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RECYCLING AS A NATION

Kate Juon*

‘ ‘ educe, reuse, and recycle” is a slogan that resonates
throughout the world as the quintessential words
hat encapsulate the basis for sustainable waste

management.! Though the “Three Rs” originated in the United
States,” many other countries have more effectively applied the
principles of the Three Rs within their own waste management
systems.? Even compared to countries that developed waste
management systems much later,* the United States continues
to lag behind.’ For example, in South Korea, sustainable waste
management is a top priority and requires all citizens to “reduce
the generation of wastes to the maximum extent possible and [to
treat] generated waste in an environmentally-friendly manner.”®
Under this federal regulation, South Korea has not only created
one set classification of waste and rules for all waste discharge
and treatment, but it standardized responsibility for the national
and local governments.” South Korea’s Ministry of Environment
plans, frames, supports, and implements this policy for the local
governments.® Could the United States be falling behind in its
overall goal to reduce the amount of waste generated because
waste management has been and continues to be a state or even
city-mandated responsibility?

In the United States, the Resource Conservation and
Recovery Act (RCRA) remains the only federal legislation
requiring the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) to create
guidelines for solid waste disposal and regulations.” Yet, RCRA
only mentions recycling via a call to increase the federal pur-
chase of products made with recycling content.!” Without any
mention of an enforcement mandate, the responsibility of creat-
ing policy and implementation of these policies are left to state
and local governments like the District of Columbia (DC)."!

With the passage of the Sustainable Solid Waste
Management Amendment Act'” in 2014, D.C. has made some
progress in advancing a more sufficient recycling program.
Included in this Act is the implementation of a public list of
recyclable materials and a compost collection program through-
out D.C., and the mandatory source separation of solid waste
into three categories: recyclable materials, compostable materi-
als, and trash.'? Other provisions include the addition of many
items to the recyclables list in January 2018,!'* the nickel-a-bag
tax,'> and the ban on the use of polystyrene or foam.'® D.C.’s
Department of Public Works has even set goals to divert 80%
of its waste by 2032.!7 With ambitious goals to become the
“healthiest, greenest, and most livable city in the United States™
with a goal to zero waste, '® D.C. has made improvements but
there are still many challenges that the city faces before it can
truly become “Zero Waste D.C.”

The majority of waste management policy focuses on post-
treatment of waste and less so on the actual generation of waste
prior to disposal.'” Instead of focusing on creating a shared
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responsibility between governments and its citizens, D.C., and
generally most cities in the United States, utilize an enforcement
strategy that makes it easier or more desirable for citizens to
recycle.?’ For example, D.C. had failed in an attempt to encour-
age more recycling by replacing the thirty-two gallon bins with
ones that are 50% larger.?! With varying lists of recyclable items
across the United States, many residents “experiment” by put-
ting objects into the recycle bins, believing that it “could” be
recycled.?” Since rules and community awareness varies consid-
erably state to state and even city to city, recycling is a confusing
endeavor that many Americans find inconvenient and time-
consuming.”* Most people do not realize that non-recyclables
actually contaminate recyclables and decreases the value of its
recyclability.>* As a transient city, D.C.’s recyclable list does not
even coincide with the lists of neighboring cities.”> With these
differing lists, mistakes and confusion are more likely to occur
in a city like D.C. where thousands are commuting from neigh-
boring counties like Fairfax and Arlington”® as the rules do not
cross state or even city lines.

In countries like South Korea, however, recycling has
become a habitual part of daily life and even welcomed by
communities.”’ The Wastes Control Act was created in 1986 to
extend responsibility beyond local government®® and share the
burden of waste management with all citizens.?’ Essentially
a polluter-pay system,’” all citizens are obligated to buy and
strictly use the designated bags for each type of recyclables.!
In addition, since 2013, citizens are now obligated to pay for
food waste.?? This regulation has contributed to a 10% decrease
in overall food waste in South Korea’s capital, Seoul, alone.*
Today, Seoul has five factories that process food waste and turn
it into animal feed.** Additionally with biogas, a byproduct of
food recycling, each plant can create enough renewable energy
to meet about 90% of its electricity needs.? Though a strict and
rather intrusive system, South Korea’s “shared responsibility”
system has enhanced the people’s outlook of waste management
as well as broader environmental issues in the country.’® With
the implementation of the Wastes Control Act, Korea has even
seen the recycling rate increase from under 10% to 80%.37

Could the lack of a federal regulation be the fundamental
reason that the United States is lagging in its ability to increase
the impact of the Three Rs? And if so, would a system similar to
Korea’s waste management system be welcomed in the United
States? With states like Arizona facing resistance to even the
nickel-a-bag tax,*® it is hard to imagine how a polluter-pay sys-
tem could work in a country that has, since its inception, prac-
ticed a more “make-it-easier” approach to recycling.’” However,
what could be a potentially viable first step is to create a national
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recyclable list that is adopted by all states. Many Americans do
not make an effort to recycle because of the confusion of recy-
clable and non-recyclable items across state and even city lines as
well as the inaccessibility, inconvenience, and time-consuming
nature of a nonstandard and unstructured system that the United
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States continues to attempt to implement.* With the United
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