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Introduction
Solid waste management, as a function, is

inherently decentralized. Most federal

governments in the world have devolved

waste management responsibilities to

either city or state governments. This is

because waste requires a decentralized

administrative system, and is largely

driven by the community of a particular

region. For example, the kind of waste that

a high-income neighborhood might

generate looks different from the kind that

a low-income community might generate.

High-income communities invariably

generate more waste per capita than lower-

income ones, and the composition of waste

may also differ. This extends to countries

as well; wealthier countries consume and

waste much more per capita than their

"less developed" counterparts. Due to this

disparity and difference in access to

certain resources, the solution to waste is

a decentralized one. There is no one-size-

fits-all answer.

It is also due to this lack of a centralized

solution that governments and companies

all over the world find it difficult to

coordinate and handle waste. This is

something I experienced first-hand when I

came to the US from India, especially with

regards to plastic waste.
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A common argument I hear against

an efficient waste diversion system

is that it is too idealistic and goes

against the essence of a capitalistic

society – that the soaring flight of

consumerism is bridled by the

humble three Rs of reduce, reuse,

recycle. 

I believe the answer to this argument

is in the transition to a ‘circular’

economy from a linear economy.

Through dedicated investment in

sustainable packaging and capacity

building, the world economy can

continue running as it is, while also

being sustainable. Re-purposing

used materials into raw ingredients

for other processes will not only

generate new jobs and revenue, but

also do all the good things that

people don’t like hearing about: save

the environment, reduce climate

change, and reduce landfill areas. 

Seeing the work that both larger

organizations like the Ellen

MacArthur Foundation as well as

local non-profits like Plant Chicago

are doing will ensure that the

necessary momentum is gathered to

transition us to this dream of a

circular economy.



recycling

The average American produces over 2

kgs (4.4 lbs) of waste per day. To put this

in perspective, one American produces

as much waste as a family of four in

India. Despite this massive consumption,

one of the most prosperous, educated,

and technologically advanced countries

in the world still sends more than two

thirds of its waste to the landfill. To

decipher this dichotomy, we must first

understand the history of recycling in the

United States.

In the 1960s and 70s, when America

started rapidly urbanizing, citizens were

forced to rethink recycling to tackle the

massive amounts of waste that cities

were producing. That is when the

American recycling industry as we know

it was born. Soon after, once the onus of

recycling shifted to the consumer,

recycling in the US became an altruistic

initiative, where high-income

neighborhoods producing more waste

were able to afford recycling services and

forget about waste once they threw it out.

In contrast, low income communities,

despite producing less waste per capita,

would have to grapple with the visible

failings of an improper waste

management system.

Americans’ approach towards recycling

and reusing started from an implicit way

of life in the late 19th century, where the

purpose of purchased products such as

clothes was to make them last long and

repurpose them (as opposed to

discarding them after they are worn).

This then shifted to a necessity in the

early 20th century when, during the Great

Depression and World Wars, people were

famously asked to collect scrap metal

and paper in order to rally support

behind the troops. After the World Wars

ended and the American economy

started booming, so did consumerism.

This thinking then shifted to a linear, or

use-and-throw economy, where people

stopped reusing and started consuming.

One American produces as
much waste as a family of
four in India.
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https://www.epa.gov/facts-and-figures-about-materials-waste-and-recycling/national-overview-facts-and-figures-materials#:~:text=The%20total%20generation%20of%20municipal,27%20million%20tons%20were%20composted.
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/30317
https://www.epa.gov/facts-and-figures-about-materials-waste-and-recycling/national-overview-facts-and-figures-materials


In 2017, the United States produced 268

million tons of solid waste, 25% of which

was recycled and 10% was composted. Of

the 25%, almost 15% of waste was

shipped overseas to countries like China,

Philippines, Malaysia, Thailand, and

Vietnam – all developing countries with 

poor waste management structures in

place. On an average, the 11  countries

that the United States sends its waste to

mismanage about 70% of their own

plastic waste. With poor waste

segregation systems in place in the US,

the mostly plastic waste that was sent to

these countries is heavily contaminated

(mixed with food and other materials),

and therefore could not be extracted into

meaningful end uses.

In 2017, China announced the National

Sword Policy, which effectively banned

the import of plastic and other materials

for recycling, crippling a global

infrastructure that had handled almost

half of the world’s recyclables for the

past 25 years. 

in photo: dumpsters overflowing in Chicago's McKinley Park neighborhood
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The policy was aimed at reducing China’s

processing of contaminated materials,

the processing of which was polluting

the air and contributing to global

warming. As a result, 70% of the plastic

waste that America was sending to China

every year suddenly had no place to go

anymore. This put local governmental

agencies and recycling firms in a

precarious position, since a lack of local

infrastructure for processing these

materials meant that plastic and other

recyclables were thrown in the landfills,

or burnt in waste to energy incinerators,

which burn waste, and use the smoke to

turn turbines and generate electricity.

Both landfills and waste to energy plants

are known to add to air pollution and

greenhouse gases, ultimately

contributing to climate change.

In 2017, the United States
produced 268 million tons of
solid waste, 25% of which was
recycled and 10% was composted

https://www.epa.gov/facts-and-figures-about-materials-waste-and-recycling/national-overview-facts-and-figures-materials
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2019/jun/17/recycled-plastic-america-global-crisis
https://e360.yale.edu/features/piling-up-how-chinas-ban-on-importing-waste-has-stalled-global-recycling#:~:text=China's%20%E2%80%9CNational%20Sword%E2%80%9D%20policy%2C,for%20the%20past%20quarter%20century.&text=Recycled%20aluminum%20and%20glass%20are%20less%20affected%20by%20the%20ban.


composting

Composting has existed for a long time in America, with George Washington being

dubbed as ‘America’s First Composter’. Today, it is often referred to as ‘black gold’

due to its growing value and worth in farming and waste diversion. Despite this

long history, systemic as well as individual composting practices are non-existent

in America, and the vast potential of this ‘black gold’ remains to be tapped.

