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Introduction

The Solid Waste Disposal Act of 1965 heralded a new congressional

concern about pollution. The act encouraged the "development and applica-

tion of new and improved methods of solid-waste disposal and the reduction

of the amount of such waste and unsalvageable waste materials." Grants

were authorized to promote the development and application of new disposal

methods.

The Resource Recovery Act of 1970 was the second major act pertaining

to this problem. This new law placed heavy emphasis on the concept of.

recycling waste materials in contrast to disposal. Provisions of the act

call for the promotion of resource recovery systems, grants to support the

demonstration of recycling techniques, and the development of improved

management techniques and institutional arrangements for solid waste

disposal.

Also included within the act is a provision establishing a 'National

Materials Policy Commission which is authorized to produce .recommendations

for a national materials policy aimed at conserving important natural

resources.

In 1971 the Environmental Protection Agency' s Office of Solid Waste

Management was appropriated $17,802,000 to aid solid waste management.

In 1972 the -appropriation rose to $35,590,000 with $11,500,000 earmarked

for grants to be given under section 208 of the Resource Recovery Act.

These grants were to be given to promote demonstrations of resource

recovery systems. Emphasis in the Office of Solid Waste Management

is shifting from exotic resource recovery systems toward practical

programs and well planned solid waste management.
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Each year the volume of trash being created per capita is increasing

at a faster rate than population growth. About 5.3 pounds of municipal

and industrial waste is generated per person per day today as compared to

about half that amount in the 1940's. The use of disposables is being accepted

by many manufacturers and packagers, thus increasing the amount of solid

waste which must be disposed of through local disposal systems. For

example, the production of reusable glass milk bottles has decreased from

2,456 thousand gross tons in 1940 to. 1,265 thousand gross tons in 1965 and 305

thousand gross tons in 1971. Returnable glass bottles .have been replaced

almost entirely by non-reusable paper' cartons.

The rising cost of disposal, the ever increasing amounts of material

to be gotten rid of, and the decreasing availability of suitable land for

disposal have all contributed to the growing concern about solid waste.

The factual information which follows outlines the scope of solid

waste disposal problems which confront legislators.at alllevels of

government.

General Facts about Solid Waste and Packagin-/

- Approximately 3.5 billion tons of solid waste must be disposed of each year.

- Approximately 360 million tons are from households, commercial and

industrial sources.

- Approximate-y 10% of all 'solid waste is disposed of in sanitary landfills.

- Approximately..15% is disposed of by incineration.

- Nearly 75% of all refuse ends up in open dumps.

21 This information was compiled from trade publications as well as testimony
given at a Senate Commerce Committee hearing held March 13, 1972 on S.
1377 and Amendment 861, and S. 3058.
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- Waste collection systems are unavailable for 12A of the population of the

United States.

10,, of the population receives only partial service.

- Packaging represents approximately 13c of all solid waste; in 1966 46

million tons of packaging were disposed .of and in 1976 it is estimated

that packaging will represent about 73.5 million tons of solid waste.

In 1960 52 of the beer sold in the U.S. was in returnable containers

and in 1970 22/0 was in returnables.

- In 1960, 95b of the soft drinks sold were in returnable containers and in

1970 47v were in returnables.

- 4,519 soft drink bottlers vere in business in 1960.

- In 1972 there were 2,900 still bottling soft drinks.

- In 1958 there were 262 breweries which employed 71,700 workers and in

1968 there were about 80 breweries employing 59,800 workers.

- Non-returnable beverage containers compose 30-60 of litter.

- In 1966 18.6 billion cans, 7 billion no deposit bottles and 2.5 billion

returnable bottles were produced for beverage containers, utilizing

1.85 million tons of steel, 50,000 tons of aluminum and 2.6 million

tons of glass.

- According to the Bureau of Mines, metals worth $5 billion must be disposed

of yearly.

