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In Praise of Year of No Garbage


“It’s about time someone looked carefully at this part of everyone’s life—and thank heaven it was someone with a sense of humor and grace. You will learn a lot!”


—Bill McKibben


“What starts out as a humorous search for Zero Waste turns into a profound investigation into the limits of personal responsibility in a culture thoroughly entrenched in toxic plastic. Year of No Garbage is both a delightful memoir and the wakeup call we need to start seriously addressing the Plastic Crisis today.”


—Judith Enck, Former EPA regional administrator and founder of Beyond Plastics


“Year of No Garbage is an utterly delightful read! Schaub is relatable, informative, and non-judgmental. Her book encapsulates the many ups and downs of trying to reduce one’s waste, and most importantly shining the light on one of the biggest problems—manufacturing and policy.”


—Kathryn Kellogg, author of 101 Ways to Go Zero Waste


“This year gave me emotional damage! I couldn’t believe how much disposable plastic we all use every day and how harmful it really is. Read this book and you will never look at garbage the same way again.”


—Steven He, YouTuber, creator of the “emotional damage” meme, 14 million followers









Dedicated to the Beyond Plastics community


And the optimists, activists, and true believers everywhere
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TEN STATISTICS TO BE HORRIFIED BY


1. Trash is America’s number one export.1


2. The average American singlehandedly produces enough trash in their lifetime to build a Statue of Liberty: over one hundred tons of garbage.2


3. Ocean garbage patches now occupy 40 percent of our oceans. 3


4. By 2050 there will be more plastic in the ocean than fish.4


5. If plastic were a country, it would be the fifth-largest producer of carbon emissions.5


6. In its history, eight billion metric tons of plastic have been produced.6 That’s the mass equivalent of 100 Moons.7


7. Between now and 2060, global producers are on track to triple plastic production.8


8. Microplastics have been found in the ocean, the soil, and the air of the most remote places on earth.


9. Microplastics have been found in human blood, lungs, breast milk, placenta, and poop.


10. No one yet knows exactly what the health effects of microplastics in the human body will be.









To do your best is no longer good enough.


We must all do the seemingly impossible.


—Greta Thunberg









INTRODUCTION


A TRULY TERRIBLE IDEA


When I was a little kid in the 1970s watching Sesame Street, I loved Oscar the Grouch. Probably for the same reason so many kids loved him; Oscar was everything kids weren’t supposed to be: Mean. Dirty. Grouchy.


And he kept things that were supposed to be thrown away.


At our house we even had the record that featured Oscar singing his signature song “I Love Trash.” In it, he gleefully lists his favorite trashy belongings: A holey sneaker. Rotten fish wrapped in newspaper. A broken clock, umbrella, and telephone. Old trombone parts.


What I never noticed back then about Oscar’s trashy treasures is that they looked nothing like my family’s actual trash. Instead, they were what we’d all like to think trash is: objects that have gone bad or been used up, presumably after a long and useful life. But even in the 1970s that’s not what most trash was. Most trash then, and even more so today, was disposables: items whose whole purpose was to be used once and then discarded.


Tin cans. Glass bottles. Aluminum foil. Plastic bags.


Back then, most people didn’t see any problem with that. In television commercials we sang along with Woodsy the Owl about keeping America “looking good,” and understood that the Native American with a tear in his eye would stop crying if we just stopped littering. Everyone knew that trash was fine as long as it ended up in its proper place: the garbage can. What happened after that, few people concerned themselves with. I wouldn’t encounter an actual recycling bin until I went to college. Like everybody else we knew, my parents threw pretty much everything into one big garbage can: tin cans, plastic containers, cereal boxes, glass bottles, and food scraps.


I clearly recall gazing into the black plastic bag under the sink and thinking to myself: Huh. That doesn’t seem quite right.


Garbage. Trash. Rubbish. Waste.


Whatever you want to call it, we love it.


Americans love garbage so much that we lead the world in creating it. If there were a Trash Olympics, we would bring home all the gold: the average American creates over one ton of garbage per year.1


In our lifetimes, each one of us will leave behind an average of 102 tons of trash.2 A blue whale’s worth of garbage.


Or a Boeing 747.


But, in the grand scheme of things, is this important? After all, it’s a big planet. What does it really matter how much we all throw away?


It matters. It matters because when we say “garbage” what we’re really saying is climate change. What we really mean is discrimination. What we really mean is cancer. Garbage is at the root of so many things that are going wrong in the world today—from global warming and environmental racism to cancer: the number two killer of Americans—and it’s getting worse all the time.


It can be hard to understand the extent of the problem, though, because trash is a thing we’re used to hiding. Of course, its invisibility is part of the allure of trash. We love it because we don’t have to look at it; we love it because it’s a problem that goes away. And throughout all of human history, it has.


Today, however, we live in a unique moment. Because humans are producing waste on an unprecedented scale, much of it plastic, the system that has long made garbage disappear is starting to break down. Our trash is no longer invisible; it’s everywhere, and it’s not going away:




• Ocean garbage patches now collectively occupy 40 percent of our oceans, a larger square mile area than all the land on earth combined.3


• Landfills have become mausoleums of trash so airless that nothing degrades, not even organic material.4


• Trash is America’s number one export, dumped on the landscapes of impoverished nations around the world all in the name of a fictitious system of “recycling.”5


• It’s not just in our environment—the trash is ending up in our bodies as well. Recent studies prove that we all ingest about a credit card’s worth of plastic per week.6 The toxic body burden of plastic has been correlated with endocrine disruption, neurodegenerative disorders, cardiovascular disease, and cancer.7





It’s much harder to ignore trash when it just keeps showing up: at your local beach, in your backyard, in your food, and in your body.


Fast-forward to me as a young adult, married and living in Vermont. We were doing construction at our house that involved moving an old barn, and in the process a lot of dirt got stirred up. One day my husband, Steve, came to tell me that they had discovered the “old garbage dump” of the house. Because our late 1800s house predates the invention of the garbage truck, apparently people used to just toddle across the dirt road and pour their trash down the hillside. Voilà!


But most of the trash that was being uncovered was actually pretty recent. Tin cans, some glass bottles . . . from the looks of them it was only in the 1940s or 1950s that people had started to toss things that had no intention of degrading anytime soon.


