THE INDUSTRIAL POLITICS OF THE PLASTICS INDUSTRY

By Dr. Daniel Knapp

In its record of strategic positioning and public relations, some arms of the plastics 

industry have put financial resources into promoting waste while others have simultaneously attempted to develop recycling systems.  Over the years industry-financed organizations have endorsed and even promoted garbage incineration, downplayed health risks from plastics, and participated in public relations campaigns that denigrate recycling.  Plastics companies are also major financial beneficiaries of new landfilling practices because they provide expensive liners and other components of state-of-the-art landfills, which use vast quantities of resin.  

The industry’s encouragement of waste-to-energy incineration was open and public in the 1980s, and although it still exists today, it appears in more subtle ways.  Incineration is widely used as a waste management option in Japan and Europe,
 but sales of facilities have stalled in the USA because of public rejection, based largely on environmental concerns.  Even state-of-the-art waste-to-energy incinerators produce substantial amounts of pollution.  Despite boosting oxygen levels to 3-5 times those required for incineration, the plants produce soot, acid gases, and nitrous oxides.  When even well-designed plants burn municipal solid wastes under optimal conditions, about 30% by volume or 10% by weight of the incoming materials go out as ash.
  Incineration, therefore, reduces the total volume of waste to be landfilled but does not eliminate it.    
Faced with the threat of bans on certain kinds of plastic packaging, the plastics industry created or financed a variety of quasi-environmental organizations and think tanks to tell their side of the story.  One of the earliest of these newly minted organizations, The Plastics Recycling Institute, was set up at Rutgers University in New Jersey in 1986.  It received funding from major plastic resin producers such as Amoco Chemical, DuPont, Eastman Chemical, and The Society of the Plastics Industry.  At a dedication ceremony for its new pilot recycling plant, the director of the Institute said, “Plastics are a valuable resource both as engineering materials and as an energy supply.”
  In the same issue ofThe Plastic Bottle Reporter  that reported this development, another article on “resource recovery” (then a virtual synonym for waste-to-energy) quoted an incinerator operator as saying, “The presence of plastics in the waste stream adds to the BTU (heat) content of the refuse and helps achieve necessary high-temperature combustion which destroys pollutants created by various combustible materials that make up the solid waste mix.”


How plastics contribute to toxic incinerator emissions 
In many cases the ash that remains after burning is designated hazardous waste, partly on account of chemicals found in large quantities in plastics.  When plastics are burned, polymers that contain chlorine are among the precursors to dioxins, a very toxic class of molecules that are known to cause cancer and are also increasingly characterized as endocrine disrupters.  For example, polyvinyl chloride is 57% chlorine,
 and this single plastic type currently accounts for about 37% of all chlorine usage.
  Much PVC is not labeled because it is made into non-food-container consumer goods such as toys, flooring, wrappers, and the like.  

The nation’s 70 or so municipal solid waste incinerators are among the largest sources of dioxins released into the national air and water, along with plastics manufacturing.  These incinerators emit some dioxins with stack gases, and the rest is either captured and concentrated by pollution-control equipment in the stacks, or collected in the furnace bottom ash.  The particulate-entrained dioxins that are captured are usually buried.  

At an internal briefing conducted by the EPA in 1992, agency professionals were told the results of a major dioxin reassessment carried out during 1991.  Some of the findings were:

•
“Dioxin does cause cancer in humans.”

•
“Immunotoxicity and reproductive effects occur at much lower exposures than those that cause cancer....”

•
“The sensitivity of humans is similar to experimental animals.”

Reporting on these developments in US News and World Report, writer Karen F. Schmidt said dioxin “whips up widespread chaos in the body’s hormonal messenger system.”  Effects include “reduced levels of … testosterone …, a higher incidence of diabetes …, [and] delayed sexual development [in babies of lab animals].”

These revelations had been long anticipated, but in December 1991 Modern Plastics reported that the plastics industry had just set up a “new action group” called Partnership for Plastics Progress.  “Industry sources expect PPP to be proactive …. Greater emphasis is to be placed on incineration …, chemical-process recycling and other options.”  The budget for this organization was estimated then at $50 - $60 million per year.  “A source says positive, carefully planned publicity campaigns will surface in 1992.”

