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WE MUST GET SERIOUS ABOUT
REDUCE, REFUSE, REUSE AND RECYCLE
By Ginger Easton Smith, County Extension Agent

Reports and news stories about plastics in the environment, particularly the ocean, are increasing greatly.  Awareness of the long-existing and on-going issue finally seems to be getting off the back burner as the extent and seriousness of the problem is studied and reported on by scientists.   Plastics are being found in our food chain, a concern for every single person.  

A few fast facts about plastic pollution, compiled from several Universities and published by National Geographic, are listed below. 

· 40 percent of plastics are packaging, which are used just once, then discarded.  

· Americans purchased about 346 bottles per person—111 billion plastic beverage bottles in all in 2015.

· Less than 20 percent of plastic world-wide is recycled, and in the United States it is a measly 9 percent.

· Shoppers in the U.S. use almost one plastic ‘grocery’ bag per resident per day.  In comparison, shoppers in Denmark use an average of four plastic bags in an entire year.
· Nearly half (44%) of all the plastic ever manufactured has been made since 2000.  That 

is in just 18 years; I was astounded by this statistic.

Fortunately, there are things that each of us as individual citizens can do about each of these items (indirectly for the last one).  You have probably heard the phrase, Reduce, Reuse, Recycle numerous times, but now we need to think about a fourth ‘R’, Refuse.  Refuse refers to actions such as not taking “disposable” plastics and plastic bags at stores, turning down straws at restaurants, and not purchasing single-serving packaging items and those with excessive packaging.  

Refuse and reduce are very similar and are the most important because they both reduce the amount of resources used in the first place.  This frequently also reduces the amount of garbage each of us generates.  This could mean using washable plates rather than paper ones, taking reusable bags to the grocery and other stores, and using a refillable water bottle.  These are simple things for all of us to do.  If just 10 more people used reusable bags in a year, it would reduce plastic bags by about 3,650! 

Think about and look for alternatives to plastic items you use; for example, when hosting an event using disposable “dishes”, use paper plates and cups, not plastic or Styrofoam.  Additional ways to reduce are to buy used items from garage sales and “thrift” stores such as Castaways and look for products made from post-consumer recycled materials, especially paper and bathroom tissue. 
Before throwing away or even recycling an item, consider if it could be reused, since this keeps resources in use longer.  Donate clothes, household items and other things that are no longer wanted but are still in good condition.  Appliances and computers can often be repaired, cell phones can be donated to certain charities or turned in to be refurbished (sometimes for a credit on your bill), and jars can be used to store leftovers rather than purchasing more plastic containers or putting them in a single use plastic bag.  Composting yard and kitchen scraps is another way to reuse, and so is using the free mulch from the Aransas County transfer station (and mulching around plants is also a great way to conserve water).  

Recycling is the last of the four “R’s” because it requires a large amount of energy and other inputs in comparison to reducing, refusing, and reusing.  However, it is an excellent practice, and something we need to increase.  It generally requires considerably less energy and resources than making new things.  For example, it takes 20 times more energy to make aluminum from bauxite ore than using recycled aluminum. Recycling one aluminum can saves enough energy to power a computer for 3 hours!

Plastic recycling is dependent on the material; #1 or #2 (the numbers inside the recycle triangle) are the most commonly recycled plastics, the higher the number gets, the less likely the product is to be recycled.  Although we like to think that plastic shopping bags are recycled, it is not true in the Coastal Bend and in many other areas of the country, due to the lack of a market for them.  Another reason that re-using bags is so important.  The same is true for polystyrene foam.  With numerous things going on in the world, unfortunately the market for these items is dropping. 

Recycling is easy to do in Aransas County.  If you live in the Rockport city limits, recyclable items are picked up at the curbside at no additional charge.  Recyclable items include: newspaper and newspaper inserts, plastic containers with #1 through #7 symbol; tin, steel and aluminum cans; typing, writing and computer paper; mail flyers, magazines and catalogs, cardboard-cut down to 2’x2’, paperboard boxes (such as cereal boxes) and steel. 

Not accepted are plastic bags, glass, paint, automotive fluid, hazardous materials, and paper or cardboard products with food stains (i.e. pizza boxes).  For more information, including the pick-up schedule, see http://cityofrockport.com or contact the City of Rockport.

People who don’t live in Rockport can take their recycling to the Aransas County transfer station at 872 Airport Road, at no charge.  They accept plastic with the #1 through #7 symbol, tin and aluminum cans, auto batteries, appliances, oil, oil filters, anti-freeze, paints, metal, and concrete less than 30" in diameter with no steel protruding.  The transfer station is open 9:00 - 5:00, Tuesday through Saturday.  Contact them to find out when they are closed for holidays.  For more information, see http://www.aransascounty.org/envirohealth/transferstation.php or give them a call.

Check the phone book for recycling businesses in the area that pay for materials, including larger items like appliances.  

Reducing, refusing, reusing and recycling can make a difference to our community.  These practices conserve natural resources, save landfill space, conserve energy, and reduce water pollution, air pollution and greenhouse gas emissions.  Remember, the four “R’s” are not an all or nothing kind of thing; any effort to reduce, refuse, reuse and recycle is helpful, and we must all do our part.
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