
Garden Club of Dublin: 10 Week Challenge 2020 

"Whale dies after swallowing 80 plastic bags" (June 2018, Phys. Org) 

Week 5: Replace paper & plastic kitchen products with eco-friendly alternatives 

“I want to say one word to you, Benjamin. Just one word.” (The Graduate) 

Introduction: This scene from the 1967 Mike Nichols film, when Mr. McGuire corners 
young Benjamin at a pool party was a huge cultural marker for my generation, however, 
it can now be seen as prophetic as well as ironic. The rest of the encounter is ominous 
indeed: 

Benjamin. Yes, sir.  
McGuire: Are you listening?  
Benjamin: Yes, I am.  
McGuire: Plastics.  
Benjamin: Exactly how do you mean?  
McGuire: There’s a great future in plastic. Think about it. Will you think about it? 

Flash forward 50 years, survey your kitchen and count the plastics and paper products 
that are overtaking us. If you’ve come to rely on the convenience, ease, and no mess life 
these products provide, perhaps it’s a time to take stock of their proliferation, our 
dependency, and their high environmental cost. We can start by asking ourselves a few 
fundamental questions: 

1. How much does my household consume in a day, a week, a month? 

2. Why have we succumbed to product advertisers and whisperers like 
Mr.McGuire? 

3. Why are Americans more wasteful and careless than other Western cultures? 

4. What is the ultimate cost of our convenient tear, wipe, and toss practice? 

5. What are reliable alternatives we can adopt without seeming less up to date or 
somehow backward? 

This week’s challenge asks us to confront our habitual use of plastic and paper, products 
which for the most part cannot be recycled and are not bio-degradable. For starters, take a 
count of the paper towels used this morning; OJ on the counter? marmalade dripping off 
the plate? runny egg spotting the stove? Many Americans use paper towels like kids 
popping Junior Mints at the movies— impulsively, without thinking. 



#1. Plastics: Plastics are such a ubiquitous part of our daily lives that it’s a challenge 
simply to think about living without them. Our days can be littered with plastic water 
bottles, soda and tonic bottles, condiment containers for picnics, hummus and cream 
cheese tubs, milk cartons, tooth brushes, cleaning products and then the plastic bags we 
conveniently carry them home in. In this section we’ll focus on two with the greatest 
environmental impact: plastic water bottles and plastic bags. 

Plastic water bottles: Once a sign of health consciousness or athleticism, or a 
continental Evian vibe, water bottles are now seen as a scourge on our environment. For 
many, the news came late and in some cases from our children as they favored sturdy 
reusable containers with college logos and disparaged the bulky gallon containers we 
lugged home. At one time, it was a thrill to buy Poland Spring water in DC, but knowing 
the costs involved, it is something I seriously think about. And statistics show our kids 
were on to something. 

According to the EPA and the Food and Water Watch “Take Back the Tap” Report, the 
situation is not encouraging: 

*Approximately 80% of plastic water bottles are never recycled.  
*Bottled water produces up to 1.5 million tons of waste each year, ending 

up in our landfills, oceans, and lakes.  
*It can take anywhere from 450-1000 years for a plastic bottle to 

biodegrade.  
*In 2007 in the USA alone, bottled water production and transportation used the 

energy equivalent of 47 million barrels of oil: enough to fuel 1.5 million 
cars for a year.  

*Almost 1⁄2 of all bottled water (2009) was from municipal tap water. 

Not surprisingly, Americans rank first as bottled water consumers. (Norm Schriever, 
Huffington Post). Although we make up just under 5% of the population, we buy 60% of 
the world’s bottled water. In just one second, Americans buy 1500 water bottles, and it is 
estimated we consume an average of 30 gallons per person per year. 

While plastic water bottles are made from recycled PET plastics, they are not 
biodegradable. Rather, they break down into smaller, micro units or photo degrades. 
“Those fragments absorb toxins that pollute our waterways, contaminate our soil, and 
sicken animals (which we then eat). Plastic trash also absorbs organic pollutants like BPA 
and PCB’s. These may take centuries to decompose while sitting in landfills, amounting 



to endless billions of little environmentally poisonous time bombs.” (From Plastic Water 
Bottles Causing Flood of Harm to Our Environment, Dec 2017) 

Moreover, since we recycle so few plastic bottles what happens to the rest? 10% of the 
plastic ends up in the sea: beaches and oceans are the graveyards of these, polluting them 
to the extent that almost 50,000 pieces of plastic are found in every square mile of the 
ocean. (The Ocean Conservatory). *The rest find their way into landfills, adding up to 38 
million bottles sitting in landfills that could be recycled and used to make new bottles etc. 

