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INTRODUCTION: UNSTUFFING

This is a no-fault guide to living a greener life. No wagging fingers or tut-tuts here. God knows you’re doing the patriotic thing, bringing home all the goodies and renting storage for the surplus. And you’re decisive—you know when it’s time to toss the old stuff, and you have no qualms.


And yet—the climate is warming and the icebergs are melting. Maybe it’s time to change habits. Notice I don’t say your habits—could be your neighbor’s habits. You’ve got your eye on him. You watch what she’s putting out on garbage day. It makes you sick to see him send perfectly good stuff to the landfill or incinerator. That’s not your style. You believe in the Three R’s—Reduce, Reuse, Recycle—most of the time.


Anyway, what’s the rush? What does trash have to do with global warming? Doesn’t Big G Green mean biking to work, buying a hybrid car, burning less coal? What does that have to do with taking out the garbage?


I’m glad you asked, because there really is a connection between trash and global warming. The link is more subtle than watching glaciers shrink in Greenland, but it’s just as real.


One problem is at the front end, where trash is born innocently as wonderful manufactured stuff—suave, stylish, enticing items that speed us on the pursuit of happiness, plus more ordinary items from the paper aisle at the supermarket. But whimsical or essential, everything produced for the marketplace requires energy, especially electric power and motor fuel, the two big producers of the global-warming carbon dioxide.


It’s pretty simple—more stuff equals more greenhouse gas. Sure, you could manufacture off the grid. You could get your power from an old windmill and walk your products to the bazaar. But that’s no way to fund a 401(k).


At the other end of the trash cycle, you’re amazed to see all that stuff pile up in your neighbor’s garbage bin—bags, boxes, jugs, bottles, cans, barbeque, old newspapers, batteries, carpet, junk mail, light bulbs, phone books, day-old deli, coffee grounds, diapers, soggy pizza, orange peels, eggshells, inkjet cartridges, kitty litter, past-date drugs, old TVs, old clothes, old cell phones, old old old.


Viewing this mess, deep in your gut you feel another big shot of global warming gas is just down the block and around the corner, where an incinerator burns the trash, producing more carbon dioxide; or where a landfill swallows the trash, digests some of it, and burps methane, an even more potent global warmer.


So trash is a warming agent both when it’s pristine new stuff and sullied old stuff. This book doesn’t dwell on the front end, where you decide what to buy—that’s between you, your wallet, and your higher nature. But this book does talk about your choices at the back end for disposing of stuff in the best way, the green way, to reduce the impact your trash has on climate change. Think of this book as a user’s guide to the garbage can.


For the record, this book has a bias against burning trash but not against burying it. Garbage dumps are as old as civilization, and they keep archeologists busy. Often there’s no alternative to burying old stuff. But this book urges the better, energy-saving alternatives—recycling, reusing, reducing.


Finally, one all-purpose disclaimer. The views and recommendations expressed here are my own, based on experience and the most recent technical information. In all cases, the last word on every trash question belongs to your local waste-management professionals. This is a friendly way of saying that neither the author nor the publisher is liable for any injury, humiliation, or public scorn you may suffer as a result of following the advice in Green House. We’ll take full credit, however, for the personal satisfaction you gain in getting rid of your stuff in a greener way.


Norm Crampton 
Bloomington, Indiana



ALUMINUM CANS

Aluminum beverage cans are worth at least 2 cents each at the local scrap dealer. That may not seem much, but curbside recycling programs depend on aluminum cans to help cover costs—they’re the only household discard that pays its own way around the recovery-reuse cycle. So next time you buy a 24-can case of drinks, imagine about 50 cents in recycling value. If you contribute the empties to your city collection program, the yield is even higher because of volume.


If those numbers fail to excite interest, consider that the typical empty aluminum can is remelted, remade, refilled, and back on the store shelf within 60 days. That’s practically metaphysical. The green advantage is even more compelling—aluminum made from recycled cans requires only 5% of the electric power that it takes to convert virgin bauxite ore into aluminum. Less power equals less carbon dioxide into the atmosphere. All of which makes you wonder why Americans aren’t doing a better job of recycling aluminum cans. The recovery rate has been virtually stagnant at a little over 50% for the past 20 years.



Green way to get rid of aluminum cans: Recycle all of them, and let virtue be your reward.







AMMONIA-BASED CLEANERS

Hmmm—so you have some common household cleaners to dispose of. Maybe you’ve run out of elbow grease. Ah, but that’s enough examination of motives. The answer, please!



