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Introduction 

 
Recycling has a long history with the human race. Even in ancient times people would 

recycle when resources became scarce, or just to save time and money as opposed to 

creating new material. Many bronze statues created by the Greeks and Romans were 

melted down to make new statues or possibly weapons. Ash from fires has long been 

used in the manufacturing of bricks. In more recent times, the United States ran a massive 

recycling campaign during World War II. This campaign even led to pennys made from 

steel so that the copper could be used for ammunition. The Boy Scouts of America, along 

with many other large groups, also contributed by gathering recyclables for use by the 

military.  

 

In this country alone, there are 56,000 recycling establishments that employ a collective 

1.1 million people and an annual payroll of nearly $37 billion [1]. Why is it, then, that 

millions of people in this country still refuse to take the effort to recycle? I believe that 

many people still do not realize the immense benefit that recycling has for both the 

economy and the environment. The other people that don’t recycle just simply don’t care. 

 

I have read many articles and statements that claim that recycling is more costly than 

using standard methods of trash removal. Some people claim that recycling requires more 

energy because we must use separate facilities and separate vehicles to handle these 
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recyclable materials. Yet others cling to the idea that recycling is actually worse for the 

environment, stating that recycling creates larger amounts of pollution than would be 

created by simply cutting down another forest or digging a new mine and throwing our 

old trash into a big pile underground. 

 

Today, probably one of the most popular recycling phrases heard is “Reduce, Reuse, 

Recycle.” What exactly does this mean? It is more energy efficient to recycle, or should 

we simply stick with well established methods of trash disposal? Is recycling really 

saving the forests by reusing what we already have? Is recycling truly good for the 

economy? This paper will analyse each of these questions and provide sound 

information, rather than opinions, so that we may find the answers. 

 

Reduce, Reuse, Recycle 

 

What is meant by the phrase, “Reduce, Reuse, Recycle?” First, “Reduce” means that 

limit the amount of material that we are using to produce and ship products. For instance, 

why do companies ship small products in large boxes? Why is the cereal box only half 

full? Some companies have started reducing the sizes of their shipping boxes. Kellogg’s 

is experimenting with a new box design that cuts packaging material by 8% [2]. The new 

boxes will contain the same amount of cereal, but the shape will change to allow for a 

more efficient use of material. A few companies are also changing the amount of plastic 

in their water bottles by adding ridges around the bottle so that it can be equally strong 

while using less material. 
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“Reuse” is something that many people do, possibly without realizing it. If you have ever 

saved a plastic container from a grocery store so that you can use it for leftovers later on, 

you are reusing. There is another type of reusing though. BMW uses reusable collapsible 

pallet collars for shipping products that they manufacture, such as radios, paints, and 

polishes. BMW claims a 20% labor saving just in assembling and handling the boxes as 

opposed to their previous disposable cardboard boxes. In the first year, the company 

saved over L40,000 (approx $59,000 US) just on packaging [3]. 

 

This bring us to the third point, “Recycle.” Recycling simply means that waste that is 

capable of being recycled is processed in a specialized facility that melts down the 

material so that it can be re-formed into a new product. These materials include most 

plastics, glass, paper, and metals .This process obviously saves on materials since we are 

using a portion of those materials again. The question though, is does this step save other 

things, such as energy and money?  

 

Now that the phrase “Reduce, Reuse, Recycle” has been analysed, you can see why these 

three things might be important. Each one of them, individually, can serve as a great step 

toward being more efficient. When all three are used together, we have created the 

ultimate tool in working toward a truly more energy and cost efficient process. The 

following sections are an analysis of “Recycle.” 
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Energy Analysis of Recycling 

 

Possibly one of the largest and most popular arguments against recycling is that it is less 

energy efficient than gathering fresh materials. This is because people realize that to 

recycle, one must use additional vehicles and facilities. The recyclable materials must be 

sorted from non-recyclables and collected separately. They argue that by using more 

vehicles and more buildings we are using more energy. However, they neglect to 

mention, or realize, that by recycling material we cut down on the amount of new 

material needed to be collected. This means that we are using fewer lumbering trucks, 

fewer oil rigs, fewer mining machines, and fewer vehicles that then must transport all of 

that raw material to a processing facility.  

 

The United States Environmental Protection Agency states that the process of recycling 

aluminum cans saves 95% of the energy needed to produce aluminum from raw bauxite 

ore, as well as natural resources [4]. To put a prospective on this, recycling one aluminum 

can saves enough energy to power a television for 3 hours [5]. The President of MBS 

Polymers, Dr. Mike Biddle, says that recycling plastics saves roughly 90% of the energy 

required to make plastic from virgin materials. The Department of Energy states that a 

ton a paper made from recycled material saves 4,000 KWh of electricity, and that overall, 

recycling saves approximately 60% of the energy needed to make paper from raw 

materials. Finally, according to the Glass Packaging Institute, recycling glass saves 

approximately 33% of the energy required to make glass from raw materials. Also, here 

are the amounts of energy saved by a few other metals: Copper - 85%, Lead - 60%, Steel 
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- 62 - 74%, and Zinc - 60% [6]. All of the above numbers take into account the sorting 

and transportation of materials. 

 

These statistics show very clearly the impact that recycling has on energy. The numbers 

are not the same for all materials, but for most of our major materials there is one thing 

that they have in common; recycling them saves energy. If we save energy, then supply 

rises and demand falls. This will cause lower energy costs for everyone. 