Legislative Proposals on Non-Returnable Packaging

Several bills have been introduced during the 92nd Congress which

propose to restrict non-returnable packaging. Proposals designed to ban

non-returnable beverage containers as a means of reducing litter and the
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volume of municipal solid wastes include H.R. 948, 3138, 3275, 3361, 3362,

4985, 5283, 5451, 6255, 9083, .8960, 10291, 12976,,and S. 1377. Hearings

on S. 1377 were held by the Senate Commerce Committee in March 1972.

Other bills were introduced which propose that a deposit should be

placed on beverage containers with the rate high enough to encourage the

return and reuse of the containers. A five to ten cent deposit per

beverage container was generally proposed as sufficient incentive for the

return of a container. The charge would be placed directly on the container

manufacturer. H.R. 1149, 8370, -9297, and 10149 propose that deposits be

placed onrnon-returnables. No action was taken on any of these bills.

A third group of bills propose charges which would be placed on pack-

aging on the basis of per cent of secondary materials used in a package,

the quantity of solid waste which results from the disposal of a package,

the ultimate costs of disposal, the degradability of the package, and the

likelihood that the package will be reused or recycled. H.R. 1083, S. 3058,

and amendment to S. 1377 number 861 address the problems of packaging from this

viewpoint. Hearings were held on S. 1377, Amendment 861 and S. 3058 by the

Senate Committee on Commerce in March 1972 along with other proposals

dealing with packaging and nonreturnable beverage containers.

As mentioned earlier, the Resource Recovery Act of 1970 places emphasis

on recycling. Many bills introduced during the 92nd Congress have reempha-

sized the recycling concept as an alternative to restrictive packaging

legislation. It has been proposed that incentives be given to industry

to encourage the use of recycled materials thus reducing the amount of raw

resources going into new products and at the same time reducing our solid

waste disposal problems and improving the economic feasibility of recycling.
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The Environmental Protection Agency is initiating studies of various

incentive programs in order to improve the marketability of recycled

materials.

State Action on Non-Returnable Containers

The Arkansas Legislative Council recently distributed a survey request-

ing information on how various States were handling the problem of dispos-

able containers.LJ This .survey, completed during the summer of 1971, shows

. that of the 38 States responding, one State (Oregon) had taken definitive

action by requiring malt beverage and soft drink bottles to carry a deposit.

The State Circuit Court in Salem, Oregon upheld this law in Sept. 1972 under

Federal law. Louisiana and North Dakota had passed resolutions urging the

use of returnable containers or the placing of deposits on non-returnables.

The other thirty-one States which had considered legislation on disposable

containers generally investigated the use of a ban or charge on beverage

containers as opposed to giving tax credits to users of recycled products.

Only four States had not considered the problem of non-returnables--Georgia,

Kentucky, North Carolina and Wyoming. (Since the study was conducted

Vermont has passed a law similar to Oregon's.)

Pro and Con Arguments on Restrictive Packaging Legislation'

The following discussion on the pros and cons .of banning non-returnable

beverage containers is taken from a report issued by the New York City.

Environmental Protection Agency.&/

/ Summary of Efforts of the Various States to Restrict the Use of Non-
Returnable Containers. Research Dept. Arkansas Legislative Council.
June 16, 1971.

The Environment and Packaging: An Economic and Legislative Analysis by
Carolyn Brancato Harris, Staff Economist, New York City Environmental
Protection Administration. March. 1972, 111 p.
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"1. In favor of a Returnable Bottle System

a. Returnable glass containers are cheaper than one-way bottles
if they are reused more than five times.

New York City EPA estimates that the cost of a returnable soda

bottle (which must be heavier than a one-way to withstand many trips)

is approximately 8 cents for a 10-ounce bottle.. The cost of transporting.

the bottle back to the bottler, sterilizing the bottle, refilling the bot-

tle, together .with an allowance for breakage is approximately 2.5#. Bot-

tlers have reported that returnables making up to 30-40 trips were not

unusual.

"b. Returnables utilize considerably less energy than one-way containers.

Professor Bruce Hannon of the Center for Advanced Computation, Univer-

sity of Illinois, has performed a study of compai-ative energy requirements

for reused and one-way containers. The study involved calculating energy

requirements for every stage of the container manufacturing process,

including raw material acquisition, container manufacturing, filling, sales

to the outlet, collection, separation and transportation."