I was amazed by this. That moment—the one in which someone decided it was okay to discard perfectly good materials—has stuck with me ever since. I guess because it is representative for me of what came before it: living without disposability. Although archaeologists can attest to the fact that “garbage” has been with humankind for a very long time, the idea of going to the trouble of making an object only for it to be briefly used and then discarded is extremely modern.


“Trash is new,” Rivka Galchen wrote in an article for the New Yorker. “During the nineteenth century, New York was dirty but much of its garbage consisted of leftovers and scraps and other items to reuse. Sunday’s roast became Monday’s hash; Monday’s bread became Wednesday’s bread pudding. Pigs roamed the streets, eating old lettuce and radish tops. ‘Swill children’ went from house to house, collecting food scraps that they sold to farmers as fertilizer and animal feed. Bones became glue. Old grease was turned into tallow candles, or mixed with ashes to make soap. Disposable packaging was almost nonexistent.”8


Something about trash just kept fluttering at the edges of my consciousness, leaving me feeling bothered in a vague, unspecific way. At some point the term Great Pacific Garbage Patch entered my vocabulary, and like many folks for a long time I imagined an actual island of trash that a person could literally get out and walk along, perhaps bobbing up and down with the currents flowing underneath. A while after that I became aware of the ladies on social media holding up mason jars to represent their trash for the year. What was one to make of that? I wondered.


At one point I was asked to help sell cards at a local bingo fundraiser, an event that the folks running it clearly had down to a science. At the end, as the bingo-ers lucky and unlucky alike began to file out, the ladies sprang into action like a well-oiled machine: rolling up plastic tablecloths from each long row of tables, gathering along the way anything and everything that happened to have been left behind on them. Plates, cups, returnable cans, bingo cards, discarded food. It seemed to me that a wad of hundred-dollar bills and a baby zebra wouldn’t have deterred them from the path they pursued with the efficiency of a genial bulldozer. One colossal armful after another was carted across the driveway outside until the entire hall had been emptied of everything save the tables and chairs, and the dumpster outside was full to the point of overflowing. In a few days, I knew, they’d do it all over again.


Huh. I thought. That doesn’t seem quite right.


Over time, an idea began to form. The more I thought about trash, its newness, the wastefulness of it, the more I thought: what if we didn’t throw things away? People had lived without disposability before, once upon a time. Today there was a small but deeply dedicated movement of folks who espoused the virtues of “zero waste” living.


But, us, our family, in today’s world . . . could we do it?


Could we live without garbage?


New Year’s Eve was coming, and I was getting excited.


As of January first, our family would finally begin the experiment I’d been dreaming about for a few years now: trying to live for an entire year without garbage.


It was definitely a terrible idea, but not without precedent. I’d convinced my family to try living for a year without eating any added sugar in our food and we all lived to tell the tale. Because of that I’d written a book entitled Year of No Sugar that ended up becoming part of a burgeoning conversation about the negative impacts of the sugar-saturated American diet that is at the root of pretty much every Western disease you can think of. Film crews came from all over the world to talk to us about it. My kids got to be on television.


Then I decided to do a more personal project. As the self-confessed polar opposite of Marie Kondo, I spent a year confronting my inner hoarder and wrote a book called Year of No Clutter. While that project surely affected the family, it didn’t hold a candle to the disruption that had been caused by the enterprise of avoiding sugar all day, every day, for an entire year.


But my curiosity still lingered on one last question, and three always seems to me like a nice, neat number. How would my family react to one last project? I had checked in with Steve, who responded with some very sensible hesitation.


“I just don’t know if it’s possible,” he said, cautiously. “It could shut down our ability to function. I mean, you’re fighting society.” He wasn’t wrong, but I was persistent.


Ultimately, he left it up to me to get the kids on board. If I could do that, all systems would be go. In fact, I was counting on Ilsa, our youngest daughter, to be my greatest ally because of her burgeoning interest in environmentalism. She was in the Environmental Club at school! This was right up her alley! We were taking a walk to the end of our road and back when I told her my idea and I waited for her enthusiastic response.


“Um,” she said. “Can’t you wait till I go to college?”


What?


“I mean, this will be like, five times harder than Year of No Sugar.”


Ilsa was fourteen and about to start her freshman year of high school. She was, I realized, decidedly not keen on beginning at a new school, a school whose students didn’t necessarily think of her as The No Sugar Girl, only to have a brand-new project thrust upon her identity. And one that had to do with garbage, for Pete’s sake.


“I mean, I’m a teenager. I just want to live my life, and not have to be a guinea pig,” she said. “It’s tiring being the family who does everything first. And then everyone asks you about it.” She made an exasperated face. “And the TV people come and ask you all the same questions every time: What was it like? Were you mad at your mom?”


Meanwhile, our older daughter, Greta, was nineteen and studying acting in New York City. When I broached the subject with her, I knew, there’d definitely be resistance. Since she spent most of her time at school, she’d be doing it alone, without us there to commiserate with when things got difficult or confusing. Surely a college-age kid would have more pressing concerns on her mind than her mom’s kooky projects. I braced myself for another “Please, no.”


“I’m in.” Greta said immediately.


Wait. What?


“Even if I’m away, I’ll still do the family project. I’ll just come home and tell you about it.”


Was she really sure?


“Mom, it’s like a roller coaster. Sometimes it’s fun, but once in a while you feel sick. But mostly it’s fun. Let’s do it.”


Ever since high school had ended Greta had been showing signs of ambivalence about this whole growing-up business, which was surely not all it was cracked up to be. But all at once in that moment I saw her: young, but confident, sure of herself in a way I hadn’t seen before.


And just like that I knew I was talking to my daughter, the young adult.


With both Greta and Steve on board, and Mom’s solemn assurance that this was I-Swear-The-Very-Last-Family-Project-So-Help-Me-God, we managed to convince Ilsa that the topic of trash would not come to define the rest of her childhood existence. Probably.


And then everyone was ready. Everyone was set.


Who knew? It seemed that 2020 might be an auspicious year after all.


“We’re going to live for a whole year without throwing anything away!”


So far, I had only told a handful of folks. Despite my enthusiasm all of them were highly skeptical. When I told our friend Bob that the family was going to do without garbage for a year his response was: “Well. Are you going to do without oxygen too?”


