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Many plastics, including films, bags and yogurt containers, are not widely recycled, but they carry the “chasing arrows” symbol that makes consumers think they are.
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'Debunking the ‘Recycling Myth, Starting With Its Symbol

By SUSAN SHAIN

Jan Dell is a collector. But in-
stead of art or action figures, she
collects what she calls “bad plas-
tic containers”” She is a connois-
seur and a completist: Her speci-
mens include lids from oatmeal
canisters, cups from fast-food
joints, cleaners wrapped in shrink
sleeves, and many, many Amazon
mailers. Each carries the familiar
“chasing arrows” recycling sym-
bol; none, she believes, will ever
be recycled.

Since 2018, when she gave up
her career as a chemical engineer,
Ms. Dell has run a one-woman
nonprofit, the Last Beach Clean-
up, from her home in the hills of
Orange County. Her obsessive ef-
forts to end what she calls “the re-
cycling myth” have led to a legal
settlement forcing Coca-Cola,
Clorox and other companies to
modify some of their recycling la-

1s.

Ms. Dell also headed an advi-
sory committee that pushed for a
landmark truth-in-labeling law in
California. Starting in the fall of
2025, that law will prohibit compa-
nies from placing recycling sym-
bols on products that are not
widely recycled in the state, Yo-
gurt tubs could be among them. So
could baby food pouches. And
takeout containers. And coffee
cup lids.

In many parts of the country,
only plastic bottles and jugs
stamped with a 1 or 2 — like those
used for soda, milk and detergent
—are reliably recycled. Much of
the rest ends up in landfills or pol-
luting the world's waters and
shores. The United Nations esti-
mates that humans produce 400
million tons of plastic waste every
year.

While accurate labeling may
seem a paltry response to this on-
slaught, Ms. Dell argues that it is
one of the most effective ways to
curtail waste. More than a third of
the world’s plastic is used for
packaging. And many of the larg-
est makers of consumer goods
have promised their packaging
will be 100 percent recyclable, re-
usable or compostable by 2025.
Ms. Dell's hope is that if compa-
nies have to acknowledge that
they aren't meeting those criteria,
they will switch to more sustain-
able materials. “When they fully
admit, oh, we're selling plastic
trash" she said, “then that will
motivate them to make changes”

Many manufacturers, reluctant
to give up the cheap, long-lasting
and versatile material, see it dif-
ferently, They argue that the focus
should not be on what currently
isn't recycled, but instead on what
could be recycled, if only enough
money were devoted to educating
consumers and expanding infra-
structure.

So California’s labeling law is
also shining a light on a bigger
question: When it comes to sus-
tainable packaging, what does
progress look like — investing in
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The Great Label Debate

The now-familiar chasing ar-
rows symbol proliferated in the
late 1980s and early '90s, when the
plastics industry successfully lob-
bied nearly 40 states to require it
on most plastic products. Accord-
ing to an investigation by NPR
and “Frontline,” the industry
knew most plastic would not be re-
cycled. The industry says the
numbers were solely meant to
help recyclers sort different types
of plastics, but the chasing arrows
surrounding them became a de
facto, if fallible, marker of recycla-
bility to consumers.
In recent years,

industry-
funded initiatives hav

funded group, gave $6.7 million to
recycling facilities to expand their
acceptance and sorting of poly-
propylene.The group now esti-
mates that more than half of recy-
cling facilities in the United States
accept and sort the material.

Paul Nowak, the executive di-
rector of How2Recycle’s parent
organization, sees this as a suc-
cess story. “It shows the program
is working because we down-
graded it and then the industry
£ot busy and started doing grants
and building back up their sys-
tem,” he said.

But Ms, Dell says that even if
more facilities accept polypropyl-
ene, that doesn't mean they are

new kinds of labeling. How2Recy-
cle, which is funded by member-
ship fees from ing gi-

selling it for and re-
use; it is more likely going into a
landfill or qverseas. The Envi-

ants like Walmart, Procter &
Gamble, Target and Amazon, gen-
erates labels used by more than a
third of the consumer packaged-
£0ods industry. Those labels offer
guidance on whether packaging s
recyclable — and if it is, instruc-
tions on how to prepare it, like
“rinse and replace lid"
How2Recycle claims it is hslp-

U jon Agency es-
timates that just 2.7 percent of
polypropylene containers and
packaging . was reprocessed in
2018. The Recycling Partnership
says its investment, which has
now grown to $10.3 million, could
eventually increase that amount
by 42 million pounds per year, but
that s still only about 1 percent of

ing

tively. But Ms. Dell and others
suggest that some of the organiza-
tion's labels encourage people to
believe certain plastics can be re-
processed when they can't.

No material sets off this argu-
ment more than polypropylene,
the plastic marked with a 5 and
commonly used for yogurt tubs
and margarine containers, Three
years ago, How2Recycle down-

the polypropylene produced ll;:r
4 s

an in the
United States.

While Keefe Harrison, chief ex-
ecutive of the Recycling Partner-
ship, acknowledges that little
polypropylene is being turned
into new material right now, srge

to where it needs to be?”