"c. Returnables, if returned, will result in a decrease in the solid
waste load.

A returnable soda bottle weighs approximately 0,98 lbs. whereas a one-

way weighs 0.'6 lbs. Thus, if five beverage sodas are sold in a 10-ounce

returnable bottle which makes 5 .trips to the store and is then thrown

away, there will be an addition to the waste load of .98 pounds. If all

beer and beverage containers were converted to returnables, New York City EPA

estimates the.reduction in the total municipal waste load would be between 3-4%.

l/ According to the American. Can Company, the national average is 20 return
trips per bottle.
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"d. Returning bottles gives the citizen a chance to take affirma-
tive steps to confirm his or her interest in helping the
environment."

"e. Marketing channels for handling returnables' are in existence;
they are not altogether phased out even now.

Almost half-43*--of all beer and soda containers remain return-

able even now. Thus, no new marketing experience would be. required

to accommodate returnable s. "

"f. Significant increases in low skilled employment in the City
could result from a shift to returnables."

"2. Limitations to a Returnable Bottle System

a. The convenience to the consumer of one-ways may prevent. adequate
return,

A long term functional returnable system will depend on a

number of factors.....

It is not clear what the level of deposit must be to produce

sufficient returns. Given the types of factors which will influence

returns, it is reasonable to expect that responses will be better

in less densely populated areas if the returnable mechanism is

located as close to the shopping cycle as possible, i.e., in every

food retail outlet, not in remote recycling centers."

"b. The convenience to the retailer of one-ways may prevent
adequate return.

Returnables mean less store space available for other merchandise,

higher handling costs and possible problems of cleanliness. Any

unclaimed deposit might help defray the costs to the retailer.

Recent acceptance of returnables showed that the problems of the return-

able were not insurmountable, however, retailers would be reluctant

to accept them again, unless they were legislated."
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"c. Returnable are heavier than one-ways and if not returned,
would pose a greater disposal problem,

The typical returnable glass bottle which must be sturdy to with-

stand many trips weight .98 pounds, whereas the one-way is lighter,

weighing .6 pounds."

"d. Beverage and beer containers are a relatively small oart of
the solid waste problem, though definitely a problem.

They account for less than 5 of the total municipal solid waste

load, although their contribution to incinerator residue is estimated

at 20-25v from metal and glass beverage containers alone. Including

the ultimate disposal of returnable containers after they have made

their many trips, a reversion to a wholly.returnable system might

reduce solid waste by 3-4%."

"e. Potentially refillable containers are limited primarily to
carbonated beverages and beer whose large utilization of water
in the manufacturing process make local bottling more profitable
than shipping the filled bottle from regionalized central plants.

However, 40o of the containers sold are sold for food items

which are generally packaged atregional centers, primarily in the mid-

west, and could not be locally filled. Of the remaining 60/- non-food

containers, about half are non-beverage containers and even of the

30iv beverage containers, not all can be locally refilled."

"f. The returnable mechanism is frustrated by sorting problems.

No more than fifteen years ago, the brewing industry sold their

beer products in standardized containers which were mutually inter-

changeable between brands. This diminished sorting problems consider-

ably. Of course, now no standardization in the U.S. exists, although

Canada successfully enjoys almost unanimous standardized and easily

interchangeable returnable beer containers. Any legislation to ban
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non-returnables should, for convenience and lower handling and sorting

costs, legislate standardized containers as well.

Uniform containers have a further advantage in that they are

generally cheaper than containers with specialized shapes. They can

often be filled with greater speed and molds need not be specially

designed and changed for each style."

"h. Returnable bottle legislation, if it is to be adopted, should
not be local but should be national.

Otherwise, consumers who did not purchase their containers in a

jurisdiction which has a mandatory .deposit system may transport their

bottles into that jurisdiction and claim the deposit. At five cents

per bottle, which is more than the initial cost of many one-ways, the

trip would be worthwhile."'