But almost always the reaction went something like this: There’d be a pause, a thoughtful “hmm” look, followed by a smile and then: “What about (insert random trash item here)?”


What about milk containers? What about old clothing? What about the plastic cellophane wrap at the top of a water bottle?


And as the new year loomed ever closer on the family calendar, in our house we’d all stopped countless times to look up and suddenly ask a variant of this question to each other.


What about Band-Aids? What about the paper they wrap our sandwiches in at the local deli? How about chips? Are those bags recyclable? What about toothpaste? Or plastic pull-tabs?


So many questions. Which, of course, is one of the reasons I loved the idea of this project. As the last week of December unfolded, it was as if every time I went to throw something into the trash I’d go into slow motion, pausing to consider: what was I really throwing away, anyway? And, as if for the first time ever, I really looked at our trash. Sure, there were things I realized on second thought probably were recyclable after all, and which were then rerouted to another bin. But many things were just “hmmm” things—things I had never been given a real reason to stop and consider before.


There were yarn bits from a knitting project. The wax coating from a block of cheese. Plastic netting from a bag of lemons. Foam packaging from a new piece of technology. The waxy wrapper from a stick of butter.


Oh my, yes, this would be a very interesting year.


We’d need some rules of course—a few general parameters we’d already decided and others that we haven’t even realized we needed to consider. The main gist we arrived at was this: we could recycle. We could compost. We could donate, give away and sell. But no trash, no garbage, and no landfill. After one big final sweep of the house on December 31st, all the trash cans in our house would be removed.


And there would be a few important exceptions. If one of my kids needed a Band-Aid, or medicine with a made-for-the-landfill wrapper? They’d get it. Period. In each of our two bathrooms I installed a small wastebasket with a handwritten sign taped to it reading: Health and Safety. Also, my husband’s photography business would need to continue to function, so his studio would still be able to throw away actual trash, with the understanding that he would work to minimize it as much as possible.


Given that Greta was now living in Brooklyn, a location that surely would present different challenges than those of a tiny town in southern Vermont, her experiences promised an entirely different vantage point on the project.


We would, of course, make mistakes. There would be dead ends. There would be a box to contain the items that represented all those moments, which I named the Whoops Box.


Steve renamed it the WTF Box.


On December 31, the very last day before beginning our family’s Year of No Garbage, we made a video of ourselves emptying all the different garbages in the house—the wastepaper baskets, the container in the bathroom, the kitchen bin, and office garbages. Who knew we had this many garbage receptacles? Everything went into the bin outside. It felt weirdly celebratory, like smoking a last pack of cigarettes before going cold turkey.


Our garbage pickup service allotted us one ninety-six-gallon container worth of trash removal a week, and I’d been paying attention: we filled it every week. That meant our household alone was contributing nearly five thousand gallons a year to a landfill somewhere. This usually took the form of five or six or seven kitchen-size trash bags filled with everything from kitty litter and ripped pantyhose to food containers that were too moldy to bear opening again. Sure, we also had a ninety-six-gallon container devoted to “single-stream” recycling, and I thought we were pretty good about getting all the things were understood to be recyclable into it: cardboard, paper, glass jars, tin cans, plastics #1–7, and so on. Surely, if I looked into it, I could up my recycling game, bravely confront the moldy containers and wash them for recycling, discover what things could go in that bin that I hadn’t known, or find alternative venues for recycling. Anything we couldn’t recycle would have to be sold, repurposed, or given away.


I imagined I was at least somewhat ahead of the curve, though, because I considered myself already waste conscious. I mean, I brought my own bags to the store, I made my own yogurt to avoid buying commercial in plastic tubs, and I’d even installed a device on my washing machine that eliminated the need for laundry detergent (more on this later). I composted my food waste and had a small vegetable garden. We had a few backyard chickens, which meant I only had to buy eggs in cartons in their “off-season.” And yet somehow we filled that ninety-six-gallon curbside container every single week. Easily.


This year? Our goal was to reduce that five-thousand-gallon contribution to none. And I have to admit, as the beginning of the new year loomed, I was feeling pretty good about our chances.


I mean, really. How hard could it be?









CHAPTER ONE


THIS SUCKS AND EVERYONE HATES ME


“Well, THIS is going to be fun. I don’t get to eat crackers for a whole year?”


Greta was fuming. Crabbiness was coming off her like vapor off a steam engine as we plodded back to her Brooklyn apartment in the slush. We were returning from our first visit to her local grocery store of the new year—our brand-spanking-new Year of No Garbage—and I think it would be fair to categorize it as an unmitigated disaster.


“I’m just saying. Carr’s Crackers are my childhood. They’re part of my ritual when I come home from classes. I mean—I’ve finally figured out all the things here that have no sugar!”


I felt terrible. Everything I said to try to console her just turned into another argument. We can make crackers! Yeah, but they won’t be as good. They might be even better! Probably not. The Greta who had breezily characterized this last family endeavor as “fun” only a few months ago had been replaced by Greta the Supremely Pissed.


Of course, it wasn’t just about crackers. The first five things we had picked up in the store had all been returned to the shelves in despair: clementines? Came in plastic netting. Bacon? Was in vacuum-sealed plastic. Battalions of dried pasta peered out at us from behind cellophane windows, cheeses of all shapes and sizes snuggled into their plastic shrink-wrap, and of course, the infamous, last-straw Carr’s Crackers, which our family well knows contains a crinkly plastic bag inside the paperboard box.


Ilsa, meanwhile, was just as indignant. Her eye had been on a package of smoked salmon and cream cheese pinwheels that had been wrapped in approximately fourteen different kinds of plastic, all of which shrieked landfill! to anyone who would listen.


So in between sparring with Greta on the hopelessness of our situation, Ilsa jumped in with her own helpful commentary. (Me:) What if we make our own pinwheels? We could buy smoked salmon and cream cheese. Smoked salmon comes in plastic. We can get it at the fish store! I don’t like that kind as much. Besides they won’t sell it to you without a plastic bag either.


Despair, despair, despair.


In desperation, I even pulled out the Big Picture Talk: “You know guys, this year . . . it’s going to be a process. It isn’t going to just be easy. And a lot of things we’ll have to research and learn, and that’s the value of doing this whole thing, right?”


