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amount of waste they generate)
are one means of giving people an
incentive to produce less trash.
Generally implemented at the lo-
cal level, they have been used
since 1981 in Seattle and are gain-
ing rapid acceptance elsewhere in
the United States.  One benefit of
such a system is that it places a
strong incentive on the waste pro-
ducer to reduce and recycle their
wastes.  In many programs there
is no charge for wastes put out for
recycling or composting.  Seattle
has the longest track record and
believes this is a key to their suc-
cessful waste reduction program.
One drawback to such an approach
is the potential increase in illegal
dumping or backyard burning.  Ad-
ministrative problems in applying
the charges and the burden on the
poor are other concerns.

Taxes and tax incentives
which might be relevant to waste
prevention are another technique
that is generally applied at the state
or national level.  One question in
establishing a tax is at what level it
should be imposed.  While ulti-
mately it is the consumer who will
pay, should the manufacturer,
distributor or
retailer be the
one to pay the
government?

In New York
and other states
“packag ing”
taxes have been
p r o p o s e d .
These generally

Whether you call it source reduc-
tion or waste prevention, making
less trash and less toxic trash is on
the top of everyone’s hierarchy, but
few people or programs seem to be
taking action.  There is a tendency
to pass the buck, with local govern-
ments calling for state action and
states calling for federal initiatives.
The buck is also being passed down
to consumers, and through their
purchasing power they are exert-
ing influence on manufacturers
which is resulting in “green” mar-
keting.  While there has been some
progress at the state level, on the
retail shelves and in individual
homes and businesses, these ac-
tions are not enough.  Govern-
ments, citizens and businesses
faced with growing bills for disposal
need to find ways to produce less
trash.  This paper focuses on the
actions governments might con-
sider to encourage prevention.

Financial Incentives and
Disincentives

Ideally, the true costs of disposal
would be taken into account in the
market place.  Products difficult to
dispose of would cost more than
similar products without the dis-
posal problem.  In reality, no one
has come up with a means to ac-
complish this ideal.  Some of the
financial approaches which have
been proposed or enacted are dis-
cussed below.

Volume based disposal fees
(charging people according to the

OPTIONS FOR WASTE PREVENTION
Ellen Z. Harrison

Associate Director, Cornell Waste Management Institute

Waste prevention = source        re-
duction = reducing the quantity
or toxicity of the solid waste
which enters the collection and
disposal management system.
For a discussion of the methods,
techniques and issues surround-
ing waste prevention, see the
accompanying fact sheet.

seek to promote recycling (rather
than prevention) through applica-
tion of taxes on packaging that is
not recyclable or not composed of
recycled materials.  Specific taxes
have also been proposed on vari-
ous items including  “disposables”,
“litter” (items likely to end up as
litter) and “hard to dispose of
items”.  There is considerable
support for such  approaches, but
there are also concerns.  Major
concerns raised are that the
amount of tax imposed would be
too small to have a significant im-
pact on purchasing habits and the
administrative problems of deter-
mining the application of such taxes
would be a problem.

Legislation proposed in Minne-
sota in 1991 attempts to discour-
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and Washington.  While thus sub-
ject to challenges, laws at the local
level can have a strong influence
on the waste management agenda.

Some examples include ordi-
nances and bans targeted at    spe-
cific materials or contaminants.  A
number of states (including NY),
for example, have passed legisla-
tion developed by the Coalition of
Northeast Governors which over
several years progressively lowers
the amount of six toxic heavy met-
als which packaging may contain.
While passage of such a measure
by the federal government would
be desirable, it seems likely that
the impact of its passage by a num-
ber of states will have a similar
impact.  Manufacturers will develop
packaging that meets these re-
quirements in order to market in
the states with this law and they are
likely to sell the same product/pack-
age nationwide.

A number of communities, in-
cluding Portland, Oregon, have
passed ordinances addressed at
plastics.  These laws may ban the
use or sale of “non-biodegradable”
packaging or specifically polysty-
rene foam and usually target pack-
aging of food items.  The stated
goals for such laws usually have to
do with concern over the potential
use of blowing agents that harm
the ozone layer and general con-
cern over degradability and recy-
clability.  In Portland, where a sig-
nificant portion of the mixed mu-
nicipal waste stream will be com-
posted, biodegradability is a very
valid concern.  Elsewhere, substi-
tution of disposable paper prod-
ucts for disposable plastics may
not have a beneficial impact on
waste management.

