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Everybody talks about litter, but is any-
body doing anything about it or is it like 
the weather? 

The season for cleaning up roadside litter, 
and sending it to the dump where it should 
have gone in the first place, is now ~pon us. 

There's little point in spending summer wee­
kends patrolling· the bushes; as fast as you 
collect bottles, cans, plastic wrappers and 
food containers, more appear. 

We don't have to look at it all winter, 
though. Once Labor Day is behind us, the job 
w'ill stay done -- longer. 

Meanwhile, the U.S. Environmental Protection 
Agency has conducted a survey and come up with 
facts upon which they hope to base legislative 
control to help solve the problem. 

They tell us, in detail with facts and fig­
ures, what we already know in general. Dis­
carded beverage containers form 19% of road­
side litter by item, and between 54% and 70% 
by volume. That's lots ·of bottles and cans. 

Americans consume more bottled soft drinks 
and malt beverages than any other people in 
the world and the habit is growing. Between 
1959 and. 1972 annual consumption of beer and 
soft drinks in . the United States increased 
33% per person. 

During this period, annual production of 
beer and soft drink containers skyrocketed 
221% from 15.4 billion units to 55.7 billion 
units. This increase is partly attribuable to 
no deposit-no return containers. By 1980, 
cont~iner consumption is expected to reach 80 
billion units a year . 

. Three methods for controlling beverag~ con­
tainer. litter emer_ged from the EPA study: a 
litter tax, a ban on non-refillable contain­
ers, and a mandatory deposit on beverage con­
tainers. The EPA believes the one mos·t likely 
to reverse the trend toward throwaways, while 
causfng the least economic and industrial dis- · 
ruption, is a mandatory deposit law. 

This would require retailers to pay consum­
ers from 2¢ to 10¢ for every empty container 
of .beer and carbonated soft drink. Returnables 
could be brought to distributors for refund; 
distributors could co{!tinu.e to use glass and 
aluminium containers and recycle empties for , 
about a cent apiece, but new containers would 
cost :!;our or five cents each. This would 'cre­
ate a strong economic incentive to u~e re~urn­
ables. 

In Oregon and Vermont . mandatory deposit laws 
are now in effect. Experience in those states 

·indicates the deposit law has made a signi'fi­
cant impact on reducing litter, on energy con~ 
sumption to produce containers, and. on the ec­
onomy of bottle and can producing industries. 

In Oregon. there's been a 75% to 85% decrease 
in beverage container litter or five to six 
million tons of cans and bottles. 

In addition, energy to produce containers is 
saved. If a 90% .refillable bottle market is 

_ achieved a·nd each bottle makes ten trips (in 
practice 25 to 30 trips isn't unusual), • 
there's a savings in energy of approximately 
194 trillion BTUs per day -- or a savings of 



92,000 barrel~ of oil per day. 't· legis· 
. Economic effects of mandatory depods: t but 

d . f 'f' lt to pre 1c , • lation are somewhat 1 1cu . w ·the de-
the EPA reports sales in Oregon.shol xisting 
posit law hasn ' t disturbed prev1ous Ye 
growth patterns in beer sales. . . 

• k les dech Vermont data suggest soft dr1n sa 
ned 8%. d 

It's be1ieved however, if a mandatory e- 1 . ' • lly no sa -posit law were implemented ~ationa , 
es · decline attributable to that law would re-

- , • s for beer sult. Furthermore, consumers pr1ce . th 
and soft drinks might even decline because e 
more expensive non-refillable containers 
wouldn't be widely available. 

The major dra_wback to the proposed l'egi~la­
tion ·is the potential for some temporary 1n­
~ustrial disruption, for 'it's possible a num­
ber of employees would be forced ont~ the la­
bor market. 

Although more jobs would be created than 
lost by the change, those jobs would general­
ly pay lower wages, producing a net loss in 
labor income. _ 

In addition·, container-handling equipment 
and beverage-can lines would become obsolete, 
resulting in a temporary decline in tax rev­
enues due to corporate. write-offs for antiqua-
ted equipment. • . 

Employee dislocati'ons and economic disrup­
tion could be substantially reduced, however, 
by a gradual phasing-in of the system over a . 
period of five or perhaps ten years. 

The Environmental Protection .Agency favors 
this gradual adoption on a national scale of 
a mandatory deposit system to eliminate· diffe­
iences in beverage container legislation from 
state to state, and to assure a uniform and 
equitable program for · manufacturer, bottler, 
and· consumer. 

This is all well and good. In another ten ~ 
yea7s, perhaps_, -- at the rate the EPA, th~ 
legislatures, and lobbyists, and .obstruction-
ists, operate maybe we'll have· a ·law thk't 
will begin to be effective ten yeats afte; 
that. 

By then -- if we are now producing close to 
55.7 billion such containers a year, and expe­
ct this to incr·ease by 1980 (only five years) 
to 80 billion units per year~- we all should 
be about hip-deep in rusting cans and broken 
glass. 

Isn't there something we can do NOW? 
Every day the roads are more littered, land­

fills a_re more overburdened, more tires are 
ruined addit?-g further burden for. dispo.sal 
areas, more people are cut -- some suffering 
severely, some scarred for life -- on hr ~ 



g ass. 
The average American city's most urgent 

problem, according to more than 1,000 mayors 
and city councilmen responding to a recent 
s~r~ey conducted by the National League of 
Cities, is how to dispose of solid waste and 
refuse. _ 
. Doctors express deep concern about the ser­
ious wounds from broken glass they treat 
daily in hospital emergency rooms. 

Both Connecticut and Wisconsin have passed 
legislation creating state-wide solid waste 
recycling systems. 

In Wisconsin $15 million in bonding ~uthori­
ty has been provided a public corporation to 
build a resource recovery plant for a three­
county area. Additional bonding for an extend 
ed area will be granted later. 

In both states, private industry op~rates 
transfer stations and recycling plants and 
these are expected to be self-supporting 
through user charges and profits -from recov­
ered materials. 

If Vermont and Oregon can cut litter by 
more than 75% and .Wisconsin and Connecticut 
can afford resource recovery plants and trans 
fer stations and recycling pl~nts, and see 
them as profit-making, isn'~ there s omething 
Massachusetts can -- and should -- do? 

If they can, why can't we? If we · can, 
fun '•t we? 

j 
0 ~ at in the world are we waiting for? 

why~ 