They just looked at me with blank faces. Well known to parents of young people, it’s the look that says: “Yeah. Right.”


By the time we were walking in the door of Greta’s basement apartment, I’d about had it: “Look. Guys. It’s day two. Are we ready to give up? Is that it? And Greta, you volunteered to do this in the city. If you don’t want to do this then you don’t have to.”


Yes I do! No you don’t! Yes I do!


There was an aggravated silence, broken at last by Steve. “So! How was the store?”


“It was awesome. Everybody’s mad at me,” I responded.


“I’m not mad.” Greta said, growing quiet. “I guess I’m just . . . scared.” I was stopped dead by the abrupt shift in her demeanor.


“I’m sorry, Mama. I just feel like, if I don’t do this project, I won’t be a part of this family anymore.” She paused. “And, I also feel like you’ve forgotten how hard Year of No Sugar really was.”


She had me there. “First of all, you are always a part of this family, no matter what.” I said firmly. “And second . . . you’re right. Sometimes I think I remember, but I also think I forget, too.” After a pause, I added, “Plus, you guys are older. You fight back much harder now.” This made the girls smile. And just like that, the First Big Argument was over. We were on the same team again.


The fact is, I had forgotten how hard it is to do a big against-the-societal-grain-project like this. It’s like swimming upstream, all day long, every day. How could I have possibly forgotten that? And how could I fail to take into account the amount of strain that puts on our family? Of course, I knew the answer to my own question: it was because I get so mesmerized by the power of the Big Life-Changing Idea, and I wanted so badly to do it. Was it wrong for me to ask that of my family? I don’t always know the answer to that question.


But I was heartened by Greta’s ability to identify her fear and her ready willingness to express it. If only, I thought, if only we can all manage to work together as a team, and not take our frustrations out on each other, that would be essential to getting us through this year in one piece. That, and a little luck. With that thought, I put the last few groceries away in the cupboard—a meager assortment consisting of bananas, bread in a paper-only bag, and a few cans of beans—and breathed a sigh of relief.


Then we went outside to find that our car had been towed.


Back in Vermont a few days later, the struggle continued. I felt like I was leading an expedition to the North Pole blindfolded. How could I tell my family to live in this new way, when I had no idea myself? Every turn presented fresh I don’t knows, and the grocery store was the biggest minefield by far. Over and over, I was finding myself in the position of needing to buy food, yet being confronted by aisles and aisles of That Which Is Forbidden. Where before I had been amazed at the omnipresence of various forms of sugar in virtually every product on the store shelf, now I was dumbstruck by the shocking overabundance of unrecyclable packaging. And when I say “unrecyclable packaging,” of course, I’m talking about plastic.


Crinkly plastic. Stretchy plastic. Molded plastic.


Whereas previously I had kinda sorta had the impression most plastics were numbered and mostly fell within the range of types that was accepted by our garbage service’s single-stream recycling, I was now wholly disabused of that notion. What about bags with foil on the inside? Or produce stickers? Did those contain plastic too? What about the thin plastic tab that peeled off to open the milk? Or the clear plastic rings that encircled the lids and caps of nearly everything?


The learning curve was so steep I was getting a nosebleed.


Three foods had immediately surfaced as being the most troublesome in terms of avoiding disposable packaging, but the good news was that they were just incidental things, like meat, bread, and cheese. I know what you’re thinking: well, duh. Of course meat, what with all the concerns about contamination. Heck, we can’t seem to keep our meat disease-free as it is, even though we wrap it in enough single-use packaging to kill a goat.


But bread? I’m not even talking about sandwich bread, which for some reason comes wrapped for protection from the apocalypse, but even the “let’s pretend we have a real bakery in the supermarket!” bread that comes in the homey brown paper bag, because those bags all too often have shiny little windows, presumably so the consumer can see the lovely bread without having to touch it with their dirty consumer hands.


Don’t get me wrong. For the health advances made possible by modern packaging science I am grateful—truly. In fact, when I posted on social media a picture of my favorite peanut butter jar with a heretofore unnoticed-by-me plastic ribbon around the lid, a friend rightly commented that those plastic bands are there to keep people from putting poison in my peanut butter.


I mean, really. How dare the peanut butter people try to save my life? The nerve.


But, I’m aware that the problem of how to exist in a less-damaging way upon the earth, while deeply important, is nevertheless a first world problem. If you are facing starvation or fleeing oppression, you aren’t going to care about whether your rice comes in a dolphin-friendly bag. You’re just not.


Trying to figure out how to live with less or zero garbage, while a legitimate endeavor, is a challenge we are lucky to be able to prioritize. So if I was whining about the annoying plastic wrap on my favorite peanut butter, I just want to be clear that I realize how fortunate I am that, on any given day, this was the biggest of my problems. There are an overwhelming number of people in the world struggling with food insecurity and ecological disaster. Do I think my frustrations with peanut butter lids and tangerine netting are more important than such immediate issues? Of course not.


But if we are in a position to choose what we eat or wear or buy, the ramifications from those decisions are significant, especially over the long term. One day we who have the luxury of choice may wake up and realize that all those short-term decisions have added up to something really bad, and could even become future sources of acute problems, including further instances of food insecurity and ecological disaster. The prevalence of trash in oceans, landscapes, and our bodies today makes the argument that, in fact, this is already happening. So I view focusing on the choices we make, when we have them, as actually a pretty grave responsibility. If I don’t care about where this peanut butter wrapper or orange net ends up, or who it hurts along the way, who will?


Speaking of choices, I was a vegetarian of one kind or another for twenty years. So when it came down to it, if necessary, I could do no meat. And I have also been known to make some pretty decent homemade bread. But cheese? This one I honestly did not see coming. Just try finding a cheese, a single cheese product, in your local supermarket that doesn’t incorporate any plastic wrapping. I’ll wait.


See what I mean? It’s crazy. It’s as if cling wrap had to be developed first, just to pave the way for the invention of cheese.


I adore cheese. At this point in my life, I’m pretty sure my body is made up of about 95 percent cheese. I may or may not be getting emotional right now at the very thought of a cheese-less year.