Green way to get rid of ammonia and ammonia-based cleaners: If you absolutely cannot use the leftovers for window washing, floor scrubbing, etc., pour the remains down the sink with plenty of water, or down the toilet; rinse the container, and toss the bottle into the recycling bin.




WARNING: Never mix ammonia with chlorine bleach. Some people have done this thinking they would get a more powerful cleaning agent. Instead, they get a deadly gas and, ironically, a liquid that has virtually no cleaning power compared to the separate chemicals.





ANTIFREEZE

Folks who like to change the car antifreeze by themselves are an endangered species, and that’s a good thing. Possibly because antifreeze is a hazardous waste; possibly because virtually all new and newer cars and pickups use extended-life engine coolants, with recommended change intervals of five years or 100,000 miles, most worn-out antifreeze drains into drums at auto repair shops for periodic collection by commercial recycling businesses. But if you’re still doing this work in the home garage, take note:



Green way to dispose of old antifreeze: Save it in a metal can or plastic bottle until you take the vehicle in for other service. Then pass the old antifreeze to your mechanic for recycling. Don’t flush antifreeze down the toilet; don’t pour it into a storm sewer. And never, ever pour antifreeze on the ground. It has a sweet taste that’s attractive to pets, and it’s lethal.







APPLIANCES


Large

If you want to sound like an expert, speak of large household appliances the way professionals do. Call them “white goods,” so-named because most stoves, refrigerators, freezers, washing machines, dryers, microwave ovens, and water heaters used to be white. Even if they’re another color, they’re still “white goods” to the trade—and a recycling success story. At least 85% of large household appliances go direct to the scrap yard for recovery of steel bodies, iron parts, copper innards, switches, refrigerant gas, compressor oil, etc. Steel is by far the largest item recovered, averaging 123 pounds in a refrigerator, according to the industry. Most states ban disposal of white goods, but even when white goods do arrive at the landfill, they’re usually pulled aside for recycling.



Green way to get rid of large appliances: If you’re buying new, hauling away the old unit is almost always part of the deal with the store. If not, negotiate to include this service; and be prepared to pay a little, if necessary. Or store the old unit in your garage until the community has a bulk items pick-up day.

Special note about refrigerators and freezers: It’s against the law in most places to discard them without first removing the door or lid or any kind of lock that prevents opening from the inside. This is to avoid creating a deadly trap for kids at play.









APPLIANCES


Small

You’re kidding, repair a small household appliance? Thanks to the global economy, it’s much cheaper to toss small appliances and buy new. Things like clock radios, toasters, and old TVs simply can’t be put back in service without spending far more than they are worth—assuming you can find repair service at all. (See more on TVs at the listing “E-waste.”) Fixing little electrical things used to be a decent occupation. But so was door-to-door sales.



Green way to get rid of small appliances: None. Tossing that old toaster or clock radio into the trash may not be the best use of resources but you probably have no choice.









ASHES


Fireplace Ashes

Wood ashes are rich in potassium. Flowers and vegetables need potassium to grow well and resist disease. The connection is obvious. “But don’t overdo it,” a horticulturist advises. “Sometimes people get carried away,” spreading ashes so heavily that the balance with other nutrients is upset. A Penn State expert cautions to keep wood ashes under 20 pounds per thousand square feet of garden.



Green way to get rid of wood ashes: Spread a judicious amount in the garden. Throw the rest in the trash: Wood ashes from a home fireplace are unlikely to do harm in a landfill.







Human Remains

Human ashes—“cremains,” as they’re called in the undertaking business—can be disposed of in many ways other than the familiar encryptment in church or cemetery. Officially speaking, disposition of a human body is considered final in the crematory. What happens to the ashes is up to the survivors. Just keep it “dignified,” says one undertaker. Dignity does not include scattering ashes on any body of fresh water, however. That is considered pollution. Ocean disposal is less restrictive. A Boston mortician recalls chartering a fishing vessel to take the survivors and the dear departed out for a scattering in the Atlantic.


Certain military veterans are eligible for a more elaborate ceremony at sea. Upon notification from a military Office of Decedent Affairs, the Navy will assign a ship to take a canister of human ashes to sea and dispatch it to the ocean bottom. The next of kin receive a flag and a report of the exact latitude and longitude where the remains were tossed over.


If that’s too dramatic a finale, your backyard is a fine place to spread ashes or bury a canister. Or you can put old Uncle Normie on the mantel, but please don’t use a clear glass container. I will not be looking my best.


Check with local authorities before disposing of cre-mains on public lands.
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