Consider too, that most of plastic pollution in the ocean starts out on land, from 
household and commercial waste emanating from waste bins and landfill sites, flowing 
into rivers and sewers before being flushed out into the sea. (GREENPEACE, 2020) 
Plastic pollution in the ocean also comes from our clothes. Tiny “microplastics” escape 
down the drain when we run synthetic clothing through the washing machine. An average 
load of laundry might release around 700,000 microplastic fibres, less than a millimetre 
in length, into the water. These are too small to be filtered and they end up collecting on 
riverbeds or washing out to sea. 

How does plastic pollution harm sea 
life and is it harmful to humans? Plastic 
in the ocean affects all kinds of sea life; 
turtles mistake plastic bags for jelly fish 
and eat them, sea birds confuse floating 
bits of plastic for a snack also. The 
unaltered stomach contents of a dead 
albatross chick photographed on 
Midway Atoll National Wildlife Refuge 
in the Pacific in September 2009 
include plastic marine debris fed the 
chick by its parents. (photo by Chris 
Jordan, 2009)

Whales also eat pieces of plastic. One whale was found washed up dead on a Scottish 
beach in late 2019 with 100kg of plastic fishing nets and rope, packing straps, carrier 
bags and plastic cups in its stomach. And because fishing equipment is designed for 
actually catching sea life, huge nets and long ropes left discarded in the sea often trap and 
kill sea creatures. In 2018, around 300 endangered sea turtles were discovered dead, 
entangled in a ghost fishing net in Mexican waters. 

We’ve already discussed how plastics harm sea life, but keep in mind they also affect 
humans too. The more plastic that enters the food chain from single use packaging the 



more micro plastics our bodies have to deal with as well. Even if you don’t eat seafood or 
fish, there are very real concerns that microplastics in the air and water can have profound 
impacts on human health. In 2016, researchers found that microplastic particles in food 
can damage organs and leach dangerous hormone-disrupting chemicals, known to affect 
immune systems, growth and reproduction. 

How can we reduce plastic in the ocean? By making sure society uses less plastic in the 
first place. In 2019, Greenpeace supporters revealed how consumer activism can reduce 
single-use plastic packaging in British supermarkets. 

There’s a long way to go, but continuing to eliminate single-use plastic from your 
purchases – and finding ingenious ways to reuse and refill what you do end up purchasing 
– is one place to start. 

To avoid contributing to the microplastic pollution from synthetic clothing, choose 
natural fibers, buy clothes that last, learn how to mend and upcycle, wash synthetic 
clothes using a whizzy microplastics guard like the Guppy Bag or Cora Ball.By cutting 
out plastics where we can and pushing the government and plastic-producing businesses 
to tackle the problem at the source, we can stop plastic pollution from hurting sea 
creatures and humans alike.” 

8 steps to start reducing our plastic dependency:

1. Carry a reusable water bottle
2. Ban plastic straws
3. Avoid excess plastic packaging: buy bulk or produce at farmer’s markets 
4. Hit the road with a reusable coffee container 
5. Use refillable cleaning liquids or find refill stations (Common Goods has both!) 
6. Ban plastic utensils-forks, knives, and spoons
7. Opt for glass- Perrier bottles, milk bottles; urge your local store to carry them 
8. Avoid microfibers: check clothing labels 

Plastic bags: Americans use over 500 billion plastic bags a year when we shop. The 
cost of this convenience is enormous; it takes 12 million barrels of oil to produce enough 
plastic bags for the United States alone. All that comes with an equally damaging 
environmental impact. And they will definitely outlive us: scientists estimate it takes 
about one thousand years (1000!) for a single plastic bag to completely break down. (Seth 
Leitman, The Green Guru, June 2020) 



While some states have already mandated banning or in some cases charging for plastic 
bags, the majority of states have not. In ares where regulations have been implemented, 
the results are impressive. 

* In Austin, Texas, after banning plastic bags, the city reported a 75% reduction for 
bags in street litter. 

* In 2017 the NY Senate approved the “Pennies for Parks” Program. a bill designed to 
have a 2- fold impact: 1. reduced the number of plastic bags in landfills and 2. 
generated $60 million in revenue for parks. 

According to the National Conference for State Lawmakers, states began to ban single 
use plastic bags only 6 years ago, with California leading the way in 2014. To date, while 
7 other states have followed only 3 are in New England: Vermont, Maine, and 
Connecticut. In addition, a number of local municipalities are banning them as well. As 
far back as 2009, Washington DC placed a 5 cent fee on single use plastic bags and while 
it seemed excessive at the time (until you looked at the Potomac River, the Anacostia 
River by the National Arboretum, or along Rock Creek Park), eleven years later it is seen 
as prescient. Today, DC is joined by 10 major cities either banning plastic bags outright 
or charging a fee, Boulder, New York City, Portland (Maine), and Boston among them. 