But before abandoning all hope and barricading myself in the basement with a tear-stained copy of Cheeses of the World, it occurred to me to check in with our friends Robin and Patty, who own an Italian specialty food shop in the next town over. Patty assured me they’d be happy to cut from any wheel of cheese in the big glass case and . . . wrap it in paper for me. (Cue the Hallelujah Chorus.)


And, as it turns out, they also sold several types of homemade bread on-site that came in plain brown paper bags with no plastic windows. (Cue even louder Hallelujah Chorus.)


Sure, the ladies working the counter looked a little confused when I asked for Parmesan cut from the wheel when they already had about twenty different wedges presliced and wrapped in Saran Wrap, so rather than argue the point I settled for Romano instead. Heck—Parmesan, Romano, Velveeta—who cared? I was getting cheese, people. (Cue the Hallelujah Chorus, hip-hop/extreme dance club version.)


I know, I know. You’ve probably already guessed that this was expensive cheese. Bougie cheese. Which brings us to the inevitable conversation of whether living more lightly on the earth is a luxury only available to people who can afford it. This was a recurring theme with No Sugar as well. Hearing about my project, and how hard it was to avoid sugar in our daily lives, some would gripe, Oh, sure, you can spend hours reading ingredient lists, cook homemade food, and buy more expensive products that have better ingredients, but most people can’t. Most people don’t have that luxury.


And they were right. But part of my objective in doing a yearlong project is not just to demonstrate how hard it may be to live in a way that’s different from our cultural norm, but also to ask the questions: Why is this so hard? Should it be? Are there good reasons to rethink things we have till now accepted?


Change has to start with people showing up and asking for it. Organic produce, bulk shopping, co-ops, health food stores, farmers’ markets, and even electric cars are now more popular and more accessible than ever before, and as the audience supporting those institutions increases, prices will decrease.


Acknowledging that everyone may not be able to spend the time or money necessary to go zero waste, doesn’t let us all off the hook. We’re still on the hook. And it’s a big hook. Planet-sized, to be precise. But we can all start somewhere.


Even if it’s just by changing how we think.









CHAPTER TWO


TRASH IS IN THE EYE OF THE BEHOLDER


One day in February, as I was walking through our house I stepped on a piece of gravel, tracked in from our driveway, and picked it up with annoyance. Without thinking, I headed for the trash, when I realized (as I had done nearly every day since January first) that there was no trash to put it in. I stopped, stymied.


I looked at the piece of gravel. What the heck was I doing?


What, I wondered, had I ever been doing?


I mean, seriously. It’s a freaking rock, Eve, I admonished myself. Rocks aren’t garbage . . . they’re nature. Why would I throw a rock in the trash? To be trapped in a nonbiodegradable plastic bag, hauled to the landfill, and sit there, smothered for eternity? Sure, it was tiny, the size of an M&M, but how many times had I thrown away a piece of gravel, and how many other people have done just the same thing? That, like anything, adds up.


How much more effort would it really have been for me to open the front door and toss that pebble out into the yard? At some point I must have made the mental calculation, Oh, I’ll just put gravel in the trash because that’s easier, but the difference was truly miniscule: between opening a door and not opening a door. And I knew I was guilty of myriad other, similar infractions. How many times had I tossed out a paper clip or a safety pin just because the trash was closer than the drawer or box? How many pencils have I thrown away because they were missing erasers, or simply weren’t sharpened, or because we just had too many?


We live in a time of material abundance unprecedented in human history, and clutter is the thoroughly modern phenomenon that comes along with it. Surely, I can’t be the only person who has ever thrown “perfectly good” things into the trash out of a strange sense of pure, unadulterated self-defense.


But what gives me the right, I wondered for the first time, to send something to the landfill? When did we become such masters of the universe? When did we become so careless with our resources?


As if to emphasize the point, the piece-of-gravel revelation was playing out in our house over and over like a broken record: what once we would have thrown out, now we were, for the first time, being compelled to really look at . . . and find another way. I’m sheepish to admit that in the past whenever a clothespin came apart I had considered it “broken” and would pitch it: too hard to fix! Probably impossible. I’d think. But when that happened to me now, I sat down and in about a minute and a half put it back together. I felt quite unreasonably proud about it, when I wasn’t feeling a twinge of shame for not bothering till now.


And when Greta was visiting home and came across a huge entanglement of random yarns and craft scraps that had somehow all been shoved together in the bottom of a tote bag, she looked at me questioningly . . . what on earth were we going to do with this? Any other year, we would certainly have thrown it away. Instead, we sat down and started untangling. It sat on the coffee table for a few days getting progressively better in installments. Every time I was sitting and had a few moments I’d absentmindedly run my fingers through it some more, until one day it was no longer a horrible mess at all, but a neat pile of several different balls of yarns and fabric strips. Again, I felt both proud and a little ridiculous for feeling proud. I kept thinking: those bits and pieces can now be used. Used! I felt like an alchemist who had discovered how to turn garbage to gold.


But the real discovery, I think, was that it was never trash in the first place. For the first time I could see it: trash is a made-up idea, invented in the name of convenience, which I was beginning to consider a dirty word. Because that lovely idea, as it turns out, comes at a terrible, terrible cost.


So sure, I had saved a teeny tiny rock from the landfill and who cares. But it was a teeny tiny rock that represented something much bigger, so instead of throwing it outside I brought the bit of gravel up to my office and placed it on a little wooden box as a pedestal on my desk, to remind myself that just because our culture accepts something, doesn’t mean it makes any sense. Sometimes it’s just a matter of stopping to really look at something for the first time that can change your point of view entirely.


Sometimes it can even be something right underfoot.


I had figured out that garbage was an arbitrary definition: trash is in the eye of the beholder. This felt like a key revelation, but it still didn’t help me with the one activity that brought more far more new stuff into our house every week than any other: grocery shopping.


Although I had begun the year thinking our family could pretty much follow the same strategy as we had in other projects—simply don’t buy anything that contains the thing you’re avoiding!—that plan was not working. After that first day of New Year’s shopping in Brooklyn I had realized we were going to have to break down and purchase some intended-for-disposal packaging if we were going to remain fed, at least for a little while.