Major elements of the plastics industry are still promoting solid waste incineration, in part by challenging or otherwise downplaying the health risks from dioxin formation.  A report that Greenpeace released in September 1995 in Midland, Michigan, the corporate headquarters of Dow Chemical, provides details of how organizations linked to plastics manufacturing worked to “undermine the EPA’s alarming findings” on dioxins.
  The primary response was orchestrated by the Chlorine Chemistry Council, an organization set up in the early 1990s and generously endowed by its sponsors with a $12 million annual budget.  The Chlorine Chemistry Council “organized a public relations push, and EPA public hearings in Washington on the (dioxin) reassessment were dominated by the CCC’s hired scientific consultants.  The main thrust … centered on the EPA Science Advisory Board, which was slated to review the draft reassessment.”  The Greenpeace report goes on to show how the two members of the advisory panel who “most actively and consistently challenged the validity of the dioxin health risk conclusions” received large amounts of funding from the Chlorine Chemistry Council, Dow Chemical, DuPont, Hoechst-Celanese, Monsanto, and others with direct interests at stake.
 


Plastics in the structure of modern landfills 
Besides incineration, the only other legal method for disposing of discards that are too mixed to be recovered is sanitary landfilling.  These fills are called “sanitary” because they discourage rodents and other disease vectors by covering garbage every day with a layer of soil.  But older  examples of them have been found to contaminate surface water and aquifers.  With the nation’s water supply endangered, in the 1970s the then-new Environmental Protection Agency published a variety of studies on leachate, the liquid that seeps out from under landfills when rainwater and other liquids percolate downward through the buried wastes.  Leachate is highly varied chemically; one source defined it as “an extremely complex system containing soluble, insoluble, organic, inorganic, ionic, nonionic, and bacteriological constituents in an aqueous medium.”

Early regulatory improvements required catching the leachate in lagoons.  Clay caps came into vogue to keep rainwater out of inactive parts of landfills.  Gradually the goal of landfill management changed from keeping the flies and rats away to totally containing garbage in a structure that some observers call a “dry tomb landfill.”
  This form of landfilling attempts total management for all liquids and gases generated by decomposition inside the fill.  Gases are typically “flared,” or burned, after being collected and piped to flaring points.  Liquids are collected in pipes and pumped back onto the landfill.  To detect a breach of this complicated control system, a network of monitoring wells is also installed under and near the landfill.

This complicated system uses enormous volumes of plastic resin extruded into large-diameter pipe, or woven into “geomembranes,” thick blankets that can be unrolled like carpet with seams that can be welded, or formed into other structural elements.  A modern Subtitle D landfill uses huge amounts of plastic.  A recent Chevron advertisement in World Wastes touts a product called Plexco, which Chevron says was used extensively in a 22-acre landfill cell constructed for the Delaware Solid Waste Authority.  “Within the lined area …, over 25,000 feet of Plexco perforated leachate collection pipe is installed for laterals.  Headers are constructed of 31,000 feet of solid-wall Plexco pipe.  Outside the liner is 9,000 feet of Plexco DCS dual-containment forcemain.  Plexco 48” ID and 72” ID manhole structures are used for monitoring, and for pump stations.”
  Obviously, Chevron has a sizable stake in continued landfilling.

Poly-Flex, Inc., one of several manufacturers of landfill liner systems, advertised that in a four-cell landfill development in Carroll County, Maryland, “The project specified approximately 700,000 square feet of 60 mil Poly-Flex in two layers with geonet next to each layer.”
  It goes on to discuss all the piping for leachate and gas control as well.  There is considerable competition among the providers of this new kind of landfill support system.  The pages of waste publications are full of advertisements, claims, and reassurances.  Other suppliers of such equipment include Ameron Fiberglass Pipe Group (landfill gas flare systems and extraction systems), Gundle Lining Systems, Inc. (geomembranes), JPS Elastromerics Corp. (geomembrane liners, caps, and floating covers); Synthetic Industries (geomembranes, silt fences, erosion control geotextiles, sediment control mats), Wellman, Inc. (geomembranes featuring recycled plastic content), and many more.  

This new stake in wasting adds to the plastics industry’s historic role in promoting incineration.  


How the plastics industry has attacked recycling 
The plastics industry has also participated in denigrating and attacking the recycling industry as competition increases between the waste and recycling industries for the supply of discards.  

The industrial competition is now structural.  A recent study done in North Carolina found 464 active reuse, recycling, and composting businesses serving that state’s six million residents.
  About 80% were locally owned and most were for-profit companies.  The average gross cash flow was about $1 million per year, the average number of employees was 15, and the average wage was about $9 per hour.  Most enterprises were growing, some quite rapidly.  If these figures are indicative of the structure of the materials recovery industry in the USA, then there could be more than 20,000 recovery businesses operating today.  

This industry competes for the same supply of discards that the waste industry is used to monopolizing.  The waste industry has a fundamentally different structure from the materials-recovery industry.  It prefers to substitute capital (machinery) for labor whenever possible.  Recycling, on the other hand, makes intensive use of human labor, knowledge, and skill, because workers must make a lot of judgments and fine distinctions, sorting things out accurately.  A few very large operators dominate the field in wasting.  In recycling, reuse, or composting, most operators are small businesses.  

