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CHAPTER ONE

The Benefits of 
Recycling

In 2024 the Japanese automaker Nissan announced that it 
was implementing a program to use 100 percent recycled alu-
minum in all of its vehicles within three years. Aluminum makes 
up about 10 percent of an average vehicle’s weight. The metal 
is used to produce wheels, body panels, and parts used in en-
gines and chassis. Nissan said production of the recycled alu-
minum will not contribute to climate change. That means it will 
be manufactured with electricity produced by solar, wind, and 
other non-fossil-fuel sources. The cars will be sold in Japan, 
the United States, and Europe. In addition to recycling tons of 
aluminum into new cars, the program will substantially lower 
Nissan’s carbon footprint. This method of recycling aluminum 
will reduce Nissan’s production of climate-warming CO2 by 95 
percent, according to a Nissan press release.  

Aluminum is by far the most recycled material on earth. 
According to experts, 1.6 billion tons (1.5 billion metric tons) 
of aluminum have been produced in the past century, and 75 
percent is still in use today. Recycled aluminum can be found 
in everything from soda cans and video game consoles to jet 
airplanes and spacecraft. The metal is very recyclable and 
can be reused multiple times without losing its durability.  

Aluminum cans are one of the top success stories of 
the recycling industry. The cans were fi rst introduced to 
hold beer in 1958 by the Coors Brewing Company. At 
that time Americans recycled less than 6 percent of their 
trash. But in 1970 the fi rst Earth Day demonstration helped 
launch the environmental movement and brought attention 



to what was then called the throwaway so-
ciety. Throughout most of the 1970s, recy-
cling was an individual effort. People saved 
up their cans, bottles, and newspapers and 
hauled them to small local recycling centers. 

But as the idea of recycling caught on in the 1980s municipalities 
throughout the country began implementing curbside recycling 
programs. Recycling reduced the need to dig mines for metals 
and cut down trees for paper, but city governments were driv-
en by a more immediate problem. The throwaway society was 
generating increasingly larger mountains of garbage, and landfi lls 
were overfl owing. Building new landfi lls was prohibitively expen-
sive. As author Martin Melosi says, for cities in the 1980s, “Recy-
cling [played] an economic and strategic role, different from just 
saving the environment.”2

“Recycling [has] an 
economic and strategic 
role, different from just 
saving the environment.”2

— Martin Melosi, author and former 
professor

Compacted blocks of aluminum 
cans that are ready for recycling. 
Aluminum is by far the most 
recycled material on earth. 
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The strategic role of recycling is tied to the larger economy. 
Around 70 percent of economic activity in the United States is 
based on consumer spending. When Americans buy food, cloth-
ing, electronics, and all the other available goods, the economy 
grows. So, too, does the amount of garbage produced; almost 
everything that people purchase gets thrown away eventually. 
The average individual in the United 
States tosses out 4.9 pounds (2.2 kg) of 
rubbish every day, according to the EPA. 
That adds up to around 1,788 pounds 
(811 kg) per person every year, or about 
102 tons (92.5 metric tons) of trash over 
an average lifetime, according to author 
Edward Humes. “Each of our bodies may occupy only one cem-
etery plot when we’re done with this world, but a single person’s 
102-ton trash legacy will require the equivalent of 1,100 graves,” 
says Humes. “Much of refuse will outlast any grave marker, pha-
raoh’s pyramid or modern skyscraper.”3  

Burying and Burning Garbage 
The trash legacy of people living in the United States equals 
around 294 million tons (267 million metric tons) of garbage an-
nually. This is more than triple the amount of trash produced in 
1960. As journalist Nicolás Rivero writes, “Americans throw out 
more trash than almost any other people on the planet—and 
lag behind other wealthy countries in recycling. That leaves U.S. 
cities with two fl awed options for getting rid of waste: burn it or 
bury it.”4

Trash incinerators are facilities that burn garbage. The heat 
creates steam that spins turbines that generate electricity, much 
like any other power plant. However, when garbage is burned, 
toxic pollutants are released into the air, including lung-damaging 
dioxins and smog-generating nitrogen oxides. In addition to gen-
erating pollution, trash incinerators are expensive to operate. This 
has forced many cities to shut down their trash-burning facilities. 

“A single person’s 102-ton trash 
legacy will . . . outlast any grave 
marker, pharaoh’s pyramid or 
modern skyscraper.”3

— Edward Humes, journalist and author 
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There were 187 trash incinerators in the United States in 1991, 
but only 66 were operating in 2023.

Incinerators process about 10 percent of the garbage in the 
United States. The rest of the trash goes to landfi lls. The formal 
name of these facilities, sanitary landfi lls, sets them apart from 
the more prevalent term garbage dumps. Garbage dumps, which 
were common in the early twentieth century, were extremely un-
sanitary. Garbage was either burned in the open air or left to rot, 
which attracted rats, fl ies, and other disease-carrying pests. San-
itary landfi lls fi rst came into widespread use in the 1970s. They 
are so named because they are engineered to contain trash in a 
large pit that separates waste from the surrounding environment. 

Sanitary landfi lls are built on layers of compacted clay that are 
covered with a thick polyethylene liner. Several layers of absorbent 
substances—such as soil, small gravel, and synthetic fabric—are 
placed above the liner. An average landfi ll might receive 20 tons 
(18 metric tons) of trash daily. At the end of each day, massive bull-
dozers cover the fresh garbage with around 1 foot (30 cm) of soil, 

Earning Cash for Trash 

California requires consumers to pay a small deposit of � ve or ten cents on 
items sold in cans and bottles. The deposit is returned when shoppers redeem 
the cans and bottles at recycling centers, but most shoppers never do; they 
just recycle the items on trash day. This has created a market for recyclers like 
Ryan Hickman of Irvine, California. Hickman collects recyclables and redeems 
the items for the deposit. He says that he became an avid recycler in 2003 at 
age three when he earned � ve dollars for two bags of cans and bottles he had 
collected. “It’s free money,” he said in 2025. By the time Hickman was seven, he 
had earned over $10,000. He shared a photo of the money on Instagram, and 
the post went viral. Hickman received numerous media requests for interviews. 
He appeared on ABC World News Tonight, CNN, and Good Morning America.   

In 2021 Hickman started a business called Recycle from Home with the owner 
of a local recycling center. Customers give Hickman their cans and bottles, and 
he pays them 90 percent of the deposit value, keeping 10 percent for himself. By 
2025 Recycle from Home had earned Hickman nearly $900,000. He was planning 
to use the money to pay for college.

Quoted in Nancy Luna, “Teen Recycler Builds Eco-Businesses in OC,” Orange County Business Journal, April 21, 
2025. www.ocbj.com.



chipped wood, or another plant-based substance. As the garbage 
piles up in layers, it begins to decompose. Garbage such as scraps 
of food and yard waste breaks down into organic material that re-
turns to the earth. But other garbage—such as garden chemicals, 
disposable diapers, plastics, used batteries, and electronic waste—
does not decompose. When it rains and snows, the mass of wet, 
rotting garbage turns into a toxic “garbage soup” called leachate. 
The leachate percolates down through the layers of trash and soil 
to the bottom of the lined pit. There, a system of pipes and pumps 
transfers the leachate to storage tanks or ponds on the surface.

When collected from these reservoirs, leachate is often sent to 
city water treatment plants, where a cleaning process separates 
the toxins from the water. Workers purify the water using chemical 
treatments before it is discharged into waterways. Although this 
process seems to be adequate for removing collected leachate, 

A sanitary land� ll is constructed. 
Sanitary land� lls are designed 
to keep decomposing trash out 
of the surrounding environment.
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