So even though I was avoiding the big stuff (package overwrap, hard plastics with no numbers, packages within packages) the small stuff that I didn’t know what to do with seemed never-ending. Oatmeal? Came in a cardboard cylinder with a thin plastic pull tab around the top. Anything in glass? (Salsa! Olives! Mustard!) Had a clear, plastic ring around the lid. Virtually all produce came with either little plastic stickers or plastic tags attached to their twist ties. For lack of a better word I’d call it “Ungarbage”. . . incidental material that I did not want to keep and probably most other folks wouldn’t want to either.


My solution? We just wouldn’t dispose of those items. Instead we’d wash everything and keep it in neat little sorted piles till we figured out where it could go that was not a landfill or an incinerator. I firmly believed that all these different wrappers and containers had a purpose, a perfect home, if only I could figure it what that was.


The first order of business was to get a very serious grip on what, in this day and age, was able to be recycled, whether through the single-stream container (were there more things that could go in there than I knew about?) or other, more unusual methods I had yet to discover. (We had an outdoor fireplace, so why not try burning paper products that were not traditionally recyclable such as pizza boxes, tissue paper, and paper labels? I was vaguely aware of the existence of material drop-off bins and mail-in recycling. What was the deal? And what else was out there?)


Surely, if I did my research right, this would become a piece of cake. After all, recycling had come such an awfully long way in a relatively few short decades. The seventies, when I sang along with Oscar the Grouch, felt like the Stone Age by comparison with the resources we had at our disposal today, and even in the two decades since we moved to Vermont much had changed in the garbage/recycling scene. When we moved here in the late nineties, we had been instructed to leave our garbage at the end of the driveway in plastic bags, and it was collected by two guys in a pickup truck. Recycling was catch-as-catch-can: a very few recyclable items could be left, separated by material, in whatever container you had lying around—I learned pretty quickly not to use a laundry basket because they’d inevitably just take the whole darn thing. I was pretty sure I didn’t want to know what really happened to any of it. Eventually this small-scale operation was bought out, and they got a bigger truck, but then they didn’t take recycling at all, so we started taking our recycling directly to the dump, which accepted it for free.


The Dump. It just sounded . . . well, scatological, for one thing. For another, there’s something kind of sad and forlorn about it. This is The Dump. This is where we dump stuff.


I’d never encountered an actual transfer station before. (This is the real name for the dump, which no one actually uses.) I was a little shocked: residents drove right up alongside a series of enormous concrete bays into which we poured our presorted recycling. If you peered over the edge you could see the cascading piles of stuff two floors down, a cavernous open space where the trucks of contractors drove in and out, dropping off construction debris. On most days the place was filled with the sounds of crashing metal and breaking glass.


Using this new system, we got the hang of an elaborate and somewhat grimy arrangement of different bins in our garage for all the different recycling categories: aluminum cans, tin cans, paper, paperboard, corrugated cardboard, certain plastics, green glass, brown glass, clear glass. White paper had its own box, but no staples, no binding, no colored or shiny paper please. Whenever our bins got to overflowing, we’d load up the car and dutifully cart it all over to the dump.


At that time only a very few, specific kinds of plastics were accepted. This was the first time I learned to check for what seemed to be the universal plastic recycling symbol, the number in a triangle, after which we had to separate within those categories: opaque plastics (such as laundry detergent bottles) went in one bin while translucent plastics (like milk containers) went in another.


Mind you, no envelopes with plastic windows. No glossy paper. No newspaper circulars. There were hand-lettered signs and admonishments posted all over the facility. Yeesh.


You can imagine our relief when our most recent garbage removal service was purchased by yet another, even larger one, and at last we graduated to a real, big-city-style garbage truck with mechanized arms that not only included recycling, but featured a new magical system called single stream. Ooooo! Paper, plastic, tin cans, everything now went into the same blue bin that sat at the foot of our driveway and we felt very up and coming and modern about it. No more trips to the dump! Forget trying to decipher if the can was aluminum or tin! Forget diligently sorting by color and opacity . . . you didn’t have to puzzle over such minutiae. Just throw it in the bin! No problem!


We went on in this manner for years. Like most people, I had a vague understanding of what was deemed acceptable to recycle in this way, but didn’t really focus on the matter. A lot of my “recycling” was based on assumptions rather than facts. Over time, more plastic “numbers” were added to the acceptable list. Eventually, as long as it had a chasing arrow triangle, regardless of which number, you could place it in the single-stream recycling bin. This was where we found ourselves today.


And this seemed like great news for our No Garbage project, because wasn’t it true that the majority of plastics coming into our home had these numbers imprinted on them? The fact that the arrows looked like a sign for recycling made it seem quite intuitive: the presence of a recycling symbol meant the item was recyclable.


Only, as it turns out, that’s not what the symbol means, and ostensibly it was never meant to. As I began to look into it I learned that the chasing arrow triangle system, also known as the Resin Identification Code (RIC), was introduced in the 1980s as a means of helping identify the plastics which were recyclable, but just because a plastic has a number on it isn’t any guarantee of recyclability. Additionally, these seven numbers only represent a tiny fraction of plastic types. Many people see RIC numbers 1–7 and correspondingly think there are just seven kinds of plastic, when in fact there are tens of thousands.


Just what did these numbers actually represent, anyway?




“Chasing Arrow” Resin Identification Codes (RIC) Numbers: Identify Plastic Type, Not Recyclability


#1 PETE polyethylene terephthalate—water, soda, and cooking oil bottles


#2 HDPE high-density polyethylene—milk jugs, detergent and shampoo bottles


#3 PVC polyvinyl chloride—pipes, tubing, insulation


#4 LDPE low density polyethylene—flexible plastic film such as supermarket shopping bags, Bubble Wrap, bread and newspaper bags, Tyvek envelopes


#5 PP polypropylene—many “tub” style food containers such as yogurt, sour cream, takeout containers


#6 PS polystyrene—plastic utensils, Styrofoam, coffee cup lids


#7 Other—anything not #1–6—such as nylon, fiberglass, acrylic, and many many many more





But I’m getting ahead of myself a bit here. At this point in the project, I knew all I wanted to know which was this: if a plastic item had a RIC number, our single-stream recycling provider would accept it.