 

Environmental Impact of Recycling 

 

It is obvious that reycling reduces the amount of raw materials needed to manufacture 

products. By recycling paper we cut down fewer trees, by recycling glass we use less 

sand, and by recycling metals we need to mine less ore, but does the environmental 

impact stop there? The answer is no. The amount of materials saved, and amount of 

pollutants not being created, might surprise you. It is no secret that fuel costs are on the 

rise because crude oil is becoming more expensive. However, did you know that 10% of 

the crude oil consumption in the USA is for making plastic? This amounts to two million 

barrels of oil per day [6]. 

 

Waste Online states that for every ton of recycled glass, 1.2 tons of raw materials are 

saved. Also, nearly 700 pounds of carbon dioxide is saved per ton of glass melted for the 

purposes of making bottles and jars. According to The Department of Energy, each ton of 

paper made from recycled fibers conserves 7,000 gallons of water, up to 31 trees, and up 
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to 60 pounds of air pollutants (not including carbon dioxide) [6]. New York City’s 

recycling program has an immense impact on the environment, and according to a report 

by DSM Environmental, the program has the same environmental benefit as taking 

roughly 338,000 cars off the road each year [7]. 

 

These statistics are quite convincing. It is no secret that recycling saves resources, but 

how many people realize just how many resources are saved? Saving 1.2 tons or raw 

materials to make 1 ton of product a pretty outstanding. Imagine the vehicle emissions 

that would have been required to transport that 1.2 tons of material that is no longer 

needed, thanks to recycling. Recycling quite obviously has a large positive impact on the 

environment. 

 

Costs and Benefits of Recycling 

 

Next to stating that recycling uses too much energy, the biggest argument it that it’s just 

too expensive. However, recycling doesn’t have to be that way. In 2002, New York City 

suspended the recycling of glass and plastics because they estimated they would be able 

to save nearly $40 million. The city estimated that it would be able to save $14 million of 

that by running 500 fewer truck shifts per week that were used for recycling. However, 

because the recyclables were then thrown in the trash instead, the city had to increase its 

regular truck shifts, saving only 87 truck shifts per week. Councilman David Yassky 

questioned the estimate at a city meeting and stated that the estimate “… is a gross 

overstatement of the real savings.” The city expected to save $21 million by eliminating 
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the cost of disposing of the glass and plastic. However, Mr. Yassky also questioned that, 

stating that they may have been relying on unrealistically high costs of disposal, and that 

they did not factor in rebates that would have been received from the companies that sell 

the recyclable items [8]. This is just one example that cutting recycling may not actually 

be as beneficial as some may think. Even if the city is saving some money by not 

recycling, the rest of society is paying for it through increased energy rates and higher 

levels of pollution. 

 

Some areas actually profit from recycling and green practices, however. For a building to 

be ‘green’ means that it is energy efficient and makes use of all natural sources of energy 

possible, such as utilizing the sun for light or heat. A green facility is also one that 

recycles and reprocesses as much as it can. According to a study by CoStar Group Inc., 

the national occupancy rate for green buildings is 5.6% higher than for otherwise equal 

buildings in the first quarter of 2009. Average rent per square foot in a green building is 

also $9.06 higher than for nongreen buildings [9]. 

 

Running a green facility also has popularity benefits. The Ellis on Peachtree, a hotel in 

Atlanta, recycles its trash and uses recycled paper. It also filters its own water for visitors 

who prefer bottled water. According to Stacy Martin, the general manager of the hotel, 

the response has been very positive. She stated that, “Half of the people who stay with us 

say that they chose us because we do these things”[9]. 
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The Emory University Conference Center recycles all waste, except for food and wood. 

The lights are on timers, printers run on duplex, and kitchen grease is turned into fuel. 

Staff uniforms are also donated instead of being trashed. Ciannat Howett, Emory’s 

Sustainability Initiative director says that, “There are a lot of reputational benefits to 

this”[9]. 

 

Ciannat Howett says it all: “There are a lot of reuptational benefits to this.” Some 

companies realize that even though it costs a little more to build a facility that is green, 

the benefits are quite substantial. Company reputation has an immense impact on how 

well the company does financially. So even if it isn’t enough for a company to appreciate 

how much they are doing for the environment, they can also benefit financially from 

operating green facilities and recycling. 

 

Conclusion 

 

This country, and many others, are facing an energy crisis and rising costs for materials. 

Recycling has been used in the past as a way to help curb these costs, and current 

methods are being improved to help even more. Although not all people are believers that 

recycling is a vialable method of reducing costs and resource consumption, many facts 

and statistics point to its usefulness. 

 

From all of this information one can see an overwhelming theme: Recycling saves. 

Recycling saves energy, saves money, and saves resources. By recycling we can 



Chris **** 10 10/29/2009 

drastically cut energy consumption as well as the rate at which we are consuming our 

planet’s resources. Global climate change is becoming a popular concern, and recycling 

helps to cut down on the amount of pollutants put into the air by methods of 

manufacturing the materials that we use. Raw materials are no longer considered to be an 

unlimited resource, so we must be careful to use them in the best way we know how.  

 

Recycling can help boost the image of an organization within the community by making 

an active effort to recycle and use more energy efficient methods of consumption. Part of 

being a responsible citizen is that we do what we can to help out fellow countrymen, and 

strive to make the world a better place. Recycling makes this happen, and it should be a 

goal of the Columbia-Montour Council to instill proper citizenship in its members.  
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