"i. 'A returnable system allows little recycling flexibility.

The interests of recycling are served if wastes are removed and

reutilized in some way. Credits for recycled content such as those

given in the tax proposal developed by New York City, allow a flexibile

reclamation and recycling system. For instance, the steel scrap from

automobiles which is recovered and used in containers receives liberal

tax credit'."

"j. A returnable system ultimately may be a more costly form of
recycling.

Since. hand sorting is highly .labor intensive, it may ultimately

be more costly to pursue a returnable system (nonwithstanding the

initial cost 'advantages bf the returnable) than an automated and

comprehensive separation and recycling system which would allow the
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widest range of primaryl, secondary&, and tertiaryA recycling. Such

extra'costs could, however,.incur an increase in goods-handling or

lower skilled jobs, which would be particularly beneficial in the inner

city where blue collar jobs are scarce. However, if such jobs increase

at the expense of many small retailers and bottlers who can ill afford

the extra payroll cost, the trade-offs may not be so clear."

"k. The returnable will have to be thrown out eventually,

Even though its usage. would result in less solid waste genera-

tion, the ultimate need to dispose of returnables cannot be ignored.

Therefore, reclamation systems of a comprehensive nature would be

more effective in reducing the long-term solid waste load."

"l. A complete reversion to returnables would reduce employment

.in the glass making and the steel and aluminum industry."

The following additional arguments presented in favor of taxing non-

returnable containers and beverage containers are taken from testimony

represented at hearings before the Senate Commerce Committee in March 1972.

a. A tax on packaging would not be as discriminatory as a tax on
beverage containers.

lJ Primary Recycling occurs either through reuse (by cleaning and refilling
containers) or through recycling (by crushing and remolding). In either
case, the end product from the container scrap has the same configura-
tion and material as the original, i.e., another contAiner is produced.

2/ Secondary Recycling occurs when scrap is utilized and the end product is

of the dame material type as the scrap but is a different .configuration,
i.e., when steel scrap from automobiles is used to make steel containers.

2/ Tertiary Recycling occurs uhen scrap is used and both the configuration
and the materials of the end product are different from the original,
i.e., glass is recycled into building bricks. (These terms were devel-
oped by Jack Milgrom, Arthur D. Little..)
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b. Funds collected from a tax on packaging could be contributed to

local governments thus helping to lower the' costs of solid waste

dispos'Il.

c. The costs connected with disposal would be included in the cost of
'the product.

This would internalize disposal costs and force the user of the product

to pay for disposal rather than the community as a whole. This could also

result in an eventual decrease in the total volume and weight of solid wastes

which must be disposed of.

Arguments against a disposal charge on non-returnable packaging include

the following:

a.' There would be an increase in the cost of various products due to

the extra charge,

This increased cost would be passed on to people most likely to be

unable to carry the burden of an extra price increase--namely the elderly

and the poor.

b. The -charge is unjust.

All products must eventually be disposed of; if packaging carries a

disposal charge other products should carry a- similar. charge.

c. The taxing of packaging will not significantly reduce the amount
of solid waste which must be disposed of since packaging composes
only" about 13% of our solid wastes.

d. Establishing equitable disposal charges would be virtually impossible.

A disposal charge would have to take into account the volume, weight,

disposal characteristics, and method of disposal being used at any potential

disposal sites. Also, it has not yet been decided whether it is best to

have a large amount of non-degradable or degradable substances in a sanitary

land-fill as far as use of the landfill after completion is concerned.
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e. No action should be taken until after the Environmental Protection
Agency reoorts on its study of packaging and the effect of restric-
tive legislation on the' economy. (This study is required under
Sec. 205 of the Resource Recovery Act of 1970 and should be released
in the fall of 1972.)