What about non plastic usual recycling suspects? In that area I felt like I was in pretty good shape. Here was a breakdown:


GLASS


According to Friends of Glass and the associated nonprofit European Container Glass Federation,1 most types of glass are eligible to be crushed, remelted, and formed into new products. They only need to be clean and dry. The exceptions are: glass cookware (such as Pyrex), light bulbs, window glass, mirrors, drinking glasses and vases, eyeglasses, nail polish bottles, and actual crystal. In all these cases, coatings of different chemicals have been applied which can cause the glass not to melt or reform properly. For any of these objects which are still usable, they may be donated to a charity shop. Eyeglasses can be donated to the Lions Club, who will get them to a new user; look for eyeglass donation boxes in your local post office or Walmart, or go online and google “Lions Club Eyeglass Recycling Centers.” Burned-out light bulbs depending on what kind they are, can contain mercury, lead, or arsenic, so look up take-back programs for CFLs (compact fluorescent lights), LEDs, and fluorescent tubes. LampRecycle.org and the industry-funded National Electrical Manufacturers Association is a good resource.


Red-alert items


Broken mirrors, broken drinking glasses, and broken window glass have nowhere good to go that I knew of, so I crossed my fingers those objects wouldn’t come up this year.


PAPER, CARDBOARD, AND PAPERBOARD


Office paper, newspaper, colored paper, magazines, catalogs (even glossy ones), and phone books can all be fairly easily recycled. What paper can’t be recycled? Waxed paper, shredded paper, and paper that’s been decorated with crayon or water-based paint. However, all of these can be composted or burned. Even if they are clean and unused, paper napkins, paper tissues, and toilet paper can’t be recycled, because the paper fibers are too short, but they can be composted or burned. Paper products that have been contaminated with food such as pizza boxes or paper plates cannot be recycled, but they too can be composted or burned.


Most paper coffee cups have a plastic polyethylene interior coating, rendering them unrecyclable, not compostable, and a source of microplastics that slough off and mix with your drink when the hot liquid is added. They are evil and should be sent directly to hell where they belong.


No paper that is mixed with plastic can be recycled, burned, or composted. Not sure if a paper contains plastic? The website Almost Zero Waste recommends crumpling it up: if it is just paper it will stay crumpled. Another test: try ripping the paper: if it contains plastic it will be hard to tear.2


What about cardboard boxes with shipping tape on them? Although many recycling experts say that removing that tape constitutes “best practices,” there seems to be a wide consensus that the most important bit is simply breaking the box down flat. And indeed, if you watch videos showing how cardboard is recycled, there is a process to remove “foreign materials” including plastic.


Red-alert items


Because they contain plastic, most kinds of wrapping paper, receipts, photographic prints, stickers, sticky notes, and paper painted with acrylic paint have nowhere good to go and are best avoided entirely. Ask for no receipt or email receipts when possible. Look for wrapping paper marked 100 percent paper, or use old maps, aluminum foil, posters, or newsprint. (Steve has very fond memories of receiving presents as a kid wrapped in the Sunday funnies.) In my family I am famous for being the “ribbon saver.” I have a box in the closet where I keep all the old ribbons and bows from presents past for reuse. Now I was saving pieces of wrapping paper smoothed out for reuse as well. I was amazed to realize that it really did still look nice the second or third time around.


If you have extra fabric lying around, try googling “furoshiki” cloth wrapping techniques. I feared this would be in a league with making an elaborate origami swan but in fact can be as simple as folding an envelope.


Of course gift bags made of paper or fabric are a great reusable option, but beware the Amazon gift bag: you know the one. It feels kind of crunchy and paper-like? Don’t be fooled. It’s made with plastic.3


What about tape?


To avoid plastic cellophane tape and shipping tape too, I pledged to try a recipe I found online from the renowned zero waste Chef Anne-Marie Bonneau: wheat paste glue. (Could this cure me of my extreme label-maker addiction?)


Wheat Paste Glue




• 1 cup water


• 3 tablespoons all-purpose flour


• Heat water in a pot over medium high heat and whisk continuously while slowly adding flour. Let paste bubble while whisking a few minutes as it thickens. Turn off heat.


• Store leftover wheat paste in a glass jar in the refrigerator.4





METALS: TIN, ALUMINUM, STEEL


According to zero waste expert Kathryn Kellogg, metal is the most valuable of recyclable materials. This category includes aluminum cans, aluminum foil, steel cans and lids, lids from glass jars, and even beer bottle caps. And did you know that metal aerosol cans can be recycled? Just remove the plastic nozzle. All metals need in order to be recyclable is to be clean and dry. Labels can stay on because they will get burned off in the recycling process, and yes, many cans have a thin, inner can coating of plastic but that gets burned off as well. Because most recycling has a hand-sorting component, Kellogg recommends minimizing sharp edges by shoving steel can tops back in the clean, dry can before recycling. Used safety razor blades sometimes come with a metal box for safe collection, but if not, Kellogg gives instructions for making your own on her website.5


Red-alert items


Well, anything made with heavy metals, such as mercury or lead, is problematic, so appliances fall into the difficult category, and batteries also incorporate metals that can be toxic. The good news is that although not recyclable in your single stream, all of the above items can be valuable for their components and therefore need to get to the right people for harvesting, scrapyards and e-waste collection programs being the best bets.


In our area, for example, electronics recycling is available at the transfer station at the next town over every Sunday. I have a bin in our basement for anything that runs on batteries or has an electrical cord attached to it that has given up the ghost, and when it is full I bring the whole bin to them. It may take some asking around or noodling on your computer, and once you’ve found a collection point be sure you’re following their guidelines—some places have amount limits or fees for certain items. I think the effort is well worth the knowledge that you’ve done your best to keep all those heavy metals from contaminating the environment.


As for batteries, Call2Recycle is an industry-funded organization with third-party verification that specializes in battery recycling, you can visit their website to find drop-off locations in your area.6


Contaminated cans from oil-based paint or motor oil are the one red alert Item that there is no good solution for at all. These items may have toxic chemistry that is persistent and they need to go to household hazardous waste collection, do not pass go, do not collect $200. They will ultimately be landfilled or incinerated.


BUT WHAT IF I HAVE A CHOICE?