According to the US Department of Agriculture, America wastes 30-40% of its food

supply every year, yet only 6% of food waste was composted in 2017. This gap in

waste diversion presents an opportunity for introducing wasted food back into the

environment.

55%

food wasted
39%

6%

America
wastes 

30-40% 
of its food

supply every
year

Only 6% of food waste was composted in 2017

}
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https://www.nationalgeographic.com/culture/food/the-plate/2016/09/compost--a-history-in-green-and-brown/#close
https://www.usda.gov/foodwaste/faqs
https://www.epa.gov/facts-and-figures-about-materials-waste-and-recycling/food-material-specific-data
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THE CURRENT SCENARIO

From a policy perspective, solid waste management is understandably a highly
decentralized administrative function. Although states, counties, and cities across the
US currently have varied policies for tackling waste management, the general
precedent in most cities is that private companies are responsible for the collection
and disposal of a large portion of waste generated in residential, industrial, and
commercial units. For example, in the city of Chicago, the Department of Streets and
Sanitation (DSS) only collects waste from residential households with 4 units or less.
Residential units of 5 units or more, institutional, industrial, and commercial waste is
entirely privately collected. Despite the large presence of private companies, there is
no policy incentive for them to divert their waste; they end up getting paid to unload
waste in landfills. Owing to a lack of awareness within customers (citizens), they can
easily label bins intended for recycling as ‘contaminated’ even if there is a single
unwashed plastic cup or milk carton.

These are the kind of discrepancies that have led to dismal diversion rates all over the

country. Waste Management Inc. (WM), which registered an annual revenue of $14.5

billion in 2018, is the largest waste hauler in the country. Of the 80 million tons

(roughly a third of all waste in the US) WM collects every year, just 20% gets recycled

and 4% gets composted. This trend is not specific to WM, but is symptomatic of a

broader issue of waste management by hauling companies in the US. While the

amount of waste recycled has stagnated, the revenue of the waste management

industry has steadily increased.

Such a large amount of waste hauling with a poor waste diversion mechanism has

massive costs for the environment in two ways. First, waste disposed of in a landfill

decomposes and releases harmful gases like methane into the atmosphere. Second,

transportation of this waste over long distances in big hauling trucks creates an

inefficient network that causes pollution. An upcoming yet counterproductive new

technique touted by leading waste haulers is the waste-to-energy plant, which

generates power from the turbines turned by fumes of waste being incinerated.

However, the purpose of waste-to-energy plants is rendered moot when there is no

sound infrastructure for segregating the waste. The incineration of unsegregated

waste creates harmful pollutants as a byproduct, which end up being equally, if not

more, dangerous than landfill dumping.

https://www.chicago.gov/city/en/depts/streets/supp_info/zero_waste/2009_chicago_wastecharacterizationstudyandwastediversionstudyres.html
https://www.wastetodaymagazine.com/article/top-40-haulers-list-waste-collection-north-america/
https://www.wm.com/location/california/north-county/oceanside/about/index.jsp#:~:text=We%20collect%20solid%20waste&text=With%20nearly%2026%2C000%20collection%20and,of%20solid%20waste%20each%20year.
https://sustainability.wm.com/downloads/WM_2018_SR_Executive_Summary.pdf


going forward

Waste management is a serious

problem. With rapid urbanization

taking place all over the world, the

World Bank estimates that annual

waste generation will increase by 70%

by 2050. The good news for America is

that there is an abundance of granular

data available on waste produced. A

two-pronged solution, with a bottom-up

as well as a top-down approach, is the

only way to find a sustainable solution

to this problem. All stakeholders –

residents, commercial units, and

industrial units – need to be engaged

and empowered to change their waste

disposal patterns, and be conscious

and aware of what they are putting into

the bin and how. Local non-profits like

Plant Chicago, through its experience

in empowering and engaging small

local communities and businesses,

could plant the seeds to a future of an

informed citizenry. 

On the other hand, the government, by

way of incentives, could encourage

citizens and commercial businesses to

divert waste through source segregation,

reduction, and other means; push private

hauling companies and local recycling

businesses to do better with their

recycling and composting practices;

and spur innovation in sustainable

technologies, packaging, and waste

diversion methodologies, like off-the-

shelf composting systems which

compost food much faster than regular

composting facilities for large quantities.

We also needn’t look far for inspiration.

California recently passed a bill which

encourages, but does not mandate,

municipalities to switch from single-

stream to dual-stream programs. This

means that instead of collecting waste in

one truck or ‘stream’, waste would be

segregated at pick-up, and ‘dual-stream’

trucks would collect the two types of

waste separately.
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Recommendations &
Plant Chicago's role

https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/urbandevelopment/brief/solid-waste-management
https://www.foodcycler.com/commercial-industrial
https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billNavClient.xhtml?bill_id=201920200AB815
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These kinds of policies, coupled with education and awareness campaigns, could

prove very effective in diverting large amounts of waste away from the landfills. The

policy, passed in August just last year, is already reaping benefits in Mill Valley, where

a pilot project reached a 99% participation rate, and a massive reduction in residuals

(from 16.7% to 7%) through dual-stream recycling, which also made for a greater

recycling product (an additional ton). Through policies like these, America, with its

technological might and innovative spirit, has the potential to set the example for the

rest of the world in sustainable waste management practices.

https://legistarweb-production.s3.amazonaws.com/uploads/attachment/pdf/363150/MVRS_Dual-Stream_Pilot_Report_032119.pdf