Major Reports on Packaging

There have been several studies completed on the subject of packaFing

in recent years. The most quoted study is 'by the Midwest Research Tnst-i-

tute for the Ad Hoc Committee of the Beverage and Container. Industries--the

Carbonated Beverage Container Manufacturers Association, the Glass Container

Manufacturers Institute, the National Soft Drink Association, and the United

States Brewers Association entitled The National Economic Impact of a Ban on

Non-Refillable Beverage Containers. This study concludes that there would be

traceable losses in a 1969 national output amounting to $10.2 billion if a

complete ban- on non-returnables were imposed; $6.6 billion would be lost

from the shutdown of the metal beverage can industry and related industries.

The report states that the ban would eliminate more than 164,000 existing

equivalent full-time jobs. While the negative impact was computed through

input/output analysis, the positive impact could not be computed by this

method. The study postulated that since the non-returnable system is more

highly mechanized than a returnable system, inter-industry re percussions

would occur if non-returnables were banned. The information derived from

the input/output analysis combined with. a study of potential losses of tax

revenue' due to industrial shutdowns and the minimal effect on litter which

the ban would supposedly have led MRI to conclude that the costs associated

with banning non-returnables would be greater than the benefits' derived.

The New York Environmental Protection Agency report on The Environment

and Packaging: An Economic and 'Legislative Analysis attempts to measure
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the effects of disposal of packaging on society and the effects of converting

to municipal recycling in New York City. The study concludes that certain

packaging contributes to air and water pollution and excessive packaging

places an extra disposal burden on cities. The study concludes that

recycling would help rejuvenate the city economy by promoting a substantial

number of blue collar jobs particularly during the' incubation period of. a

new system. Also there would probably be a net increase in city employment

in a recycling economy.IJ The New York Study also examines the pros and

cons of various methods of disposal. The study concludes that the best way

for New York to discourage excess production and consumption of packaging

materials is to encourage recycling and reuse of packaging products and assess

a product according to the social costs of disposal that it imposes. The

report recommends imposition of a 1 to 3 cent levy on containers of all

items except food (p. 87).

In 1969 and 1970 a study was conducted in Oregon on the problem of

litter. This study entitled Litter in Oregon: A 1969 Study eventually led

to the passage of a State law which placed a mandatory deposit on beverage

containers. This study concludes among other things that litter is a

significant- problem in the State and the magnitude of the problem results

from a proliferation of packaging. In order to remedy the situatin it was

recommended that the State "require a deposit on all malt beverage and soft

drink bottles and cans which are sold foroff premises consumption," place

These conclusions dealing with the economy of recycling were based largely

on a study by Professor Hugh Fol, University. of Illinois, Urbana, Ill.
entitled Employment Effects of the Mandatory Deposit Regulation.
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a fine on i uttering, and help local governments pay for picking up litter

and establishing solid waste disposal programs.

The report entitled System Energy and Recycling: A Study of the

Beverage Industry published in January 1972 by Bruce Hannon of the University-

of Illinois at Urbana deals with the question of what to do about non-

returnable beverage containers from the viewpoint of energy consumption.

An abstract of the study follows:

A complete energy analysis has been done for returnable
and throwaway beverage containers. The study included beer,
soft drinks and milk in cans, glass bottles, paper and plastic
containers.

In general, the total resource system energy is significantly
higher for the throwaway system varying from four and four tenths
times as much for soft drinks in bottles to one and eight tenths
times as much for milk in paper throwaways. The study also
included dollar costs which show the soft drink glass throwaway
container system to be about twice as expensive as the returnable
system.

Recycling glass from the solid waste stream is about three
times more energy intensive than procuring materials for. new glass.
Container deposits is the suggested solution.

Summary

The debate on whether or not to restrict non-returnable containers received

considerable attention during the 92nd Congress. Two major proposals call

for banning throwaways and taxing non-returnable containers in order to pay

for their disposal.

The volume of packaging has increased during recent years and throwaway

containersin particular, are 'contributing a significant volume of trash.

Many experts feel that the restricting of non-returnables would relieve

some of the additional pollution of the environment without unduly straining

the resources of industry.
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Others argue that packaging (particularly throwaway containers) consti-

tute such a small portion of solid waste that money should not be spent

just to handle. this part of the disposal problem. Generally this group

advocates the development of municipal recycling plans that would handle

all wastes, not only containers.