When presented with multiple options, is there a material that is a clear best environmental choice? In fact there is, and I bet you already guessed it isn’t plastic. According to Earth 911, which has been around for thirty years and lays claim to being the largest online recycling database in the world, given the choice between plastic, aluminum, and glass, the most environmental choice is aluminum that has been 100 percent recycled, closely followed by the more ubiquitous glass. (This is because new aluminum is made with pit-mined bauxite, which causes erosion, habitat loss, and water contamination.)7 What about steel cans? A similar problem to aluminum: the process to mine iron ore and produce steel is highly energy intensive and highly polluting.


More often than not? Glass, ladies and gentlemen, is where it’s at.


Of course, even better than the very best recycling, as any Zero Waster worth their salt will tell you, is not to consume in the first place, if you can help it. “Reduce, Reuse, Recycle” is in that order not only because it sounds catchy but because that’s the suggested order of desirability. One of the very best ways I can think of to start reducing is to eliminate the things that come into my house that I didn’t even want in the first place. Pretty much everyone gets it too: I’m talking about junk mail. And since every year we cut down about a hundred million trees just to mail everyone this stuff,8 it’s worth spending a few minutes on.


JUNK MAIL


Here are some simple steps you can take to cut down on unwanted junk mail, with the caveat that no one solution will take care of all of it, and they all take several weeks to take effect:


Credit card applications


Don’t you just love having to endlessly shred unsolicited credit card applications to prevent identity theft? Visit optoutprescreen.com to opt out of unsolicited credit card and insurance offers. You can choose between opting out for five years and opting out permanently. Don’t worry! If you ever feel like you miss all that extra mail, you can revisit the site and opt back in again. They will ask for your Social Security number and birthday, which is encrypted, and if you want the permanent opt-out you must take the additional step of printing out a page and mailing it in. Opting out of unsolicited offers does not affect your credit score. This is the only legit way to decline preapproved offers from the four major credit bureaus, and it is recommended by the Federal Trade Commission.9


Catalogs


The Christmas Catalog Onslaught is real and it’s a problem. To opt out of unsolicited direct mail marketing such as catalogs, magazine offers and donation requests, you have three choices. The first two are website services that are free and the last is an app that has a monthly fee.




DMAchoice.org


At this website you will be directed to a form asking for your name, address and email. A nonprofit organization, DMAchoice will remove you from lists as a “prospect,” but be aware that if you have purchased from a company in the past, you are instead considered a “customer.” In this case you will have to contact the sender directly to ask to be removed from their list. Yes, probably even if the only thing you ever purchased was a pair of whimsical socks for your nephew fourteen years ago.


There is a charge of four dollars, and the opt-out is good for ten years. If this, or the rudimentary look of the website, makes your wonder “Hold on, is this for real?” it is. This service is recommended by the Federal Trade Commission.


Catalogchoice.org


For a more hands-on approach visit Catalogchoice, a nonprofit that is part of the Story of Stuff Project, and if you know anything about them, then you know that they are doing wonderful things to save the world. On their platform you can search for each catalog you’d like to stop receiving by name. They have more than nine thousand catalog titles listed, as well as some political and charitable organizations.


You will have to type your name and address in for each and every catalog, which is annoying, but also allows you to target mail that misspells your name or lists your address in different ways. But the very cool part is that they will then contact that company and ask specifically for your name and address to be removed from their list. A personal dashboard keeps a tally of each title and when you requested the removal, which I must say feels extremely satisfying, and also a little addictive. Like a video game for the absolute nerdiest of eco-nerds. If you love this service as much as I do, make a donation—this funds their good work.


PaperKarma.com


This is a phone app that made its debut in 2012, and the concept is super simple: take a picture of your junk mail, and PaperKarma will contact the sender and ask them to unsubscribe you. You can try it for free for the first four items, after which you can enroll in a membership of three months, six months, or a year. Again, it’s weirdly fun and like a mobile game for the very nicest Earth weirdos. What I found most exciting about this option was that I could also submit other kinds of junk mail like big box chain flyers and mailers from meal subscription services. Which is great, because I thought I was going to have to put a restraining order on HelloFresh.





Okay, I admit it. After those three you actually have a fourth choice, because you really could call the 800 number on each and every piece of junk mail and sit on hold waiting to ask them to remove your name from their list, which they may or may not do. Which I’ve also done. The three methods listed above are way easier and more effective, and if you are serious I recommend trying all of them. The one thing you should not do is mark it “Return to Sender,” because chances are very good they will just throw it away at the post office.


BUT BACK TO PLASTICS


Why was trying to buy only plastics that had recycling numbers turning out to be so much more of a challenge than I had anticipated? One reason, I was beginning to understand, is that many plastics aren’t just one category of material, but a smooshed-together combination. Think: snack bags, like for potato chips. Is the material basically plastic or is that shiny interior aluminum foil? In many cases it’s an amalgam of both (unless the shiny interior is Mylar, in which case it’s another kind of plastic.) Other packages, such as for cuts of meat, might use a plastic tray that had a RIC number, but topped by a cellophane film that did not.


Yet another flaw with my flawless plan, it turned out, was that even when I was exceedingly careful to buy a recyclable outside package, I’d frequently find that—whoops—there was something unrecyclable on the inside of the package. At one point, Greta called to ask me what to do with the horrible little absorbent pads hiding underneath your chicken or steak, inside the outer packaging. I had never really noticed them before this year, but I sure did now: in a house where you can’t throw anything away, this item was a clear early front-runner for The Most Revolting Thing You Could Ever Get Stuck With. That’s because even if, by some miracle, you found creative homes for the cleaned and dried outer tray, do you think there is a single, solitary place on earth that wants these soppy plastic pillows soaked in chicken blood and finely aged salmonella? Greta called these abominations meat maxi-pads.


Of course one obvious solution was to ask around and find out which places would let me bring my own containers, thus eliminating packaging altogether.


In the first few weeks, I learned that none of our local supermarkets would allow me to bring my own containers to the store to buy things like meat and cold cuts. That was a hard no. However, there was a butcher and a sandwich shop/deli that were fine with it, as well as a fish store—yes! I could hit my friends’ Italian specialty shop on the way back for the cheese and bread in either paper-only wrappers or my own containers if I brought them. Plus, there was a health food store that sold some items in bulk: beans, spices, rice. One day I mustered up the courage to use their complicated-looking peanut butter grinder, so now I knew I could bring my own container for that as well.
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