly unavoidable nowadays, not all of its uses are bad. In the medical world, for example, plastic is an excellent material to use for incubators, tubes, and syringes to efficiently avoid cross-contamination. After a natural disaster, packaged items such as fresh water and nonperishable foods can save lives. When used in longer-life applications, such as in cars, laptops, and airplanes, plastic makes these items lighter and more durable and, therefore, more efficient.


The Bad


Half of all plastic produced becomes trash in less than a year. This lightweight, chemically toxic material never biodegrades but eventually breaks up into what are known as microplastics—fragments smaller than one-fifth of an inch (5 mm). These particles have reached every corner of the earth, from the highest mountains to the deepest seas, and are impossible to clean up.


The Ugly


Plastic waste is impacting our environment. Every piece of plastic ever made still exists in some shape or form in the air, on land, and in waterways and oceans. There are already an estimated 165 million tons of plastic in the ocean. Microplastics have infiltrated the food chain, from the phytoplankton that ingest the synthetic particles to the fish that feed on the plankton to, eventually, the food on our plates. The chemical compounds found in plastic that are introduced into our bodies can cause hormonal imbalance, reproductive problems, nervous system damage, obesity, cancer, and heart disease. In addition, millions of animals are killed or injured every year by ingesting or becoming entangled in plastic debris. Petrochemical plants that produce the primary building blocks for plastic are often located in neighborhoods of color, where people suffer from a disproportionate number of cases of cancer and other health problems.



Greenwashing


Greenwashing is a deceptive way of marketing to promote a process or product that is said to be better for the environment but isn’t always. In our efforts to be more eco-friendly, we have come to rely on these methods and materials.


•   Recycling


We’ve been led to believe that recycling is the solution to dealing with an accumulation of plastic, but only 9 percent of all the plastic ever made has been recycled. For the past few decades, many nations were sending their plastic refuse to China for recycling, but in 2017 the nation changed its policies. The following year the country enforced stricter and more rigorous standards because it became too expensive and difficult to recycle plastics that were often contaminated with food waste, mixed with other materials, or made of types of plastics that couldn’t be recycled. With nowhere left to go, our plastic is being stockpiled, sent to landfills, incinerated, or winding up in our environment. The recycling process is complicated (see Types of Plastic), and manufacturers find it cheaper to make products out of virgin plastic pellets (called nurdles) than recycled plastic. In addition, items made from recycled plastic can only be recycled a handful of times; unlike glass and aluminum, the quality of plastic degrades with every iteration.


•   Bioplastics


Bioplastics, materials made from plants such as corn or sugarcane, aren’t all they’re cracked up to be despite what we’ve been told; just because something is labeled biodegradable or compostable doesn’t mean it will actually break down naturally. Sure they’re made from biodegradable sources, but they require lots of land, water, pesticides, and fossil fuels to make and some take hundreds of years to biodegrade if not properly composted at an industrial facility—and even then they may never completely biodegrade. Easily confused for their synthetic counterparts, bioplastics are also often thrown into the recycling stream, rendering the whole batch unrecyclable.


•   Paper


You’re often faced with the choice: paper or plastic? The best answer is neither. Like bioplastics, paper products require a lot of resources to produce, and they can only be recycled between five and seven times. Plus, many paper products are coated with plastic to make them water-resistant, rendering them nonrecyclable.


•   Silicone


Unlike plastic, silicone that is high quality and food grade is more stable when heated and is thought to be less likely to leach toxic chemicals into our food. It also has a longer useful life than ordinary plastic. Like plastic, silicone is made from fossil fuels, requires chemicals and carbon resources to produce, and never biodegrades. In addition, it can be difficult to find a recycling plant that will take silicone products, and more research is needed about the long-term effects of it on our health. Not all silicone is created equal, so we recommend looking for 100 percent food-grade silicone. Skip the brightly colored silicone and stick to clear colors, since colorants are often found to be a source of lead. If you do opt for hot pink, make sure the product label states “lead-free.” Finally, avoid exposing silicone to high temperatures and opt for glass instead.


Solutions


As individuals, we can reduce plastic pollution by being conscious consumers. Zero waste can be cost effective and inclusive of all budgets. In order to reduce the world’s plastic pollution, we collectively need to take action to end our reliance on this “disposable” material. If the world population of 7.8 billion people can make one plastic-free change each day, that’s 7.8 billion pieces of plastic not used. Start with your own actions of refusing, reducing, and reusing plastic. This can inspire and educate others around you to do the same. The ripple effect in your community can also spark legislative action if enough people clamor for change.


•   Education


The first step is to acknowledge the problem and want to make a change. By picking up this book, you’re already taking that step to become better informed and more mindful of how our daily plastic habits are impacting not only our communities and health, but the entire planet. Knowing that there is no such thing as “disposable” plastic, the only way forward is to live without it.


•   Refuse, reduce, reuse


Refuse to buy or use plastic, especially when you know that item will be heading to the trash can within a few minutes. Be mindful of situations in your daily life when you can “just say no” to plastic. Do you really need that bag, straw, or bottle? Think about selecting alternatives to these items. Reduce plastic usage by replacing these items with reusable products made from nontoxic materials, such as glass, cloth, or stainless steel. These steps help to avoid generating waste, forming a circular lifestyle of continuously reusing materials as opposed to a linear model of using something only once and then throwing it away.


