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Iowans are green, aren’'t we?

Here in the heartland we like to think we're environ-
mentally responsible. A closer look at our values, impulses,
and actions, however, reveals some conflict.

On the one hand, we want to enjoy our newspapers
and magazines. On the other hand, we want to preserve
our forests. On the one hand, we want the convenience of
individual snack packs and on-the-go bottles of water and
juice. On the other hand, we lament over excess packag-
ing, the containers that litter our roadways, and the plastic
that mounts in our landfills. On the one hand, we want to
recycle; we know we should recycle. On the other hand, we're
very busy and it's just easier to throw the bottles and cans
into the garbage bin.

It’s a conundrum.

“We live in a society where ‘green’ is a watchword
and everyone wants simple solutions,” says Tom Hadden,
director of the Metro Waste Authority (MWA), the state’s
largest solid-waste management organization. “But there
aren’t any, because we are also a throw-away society.

We have to get people to think differently about the
cost of throwing things away.”

The lIowa legislature did some calculating and in 1987
passed the Groundwater Protection Act, regulating land-
fill construction and requiring synthetic liners to control
leaching. That same legislation connected waste manage-
ment with water resource protection, and goals were set for
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diverting waste from landfills. To meet those targets, every
lowa community was required to offer access to a recycling
program. Enter drop-off recycling centers and the now-fa-
miliar green and blue recycling bins,

These days many of us dutifully fill our bins with
paper, cans, plastic, and glass and drag them to the curb on
our designated day. And that helps. According to statistics
from the Iowa Department of Natural Resources (DNR),
lowans recycle 1.2 million tons of materials every year. In
FY2004, 29 percent of all waste generated in lowa was di-
verted from landfills.

‘We can do better. According to a statewide DNR study,
much of the waste we send to the landfill continues to
include materials that could be diverted through reuse, re-
cycling, and composting. Paper and plastic products are the
two biggest culprits. The 2005 study identified more than
642,800 tons of materials — such as cardboard, newspaper,
and magazines — that could have been recovered through
composting and recycling. That equalled nearly 24 percent
of the total materials landfilled in lowa in FY2005.

Sorting surveys conducted by the Metro Waste
Authority, which serves Dallas and Polk Counties, found
equally disconcerting trends:

¢ Paper: The average American uses 650 pounds of
paper a year. Each year, central lowa residents recycle
some 35 million pounds of paper but send over
45 million pounds of paper to the landfill.

» Plastic: Americans use an average of 2.5 million plas-
tic bottles every year. While central lowa residents
recycle 1.8 million pounds of plastic, they send almost
5 million pounds to the landfill.

¢ Aluminum/Tin: Americans throw away enough
aluminum every three months to rebuild our entire
commercial air fleet. Each year central lowans recycle
1 million pounds of tin/aluminum and landfill four
times that much.