Part of the debate is what it
means to recycle. In a recent
memo, the E.PA. recommended
thata material be marketed as re-
cyclableonly ifithasa“strongend
market," meaning it's sold at a
price that's higher than what it
would cost to simply throw it
away. The chasing arrows symbol,
the agency said, “does not accu-
rately represent recyclability, as
many plastics (especially 3-7) do
not have end markets and are not
financially viable to recycle” The
agency did note, however, that a
growing number of recycling fa-
cilities are accepting polypropyl-

e.

ene.

Judith Enck, a former E.PA. of-
ficial and the founder of Beyond
Plastics, notes that while recy-
cling centers can accept all kinds
of plastic, sorting the myriad
types and then cleaning and re-
fashioning each into new ma-
terials is a different matter. Con-
trary to the plastics industry's
claims, she argues that no amount
of money could meaningfully ex-
pand plastic recycling beyond No.
1and No. 2 bottles and jugs. “Plas-
tic recycling only exists in the
minds of public relations agencies
that are promoting plastics,” she
said,

One reason: chemistry. Unlike
paper, glass or aluminum, plastics
are incredibly diverse. Each type
(PR

cessed, it is more expensive than
making it new. With new plastic,
Mr. Donlevy explained, you don't
have to deal with “paper or glass
shards or dirt or food waste” or
other contaminants. So there’'s lit-
tle incentive for manufacturers to
stop using cheap virgin plastic.

Ms. Dell supports recycling No.
1and No. 2 plastics and she would
welcome the industry’s help toim-
prove their recycling rates, which
hover at just 30 percent. As she
put it, the companies could say:
*Is and 2s bottles and jugs, that's -
1L, that’s all that's ever been recy-
clable. And now we're going to
work on making that better.”

“But they won't,” Ms. Dell said:
“They maintain that it's all recy-
clable, because why? The plastics.
industry wants to sell bags. They
want to sell forks. They want to
sell foam cups”

Seeking Any Progress
Under California’s new truth-in-
labeling law, polypropylene — and
all other plastics — will qualify as
recyclable only if two criteria are
met: 60 percent of Californians
have access to a recycler that ac-
«cepts and sorts the material, and
60 percent of the state's recyclers
have access to a facility that re-
|processes it.

The California Department of
Resources Recycling and Recov-
ery, or CalRecycle, is now study-
ing which materials are picked up
by recyclers — and where they're
ending up. Once the agency re-
leases its findings next year, com-
panies will have 18 months to
change their labels. Manufactur-
ers of single-use packaging and
single-use food service products,
like cups and utensils, will also
face pressure from California’s
new extended producer responsi-
bility law, which gives them until
2032 to make their products recy-
clable or compostable.

Because California is such a
large part of the U.S. economy, the
combined impact of these laws
will probably be felt across the
country, said Heidi Sanborn, who
was chair of the recycling com-
mission that encouraged them!
Companies are “already calling
and talking to packaging manu-
facturers, saying, ‘Oh my gosh, 1
don't think No. 6 is 2oing to work
anymore,"” she said. "And they're
not going to do that just for Cali-
fornia”

The plastics industry could cer-
tainly push back against CalRecy-
cle’s findings. But if the Californ; ia
law works as Ms. Dell hopes, she

argues that more |
sorting and reprocessing facilities
would improve the chances. Poly-
propylene recycling is at a “tip-
ping point” she said, noting that
Oregon is considering including

graded its polypropylene label,

telling it wasn't recy-

cled in all communities. Then, last

summer, it changed the label back

to “widely recyclable.”
The deci

making more plastic
Or investing in alternatives to
plastic?

the desig-
nation came after the Recycling
Partnership, another industry-
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on a forthcoming
list of recyclable materials that
municipalities are required to col-
lect, sort and sell.

This more expansive, “if only”
definition of recyclability is a com-
mon industry refrain. “Why say,
because it can't be recycled today,
we should stop claiming it tobe re-
cyclable said Matt Seaholm,
president and chief executive of
the Plastics Industry Association,
“when we actually can invest and
imprave the infrastructure to get

mixof resins,
colors and toxic chemicals. A
hard-plastic orange laundry de-
tergent jug and a clear squeezable
ketchup bottle “can never get re-
cycled together,” Ms. Enck said,
because the resulting material
would be useless. Even green No.
1 bottles cannot be recycled with
clear No. 1 bottles.

Jeff Donlevy, general manager
of Ming’s Recycling in Hayward,
Calif., compared plastic to cheese:
Although most cheeses are made
from milk, as most plastics are
made from fossil fuels, he said,
“you just can't melt all that cheese
down again and recreate a new
cheese that somebody likes.”

Even when plastic can be repro-

said, will be forced
to shift to materials that are re-
usable or actually recyclable,
She's a fan of paper because its
production isn't the result of fossi]
fuel extraction, because it can be
composted or recycled, and be-
cause to her knowledge, she said,
“a paper straw has never killed o
sea turtle” Ms. Dell pointed oyt
that Healthy Choice already offers
some frozen meals in paper bowls,
and that Starbucks uses paperto-
g0 lids in France, which banned
single-use plastic cups and plates
in 2016,

“We can make such progress”
she said, “once we get past this
idea that single-use plastics could
someday be recyclable