•   Actions through legislation


Governments around the world are starting to take action to ban certain single-use plastics and require packaging to contain either minimum amounts of post-consumer recycled plastic or alternatives. You can call your local legislators and ask them to introduce bills to reduce plastic waste, such as banning plastic straws and bags.




Types of Plastic


There are hundreds of types of plastics, but the following are most common. Ever wonder what those numbers, known as Resin Identification Codes (RIC), and chasing arrows on the bottom of your packaging really mean? Here’s the key to decoding them. Check with your local recycling program, as every location has different procedures and rules.








	RIC #


	Name


	Abbreviation


	Common Use


	Recyclability











	1


	Polyethylene terephthalate


	PET or PETE


	
 - Bottles for water, soft drinks, sports drinks, juice, mouthwash, and contact lens solution


 - Containers for condiments such as ketchup, peanut butter, and jelly


- Trays that are microwavable


 - Film on microwavable trays


- Certain clothes (polyester)



	Accepted by most curbside programs







	2


	High-density polyethylene


	HDPE


	
- Rigid: Bottles for milk, cleaning products, shampoo, laundry detergent, and cosmetics


- Film: Bags for grocery/retail and for cereal box liners and other plastic films (any plastic 10 millimeters thick)



	Bottles, containers, or other rigid packaging are accepted by most curbside programs. For bags and other films, take them to drop-off bins at major grocery and retail chains in the United States.







	3


	Polyvinyl chloride


	PVC, Vinyl


	
- Food containers, including blister packs and clam shells


- Shower curtains, bibs, purses, jackets, raincoats, and aprons



	Isn’t accepted by most curbside programs







	4


	Low-density polyethylene


	LDPE


	
- Bags for bread, frozen foods, dry-cleaning, and household garbage


- Shrink wrap and cling film or coating on milk cartons and coffee cups


- Bottles for condiments and lids for containers



	Isn’t accepted by most curbside programs, but is accepted at store drop-off programs found at major grocery and retail chains in the United States







	5


	Polypropylene


	PP


	
- Containers for yogurt, cheese, and deli foods


- Bottles for ketchup, syrup, prescriptions, and other condiments and medicines



	Accepted by most curbside programs but has a low recycling rate







	6


	Polystyrene


	PS


	- Rigid or foamed: food-related items, such as cups, plates, bowls, coffee cup lids, containers (clamshells), and trays for prepackaged meat (Styrofoam)


	Isn’t accepted by most curbside programs







	7


	Other


	 


	
- Every other plastic not listed here


- Mixed plastics or combination of various bioplastics



	Isn’t accepted by most curbside programs
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Start Now!


Don’t despair—there’s hope! Two simple changes you can make right now are ditching your plastic water bottles and plastic bags. It’s easy!


Water Bottles


Water is the source of life, but it’s also the culprit for major plastic waste. And all of that waste is easy to avoid with one simple solution: the refillable water bottle.


It takes three liters of water to make a one-liter single-use plastic water bottle. For those of us fortunate enough to have access to clean, drinkable water, paying for water doesn’t make any sense. Public drinking water facilities are required to test for contaminants each year and publicly disclose the results, while the bottled water industry is not required by law to disclose the results of its testing.


Whether at home or on the go, stay hydrated without all the plastic packaging by tapping into tap water. Use your own refillable glass or stainless-steel water bottle, cup, or jar. You can find places to refill your bottle using apps such as Tap and RefillMyBottle (see Resources), which share 34,000 refill stations across 7,100 cities in 30 countries. Never leave your house without a refillable bottle in your bag.




FACT Americans throw away 35 billion plastic water bottles per year. Only one out of every five gets recycled.





Bags


Just because a plastic bag is offered when you make a purchase doesn’t mean you have to accept it. Reusable bags are lightweight and easy to stash. Always have one in your backpack or purse and maybe another two or three in your car. If you happen to forget your bag, skip it altogether and use your handbag, backpack, T-shirt, or hands.


Don’t forget, it’s not just grocery and shopping bags that are a problem. Produce bags (see vegetables), food storage bags (see food storage), dry-cleaning garment bags (see  dry cleaning), dog poop bags (see dog waste), and trash bags (see trash bags) are also plastic offenders.


You can repurpose an old T-shirt into a reusable bag with only a pair of scissors. Lay the shirt flat on a table and cut off the sleeves at the seams. Draw a half circle with a dinner plate on the neckline (both front and back) then cut along the line. Along the bottom of the shirt, cut a fringe that is ½ inch wide by 5 inches long (1 cm × 12 cm). Tie each fringe with double knots.




FACT An estimated 5 trillion plastic bags were used in 2019. That’s equivalent to 160,000 bags a second. If you placed each bag side by side, they would wrap around the world seven times every hour and cover an area twice the size of France.
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One



At Home


Housewares, Kids and Pets,
Cleaning, and Office Supplies


Your home is a haven in which you spend the majority of your time. It’s only common sense that you’d want its environment to promote your good health and well-being. Yet from your bedroom, where you spend a third of your life, to the kitchen, where you prepare meals, plastics can be found in almost everything. No matter where you live, whether a small apartment in the city or a large suburban or country home, keeping your environment clean and plastic-free is a matter of taking one step at a time.
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