‘Chasing Arrows’ Symbol
In Recycling Is Misleading
On Plastics, E.PA. Says

By CHANG CHE

Gary Anderson was a 23-year-old
architecture student at the Uni-
Versity of Southern California in
Los Angeles in 1970, when he en-
tered a design contest sponsored
by a box manufacturer for a logo
o promote the recycling of paper.

He won, spawning a symbol
that became international short-
hand for repurposing waste ma-
terials,

. His design: three folded-over
frrow strips, chasing each other
In an endless triangle.

[twasn'tuntil the end of the dec-
ade that Mr. Anderson, now 75,
saw his creation “take on a life of
its own,” beyond his $2,500 prize
earnings, he saidina phone inter-
view last week. He recalled walk-
ing along a sidewalk in Amster-
dam one day, turning a corner
onto a neighborhood square to see
Aaclutch of recycling bins stamped
With his design.

More than a thousand envi-
ronmental groups and individu-
als, along with the E.PA., sent
comments to the Federal Trade |
Commission from December to ‘
April, arguing, among other
points, that the misuse of the recy-
cling logo in plastic products may
be contributing to a growing plas-
tic-waste crisis.

Roughly 5 percent to 6 percent
of plastic in the United States was
recycled in 2021, a drop from 9.5
percent in 2014, according to a
2022 study of recycling facilities
by Greenpeace, an environmental
advocacy  organization. Most
types of plastic packaging were
“economically impossible to recy-
cle,” partly because of the costs as-
sociated with collecting and sort-
ing them, and could remain so in
the future, researchers found.

The ETC. said in December
that it was seeking public com-
ment on changes to its envi-
ronmental g and label-

Since thy
put the logo on all types of prod-
ucts, not just paper items like ce-
real boxes and shopping bags.

ing regulations, known as the
Green Guides. Last revised in
2012, the guides are meant to pro-

 “The symbol and I h
lives for a time,” said Mr. Ander-
son, a retired architecture and
planning consultant in Baltimore,
but he came to nurture a “pride of
authorship*

Now the environmental agency
that oversees recycling efforts in
jthe United States is saying that,
after close to five decades in the
public eye, the “chasing arrows”
Jogo should be retired from plas-
(tics that are difficult to recycle.

The Environmental Protection
Agency asked the Federal Trade
Commission in April to substitute
the arrows logo on plastics with
solid triangles, a decision that the
agency believes could help clear
up confusion around labeling. The
goal is to relieve recycling facili-
ties of the burden of dealing with
plastic items that they cannot
process.

Consumers have long treated
the chasing-arrows logo as an in-
dication that an item can be recy-

A logo’s designer
agrees that it has
been misused.

cled, wrote Jennie Romer, a depu-
ty assistant administrator at the
Environmental Protection
Agency, in an April letter to the
ETC.

But when it comes to plastics
‘that can be “deceptive and mis-
leading," Ms. Romer wrote. Manu-

tect rom

that make false claims about their
efforts to protect the envi-
ronment.

Since then, the problem of how.
to handle plastic waste has inten-
sified. One contributing factor, the
E.PA. said, was a 2018 policy shift
in China, which used to take mil-
lions of tons of American plastic
waste. It cut off low-grade plastic
imports in an effort to cleanse it-
self of “foreign garbage.” !

Without effective plastic recy-
cling, the labels have come to do
more harm than good, said John
Hocevar, oceans campaign direc-
tor at Greenpeace U.S.A. |

“I've had the worst, most de-|
pressing conversations with peo- |
ple about this stuff," Mr. Hocevar
said. “Your average person wants
to do the right thing. They look at
the stuff that they bought from the
store, they see recycling symbols
on it and they put it in the recy-
cling bin.”

But most of those items are not
being recycled, Mr. Hocevar said.
The waste overwhelms recyt
centers instead, diverting effort
away from paper, aluminum and

glass items that dre easier to recy-
cle.

The labels also contribute to a
‘myth that recycling is a solution to
the alarming rise of plastic waste,
Mr. Hocevar added.

The Environmental Protection
Agency is not asking to ditch Mr.
Anderson's logoinits entirety, Ms.

Romer said in a phone interview
last week. But companies that use

pair the iconic logo
with a resin identif

‘meeta
very high bar"
Fora 'to be ad-

le,
with numbers from 1to 7 that indi-
cate the type of plastic in the prod-
uct.
513 wNot all resin cod

vertised as recyclable, the Federal
Trade Commission requires that
at least 60 percent of the compa-

be recy-
cled currently in the United
'imes." she wrote. M;en');glgsu%
“Especially those num! from
’to 7, “are not financially viable to

recycle.
2 Mr. Anderson agreed that the
“§ymbol he created was not meant
16 be used that way. But he also

ny's have access to re-
cycling facilities where it can be |
processed. The EPA, has asked
the ET.C. to raise that threshold
“much higher”

While Mr. Anderson shares the
concerns, he is skeptical about ef-
forts to create alternatives to his
logo, which he said had arisen

froma th

0 8
usp:sd aubiquitous symbol of recy-
ing for other purposes.

. “Idosee their point,” Mr. Ander-
son said. “It was meant to be an
_overarching symbol to say, ‘Hey,
this is recycled, this has been re-
cycled or it's something you can
recycle’ That's what it was sup-
_posed to be."
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“(jood graphics are beautifully simple” said Gary Anderson, who won

design contest in 1970 for a Jogo to promote paper recyclin
) v

the printing press, the logic-defy-
ing art of M.C. Escher and the
Mobius strip, a one-sided geomet-
ric shape that loops on itself. * |

“Good graphics are beautifully |
simple, and they also work," he
said. “They convey the concepts
that need to be conveyed without
having to be ex| 2
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