And New Hampshire? Many of you familiar with the issue know it was contentious from 
the start, pitting special interest groups against environmental advocates. This year the 
NH House of Representatives banned single use plastic bags and voted to charge a 10 
cent fee. While the January 2020 vote on HB560 was complicated, it passed 205-158. 
The bill’s sponsor claimed she received an unusually high amount of feedback from 
voters, both pro and con. However, the NH Senate did not pass their version of the bill. 
Then on March 22, 2020 Governor Sununu prohibited reusable cloth bags in markets due 
to CoVid 19. 

Activists and their opponents debate over which, cloth, paper, or plastic is most 
environmentally sound. And it turns out the issue is more involved than it at first appears, 
with no black and white answers. Dune Ives, executive director of Lonely Whale 
provides a template: “the consumer must ultimately decide which factors are most 
important to them. If you’re concerned about money, plastic bags are generally cheaper 
for consumers than reusable totes. But if you’re more worried about the long-term health 
of ocean life, reusable bags seem like the better option.” According to one Danish study, 
cloth bags need to be used thousands of times before they cancel the environmental 
impact that comes from growing the cotton, manufacturing the cloth and transporting the 
bags into our hands. Yet, the study has been faulted because it failed to take into account 
that cloth bags are designed to be reused over and over, while in fact only 1% of plastic 



bags are recycled: the rest end up in landfills, littering streets, hanging on trees, and 
swimming in oceans. It is estimated that 100,000 marine animals per year are killed 
because of plastic bags. While brown paper bags are a third option, there are several 
concerns ( for example, production costs), that need to be taken into consideration. One 
well known study by the British Environmental Agency (2011) found that manufacturing 
paper bags uses over 4 times the amount of water than plastic bags. The report concluded 
that a typical brown paper bag needed to be used more than 3 times in order to neutralize 
the environmental impact. 

However, according to an environmental analysis in the Stanford Magazine there are 
distinctive advantages in choosing paper over plastic. Some factors to consider, paper 
bags are:

1. durable and re-used more frequently (eg, trash and recycling) 
2. compostable once ripped or cut in pieces
3. recyclable- vs. only 1% of plastic bags 
4. plant derived vs plastic which is petroleum based 
5. plant derived vs plastic which is petroleum based 

#2 Paper Towels: Easy, inexpensive, and oh so handy, paper towels have been part 
of American households for a century. One myth alleges paper towels were an accidental 
creation: in 1907, after an entire railroad car full of too thick toilet paper was discovered 
in Philadelphia, an executive of Scott Paper Company decided to market the surplus as a 
kitchen aid, as paper towels. However, housewives weren’t immediately impressed and it 
wasn’t until 25 years later that paper towels turned up regularly in stores. Interestingly, 
today's paper towels have a New Hampshire connection: in the 1930’s the Brown Paper 
Mill in Berlin became an early manufacturer and scientists working at the company 
produced a stronger, more reliable product, manufactured at their Cascade Mills 
(Gorham/ Berlin). Some of you may remember the Browns were Dublin summer 
residents, living first at the top of Meryman Road, (at Mostly Hall), before moving to the 
Upper Jaffrey Road. 

Their formula was successful indeed. Paper towels are a massive business, with an 
estimated $12 billion in sales worldwide (The Atlantic, 2017). Bounty alone, the third 
most popular brand, earned $620 million in one year. Americans households are by far 
the biggest consumer of paper, buying 50% more than Europeans and 500% more than 
Latin Americans. (France is the second highest consumer, followed by the UK, Germany, 
then Italy). Two thirds of American paper towels are for domestic use, and not 
surprisingly, studies indicate the higher the income, the more paper towels a household 
buys. 



Ease and instant gratification, however, come with a price. Most paper towels end up in 
landfills and even when they are made from recycled paper, they are not usually recycled 
and if they are soiled they are not eligible for recycling. According to the EPA, in 2010 
Americans used almost 3500 tons of aper towels and tissues, and only a fraction were 
recycled. Some universities and business are planning to install ‘clean bins’ to encourage 
recycling those that are not soiled. The Ocean Conservancy suggests we simply use less. 

We challenge you to tally up the number you use in a day, then assess how many in a 
week, and try to reduce it by 1/4; if you use 8 a day, try 6, and then try to lower it again. 

Fortunately, reliable, economic alternatives are available, among them: 

• Microfiber cloths
• Pop-up sponges ( French, available at Williams-Sonoma, Trader Joes)
• Linen or cotton bowl covers
• Linen bread bags
• Newspaper (excellent for windows, all glass)
• Bamboo towels
• Beeswax paper to wrap food
• Reusable paper towels: a German company “If You Care” makes ones that come in 

a roll and each one can last a week or even longer. They are quick drying and 
washable in the dishwasher. And they will be in our Christmas stockings next year! 