Bans on specific products have
also been instituted, such as the
ban of “aseptic packaging” (e.g.
juice boxes) by the state of Maine.
This type of packaging is not prac-
tically recyclable, hence the ban.
The complexity of environmental

age toxics in products and packag-
ing by proposing a fee of fifty cents
for each pound of toxic included in
any product sold in the state.

Tax incentives are used by gov-
ernments to encourage desired
actions.  In the waste management
field they are being used to pro-
mote recycling by providing incen-
tives to use secondary materials.  It
is less obvious to see how they
could be used to encourage waste
prevention.

Deposits  on particular products
are another financial technique for
waste management.  While not par-
ticularly applicable to waste pre-
vention, their primary purpose is to
ensure that particular wastes get
returned.  Initially a litter control
effort, deposits on beverage con-
tainers in many states have en-
couraged recycling.  Deposits have
also been enacted in some states
on special wastes that are a hazard
if improperly handled, such as au-
tomobile batteries.  Tires and un-

wanted appliances which are diffi-
cult to manage are sometimes
banned from disposal facilities and
may end up illegally dumped along
roadsides.  Deposits have been
proposed to ensure that these items
find their way back into the man-
aged waste stream.

Regulations/Bans/
Requirements

Bans and restrictions  can be
implemented through laws and
regulations.  While it may be desir-
able to have national laws address-
ing some of these waste preven-
tion issues, even a local law can
have a large impact since manu-
facturers are likely to find it imprac-
tical to market different items in
different locales depending upon
their regulations.  Manufacturers
are likely to mount legal challenges
and state governments have also
stepped in to preempt local laws in
several cases including Minnesota

Residents Favor Container-Based Disposal Fees

Recent research conducted by the Cornell Waste Management
Institute in cooperation with Tompkins County Division of Solid Waste
and the Department of Consumer Economics and Housing at Cornell
have shown strong public support for volume based fees as a means
for equitably covering the costs for disposal.  A survey of residents
following the adoption in March 1990 of volume based disposal fees -
known locally as “trash tags”, evaluated the changes in the behavior of
Tompkins County residents and their attitudes towards the trash tag
program.  The survey showed that over 60% favored the trash tag
program while only 27% were opposed.  Similarly, a majority of those
answering a question regarding how to pay for future higher disposal
costs favored increasing trash tag fees rather than flat fees or property
taxes.

Another notable finding was the increase in recycling and backyard
composting in response to the volume based fees in Tompkins County.
An increased number of people are recycling and composting and they
are including more items.  The program has also encouraged waste
prevention through purchasing decisions.  Half of the residents say they
are recycling more since the program started and 50% of the respon-
dents report that they are composting in their backyards, up from 43%
before the trash tag program was implemented.  Over 75% of the
residents reported that the implementation of trash tags has led them
to try and buy products with less packaging.
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choices is evident, however, if one
looks at the broader implications.
Aseptic packaging has certain ad-
vantages in terms of energy usage
and packaging of items such as
milk.

The laws discussed above gen-
erally are applied at the point of
sale meaning that they prohibit re-
tailers from selling certain items.
Another approach is to ban the
disposal of certain items.  Yard
wastes or certain recyclables have
been banned from landfills and in-
cinerators in some states and com-
munities.  These laws promote re-
cycling and composting and may
not impact on waste prevention
unless they result in home com-
posting.

Required labeling  has been
proposed for a number of prod-
ucts.  Such proposals would re-
quire certain products, disposable
diapers for example, to carry a la-
bel stating the impact they have on
the waste problem.  Similarly, la-
bels could be required on products
like batteries, which contain toxics
that may pose a problem in dis-
posal.  The effectiveness of such
labels is questioned by some, and
the imposition of labels is opposed
by most manufacturers.

A more direct approach would
be product design requirements .
The limitations of heavy metals in
packaging discussed above may
be seen as such a design require-
ment.  Other possibilities would in-
clude a requirement that certain
durable products come with a spe-
cific manufacturer’s or retailer’s war-
ranty which would presumably en-
hance both the durability and re-
pairability of the product.  Stan-
dardization of products might also
be addressed since interchange-
able parts can promote repair.

Governments and businesses
can use their procurement
requirements  and guidelines to
address some of these same is-
sues.  Specifying that disposal im-

pacts are among the items to be
considered in procurement and tak-
ing a long-term view of costs in
procuring items would tend to pro-
mote durable and repairable items.
Similarly, a presumption in favor of
buying items that are compatible
with other items already purchased
for ease of repair and replacing
parts would enhance waste pre-
vention.