High operating costs and the rapid rise in the cost of burning and burial have made the waste industry vulnerable to the materials conservation industry’s competition.  Symptoms of distress appeared in 1991 and 1992, when publicly traded waste companies experienced steep stock market losses.  Analysts who warned early of the impending fall cited competition from recyclers as part of the cause. 

In 1992 and 1993, the waste industry lashed back.  Lawsuits were filed in California and elsewhere designed to enlist the aid of governments to put materials-recovery competitors out of business.  The garbage companies asked cities to enforce exclusive waste-handling franchises against recyclers.  Their allied cities warned that the public health was at risk, raising the specter of garbage in the streets.  In 1994 and 1995, however, they lost in the courts in the landmark cases Waste Management of the Desert and City of Rancho Mirage vs. Palm Springs Recycling, in California’s Supreme Court, and Town of Clarkston (NY) vs. Carbone in the US Supreme Court.  The net result was to strip away many of the protections shielding waste companies from recyclers’ competition.

But there have been attacks on other fronts as well, in a pattern, and the plastics industry has participated.  The first mention of the pattern was in 1992, when Tanis Skislak (then chief of Waste Reduction for Fairfax County, Virginia) complained in the newsletter of the National Recycling Coalition about something she observed at a conference sponsored by the US Conference of Mayors.  She called it “recycling bashing.”  “I was appalled at what I heard,” she wrote, “… because of the tone and the narrow way in which these decision-makers viewed recycling ….  What dismayed me was that these cities seemed to equate recycling to the sole enterprise of curbside collection.  There was no discussion of commercial programs, almost no mention of yard debris management, and no … awareness of institutional and governmental recycling programs.”
  

This pattern of reductionism, gross oversimplification, and distortion was repeated many times over the next few years.  In 1994 and 1995 well-publicized anti-recycling articles were published in the Wall Street Journal, The Reader’s Digest, and other publications.  A variety of purportedly scientific studies were published by various entities including the Franklin Institute and the Reason Foundation.  Although the specifics vary, the underlying pattern has been to portray recycling as an economic basket case that always adds cost to any existing municipal waste disposal system, rather than as an integral part of a resource system in which recycling displaces waste handling.  

These attacks continue today, and the most recent one was cosponsored by the American Plastics Council.  It is a report published in November 1995 by the National Renewable Energy Laboratory with joint funding from the American Plastics Council and the Department of Energy.
  The study, already widely disseminated to cities, counties, and the press, tries to compare six cities’ “integrated waste” systems.  Three of the six had incinerators; one featured garbage composting; and one recycled less than 1% of its discards.  The study concludes it is “inappropriate” to compare the per-ton costs of wasting with the per-ton costs of recycling and claims such comparisons “can lead to erroneous conclusions.”
  

The study used a graph early in the text to illustrate its major finding: that recycling (in this case composting) is inevitably an expensive add-on to a waste system.
  Later, in the details, the discussion of methodogy explained that income from disposal service fees was excluded from the cost-benefit analysis.
  This extraordinary omission seems intentionally designed to mislead.  If a major source of income is eliminated, the result must augment the effect of expenses.  But composting businesses never derive their income solely on sale of product; in fact, they derive the bulk of their income from tipping fees.  Therefore the APC/NREL report provides as its primary point a distorted characterization of the compost industry.  

Other omissions and errors abound, not the least of which is to omit any analysis of the commercial value and use of recovered resources as they move through the manufacturing and agricultural infrastructure.

Bill Sheehan, Chair of the Sierra Club’s national Solid Waste Committee, has called the report “a biased product akin to tobacco science”
 and denounced it as “recycling-bashing pseudo-science.”  He also noted that it was partially paid for by the American Plastics Council and disseminated to NRC committee members by an APC representative.

The incident of the NREL report illustrates that the plastics industry, having experienced great difficulty creating genuinely beneficial uses for recycled plastics, has worked to shore up public acceptance of burning and landfilling and to undermine support for recycling and composting.  This hypothesis is supported by a story in Plastics News on March 25 of this year, which states that “The American Plastics Council is distancing itself from a 25% recycling rate goal set by its predecessor organizations.”  The authors comment on “speculation that the plastics industry will not meet the goal.”  They quote one APC representative as saying “The idea of rates, dates, mandates ... numerical goals, is all very artificial,” while another says that “[the industry] has progressed beyond targets and rates and dates.  There is nothing magic about 25 percent.
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