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Organic Waste

There are close to 7.5 billion people on Earth. Have you ever stopped to consider the amount of garbage 
every one of us creates in the course of our daily lives? Think about it: food packaging, unwanted mail, candy 
wrappers, broken toys, old appliances, unfinished medications, uneaten food… and all our trash has to go 
somewhere. The process of getting rid of garbage is called waste management, and it’s a huge challenge in our 
modern society.

There are different types of waste. For example, 
organic waste refers to waste from plants and 
animals. That includes food waste, lawn and flower 
trimmings, animal manure, and other organic 
matter. Organic matter is biodegradable, meaning 
it can be broken down over time. However, organic 
matter like food waste can also create problems for 
the environment if it is sent to landfill sites. When 
organic matter is trapped under non-organic garbage, 
it does not receive oxygen. This means it breaks 
down without oxygen, in a process called anaerobic 
decomposition. Anaerobic decomposition produces 
methane, a very powerful greenhouse gas that, when 
released into the atmosphere, causes the Earth to 
get warmer. This is called global warming. Global 
warming might sound like a good thing, but it actually 
creates all sorts of problems. For example, warmer 
conditions can lead to more extreme weather events 
like hurricanes, tornadoes, and drought, as well as 
rising sea levels.

So, if sending organic waste to a landfill site means you’re contributing to global warming, what else can 
you do with it? Scientists and environmental activists recommend adding it to a compost pile instead of your 
trash bin. Composting is a process you can do in your backyard to turn organic matter like food scraps and 
lawn trimmings into rich, fertile soil that can be spread on a garden. One of the steps of composting is to 
make sure the organic materials are mixed, to ensure they are exposed to oxygen and can go through aerobic 
decomposition —breaking down with oxygen. This is better than anaerobic decomposition because aerobic 
decomposition doesn’t produce methane.
Some people don’t want to have a compost bin in their backyard, but they can still compost their food scraps. 
Some city governments and private companies have started services to pick up food scraps on a weekly basis, 
haul them to a large compost pile somewhere else, and turn them into fertilizer.
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Recyclable Waste

The advantage of recycling is that it reduces the number of raw materials needed to produce new products. 
Why is that a good thing? Well, extracting raw materials from the earth and manufacturing a new product from 
them requires energy. The energy used in mining and manufacturing is produced by burning fossil fuels —coal, 
oil, and natural gas. When we burn fossil fuels to generate power for these processes, we also release carbon 
dioxide into the air. Like methane, carbon dioxide traps heat and holds it close to the Earth’s surface. And as 
you now know, more trapped heat means rising temperatures, and rising temperatures mean serious problems. 
Recycling means that minerals and other materials can instead be separated and recovered, to be used in a 
new product. Recycling old materials into new products does need energy, but not as much energy as we would 
need to make new items from scratch.

Another category of waste is recyclable waste. 
Recycling is the process of turning used materials 
into new useful items. Most cities and towns now 
offer programs to recycle your household items, 
like paper products, glass jars, plastic containers, 
and aluminum cans. Sometimes these materials are 
broken down and remade into new clean versions of 
the same product. Other times they are turned into 
totally different items, like plastic bottles being made 
into T-shirts, coffee grounds being reborn as workout 
gear, and old skateboards being repurposed into cell 
phone cases!

Hazardous Waste

Another type of waste is hazardous waste. Hazardous 
means dangerous, and this type of waste can cause 
a range of problems for humans, from brain damage 
to cancer. Hazardous waste can come from factories, 
hospitals, farms, laboratories, construction sites, and 
other industries. But it’s not just large corporations 
or institutions that generate hazardous waste. 
Households produce this sort of waste as well, in the 
form of batteries, old technology, and leftover paints 
or pesticides.
One of the most common forms of household 
hazardous waste is e-waste, or electronic waste 
(meaning discarded electronic devices like phones, 
video game consoles, computers, and charging 
cables). E-waste is an increasing concern as more and 
more people around the world are buying electronic 
gadgets. People like to upgrade their electronic 
devices to the latest model, but what should happen 
to the old ones?

Most people throw their old electronics into the trash along with other household waste. That’s not a good idea, 
because it means those toxic chemicals will eventually be released into the soil, and could contaminate the 
water we drink or the air we breathe.
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The very best thing to do with e-waste is pass it along to someone else who can use it. Find someone looking for 
a new phone or computer, and sell or give your device to them. That keeps your device out of the landfill site. 
It also means the other person won’t be purchasing a brand-new item made from raw materials. Reusing your 
device by passing it on to someone else is an excellent way to deal with e-waste.
What if you can’t find someone who wants your old device, or the gadget is broken? In that case, the best 
way to dispose of it is to find an electronics recycler. Electronics recycling companies take old electronics, 
disassemble them, and separate the materials inside—like plastic, glass, and metals. Any materials they can 
salvage are then used to make new products. This has two advantages. First, it keeps toxic chemicals out of 
landfill sites and far from our water supply. Second, recycling precious metals and other valuable parts means 
less extraction and mining of raw materials.

How to Manage Our Waste Better: The Three R’s

So far, we’ve talked about reusing and recycling. These are both important strategies for helping to manage 
our waste and reduce the number of harmful substances we put into our environment. But if we really want to 
make a change, we need a third “R word”: reduce. Reduce means “use less.” We’re going to have to rethink how 
much stuff we need in the first place. Reducing how much waste we produce is really the most powerful way to 
be environmentally responsible. The next time you are emptying the garbage can or recycling bin, take a look 
inside and ask yourself, “Is there anything in here I could have avoided throwing away?” Often that requires 
thinking a little differently. For example, instead of getting a plastic or paper bag from the store, can you bring 
a reusable cloth bag with you? What about using a cloth towel to clean up a spill instead of a paper towel? Or 
reusable plates and forks rather than disposable ones? Another way to reduce how much you throw away is 
to pay more attention to what you’re buying. Look for food items that don’t have excess packaging, and avoid 
individually wrapped items. Becoming more conscious of what you throw away and recycle will help you start to 
be more thoughtful about how much you use, and where you might be able to cut back.
Our planet’s population is growing. If we want to have a healthy, clean environment for generations to come, 
we need to find ways to reduce our consumption, reuse items for longer, and recycle things that can no longer 
be reused.
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aerobic decomposition—the breaking down of organic waste with oxygen
anaerobic decomposition—the breaking down of organic waste without oxygen, which releases 
methane gas
atmosphere—the gases surrounding the Earth
biodegradable—a material that can be broken down over time
compost—organic waste matter that is collected together, decomposes in oxygen, and can be used to 
fertilizer to help plants grow
electronic waste (or e-waste)—discarded electronic devices such as phones, video game consoles, 
computers, and charging cables
fossil fuels—natural fuels, such as coal, oil and natural gas, formed in the Earth from ancient plant or 
animal remains
global warming—the increase in the average temperature of the Earth
hazardous waste—dangerous waste that can be harmful
landfill site—a site where waste is disposed of by burying it
mining—digging holes in the Earth, or drilling deep down into the Earth, to get to the useful materials 
under the surface such as metals and minerals
organic waste—waste from plants and animals
recyclable waste—waste that can be recycled and turned into something new and useful
recycle—turn used materials into new, useful things
reduce—use less
reuse—use again
waste management—the process of getting rid of garbage

Glossary