Finally, communities and states
may require waste plans   that   ad-
dress waste prevention.  New York
State, for example, requires that
waste prevention be part of com-
munity solid waste plans.  Just how
stringently this requirement is en-
forced is a question.  To be effec-
tive, the plans should be specific
about the methods to be employed
and the funds that will be required
to implement the plans.  Similarly, a
state or community may require
that businesses develop waste
plans that include prevention.  The
State of Rhode Island has adopted
a requirement that businesses
employing over 100 persons sub-

mit waste plans that address recy-
cling and waste prevention.

Education and Facilitation

Ensuring that residents and busi-
nesses are aware of the impacts of
solid waste and the opportunities
for waste prevention can be an
effective means of promoting waste
prevention.  Awareness cam-
paigns   have been  implemented
in many communities with Seattle
serving as a good example.  Infor-
mation fliers, posters, media spots,
supermarket displays are among
the techniques used.  These may
promote waste prevention tech-
niques such as buying in bulk or
using substitutes for toxic products,
or they may promote repair and
reuse by informing people about
where repair, rental and exchange
shops are located.

Community groups, as well as
governments, use  these  techniques.
The Pennsylvania Resources Coun-
cil, for example, has promoted  “en-
vironmental shopping” for a num-
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ber of years.  A program in place in
Champaign-Urbana Illinois is pro-
moting waste reduction by working
with selected businesses and insti-
tutions to serve as models of re-
sponsible waste management.

Private efforts are also under-
way.  Some supermarkets are vol-
untarily adopting labeling programs
directed at environmental shopping.
Unfortunately, some are not mak-
ing public their criteria for labeling,
making it hard to assess the legiti-
macy of their programs.

Marketing surveys have found
that a large majority of respondents
report having changed their pur-
chasing decisions based on envi-
ronmental concerns, with solid
waste being the top issue.  Many
companies are responding to this
consumer demand for more “envi-
ronmentally friendly” products.
While some of these claims reflect
true benefits, others may be mis-
leading.  Concern with the potential
for false advertising has led the
Attorney General of a number of
states to investigate a number of
claims.  And even if claims are true,
consumers may not know what
choices are best for the environ-
ment.  The popular support for “de-
gradable” plastics is an example of
a product that sounded good to
consumers (in part because of
marketing promotion), but one that
environmentalists agree is not an
environmental benefit.

Educating youth  about waste
management is seen as a key com-
ponent of many programs.  Not
only do they represent a large por-
tion of the population, but they of-
ten exhibit particular concern about
the environment they will inherit
and influence the behavior of their
families.

Technical assistance  is an
effective technique.  Working with
householders to promote backyard
composting by providing not only
information, but actually supplying
composting bins is being tried in a
number of communities.  Demon-
stration sites showing how back-
yard composting works have been
developed in a number of locations
(including many sites developed
by Cornell Cooperative Extension
in New York State) and “Master
Composter” programs have been
established to answer people’s
questions.

Businesses can profit from waste
prevention programs, but may re-
quire technical assistance to help
them develop these efforts.  Waste
audits to identify sources of waste
and the potential to reduce them
are a first step.  Working with “insid-
ers” - the people who generate the
wastes and know the business -  is
necessary both  to identify produc-
tive and practical reduction steps
and to ensure that there is follow-
through implementation.  As the
costs of waste disposal escalate,

waste prevention will rise on the
agenda of business.

The passion for garage sales
attests to the fact that one person's
waste is another’s treasure.
Exchange programs   can be pro-
moted.  Some communities have
established exchange centers at
their transfer stations or landfills
for items ranging from magazines
to bicycles to unwanted paint.  Oth-
ers have established waste ex-
change programs that develop a
computer inventory of available
wastes that one business wants to
get rid of and advertise these to
others that might use them.

The Future

Waste Prevention programs are
new and growing.  The Cornell
Waste Management Institute is
compiling information and devel-
oping answers to some of the is-
sues which may arise in order to
provide technical assistance to
those establishing waste preven-
tion programs.  A bibliography and
examples of some innovative pro-
grams are available from the Insti-
tute.  Please contact us (607/255-
7535) to share any programs you
may know about or to obtain the
information we have in hand.

Cornell Waste Management Institute

VIEWPOINT is a series of opinion pieces on selected topics in the field of municipal solid waste.  Each VIEWPOINT
is accompanied by a FACT SHEET on a related topic.  We encourage you to use the information in the VIEWPOINT series
for community education, and to stimulate thinking and debate among citizens, environmental groups and policy makers.

FACT SHEET 4 is titled “Waste Prevention:  What, Why and How”.


