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CONSUMPTION  

In the past 50 years, humans have consumed more resources than in all previous history. U.S. EPA, 

2009. Sustainable Materials Management: The Road Ahead. 

 

U.S. consumption grew sixfold between 1960 and 2008 but the U.S. population only grew by a 

factor of 2.2. This means consumption alone nearly tripled between 1960 and 2008. Worldwatch 

Institute, 2010. State of the World 2010.  

 

With only 5.1% of the worldõs population, North America consumes just over 24% of global 

energy. United Nations Environment Programme, 2007. Global Environment Outlook 4: Summary for Decision Makers. 

 

The way we produce, consume and dispose of our products and our food accounts for 42% of 

U.S. greenhouse gas emissions. U.S. EPA, 2009. Opportunities to Reduce Greenhouse Gas Emissions through Materials and 

Land Management Practices. 

 

Total material consumption in the U.S. grew 57% from 1975 to 2000, more than twice the 

rate of population growth. World Resources Institute, 2005. Material Flows in the United States: A Physical Accounting of the 
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U.S. Industrial Economy. 

 

Four primary materials industriesñpaper, metals, plastics, and glassñconsume 30.2% of the 

energy used for all U.S. manufacturing. U.S. DOE Energy Information Administration, 2002. Manufacturing Energy 

Consumption Survey.  

 

The use of single-use plastic packaging, which is largely not recyclable, has grown from 

120,000 tons in 1960 to 12.7 million tons in 2006. U.S. EPA, 2006. 2006 MSW Characterization Data Tables. 

 

Twelve to 24 trees must be cut 

down to make 1 ton of paper. 

Conservatree, 2008.  

 

Materials consumption in the United 

States is on average more than 50% 

higher than consumption in the 

European Union. World Resources Institute, 

2005. Material Flows in the United States: A 

Physical Accounting of the U.S. Industrial Economy.  

 

Industrial countriesñhome to less than 20% of global populationñcut 74% of the wood used 

for industrial purposes (lumber, paper, etc.). The United States is the largest consumer. 

Worldwatch Institute, 2006. Vital Signs 2006-2007. 

 

Americans used 44% of the motor gasoline burned up worldwide in 2002. Worldwatch Institute, 2006. 

Vital Signs 2006-2007. 

 

In 2005, total ad spending worldwide reached $88 per person. But in the United States it was 

more than 10 times this figure at $933 per person. Worldwatch Institute, 2006. Vital Signs 2006-2007. 
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Between 1950 and 2005, worldwide metals production grew sixfold, oil consumption 

eightfold, and natural gas consumption 14-fold. In total, 60 billion tons of resources are now 

extracted annuallyñabout 50% more than just 30 years ago. Today the average European uses 

43 kilograms of resources daily, and the average American uses 88 kilograms. Worldwatch Institute, 

2010. State of the World 2010. 

 

In 2008 alone, people around the 

world purchased 68 million vehicles, 

85 million refrigerators, 297 million 

computers, and 1.2 billion cell phones. 

Worldwatch Institute, 2010. State of the World 2010.  

 

Annual U.S. per capita consumption of 

metals (837 pounds per person) is 

nearly double the worldwide average and 9 times greater than that of China. Worldwatch Institute, 

2009. World Metal Production Surges. 

 

Every year in the U.S. nearly 200 billion beverage containers are sold, two-thirds of which are 

landfilled, incinerated or littered. As You Sow and Container Recycling Institute, 2006. U.S. Beverage Container Recycling 

Scorecard and Report.  

 

American consumers purchase over 500 million beverage bottles and cans, on average, every 

day. In the 30 years from 1973 to 2003, beverage container sales increased more than fivefold. 

Waste and Opportunity: As You Sow and Container Recycling Institute, 2006. U.S. Beverage Container Recycling Scorecard and Report.  

 

Americans purchased 215 billion beverage cans and bottles in 2005, about 724 per person. 

Container Recycling Institute, 2007. Water, Water Everywhere: The growth of non-carbonated beverage containers in the United States.  

 

Americans consumed 27.9 billion plastic water bottles (1 liter or less) in 2005. Container Recycling 

Institute, 2007. Water, Water Everywhere: The growth of non-carbonated beverage containers in the United States. 
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The U.S. population has the largest òecological footprintó in the world, with a greater impact 

on many of the planetõs resources and ecosystems than any other nation on Earth. Center for 

Environment and Population, 2006. U.S. National Report on Population and the Environment.  

 

Each American effectively occupies about 20% more developed land (for housing, schools, 

shopping, roads, and other uses) than he/she did 20 years ago. Center for Environment and Population, 2006. 

U.S. National Report on Population and the Environment.  

 

In 1900, 41% of the materials used in the U.S. 

were renewable (e.g., agricultural, fishery, and 

forestry products); by 1995, only 6% of materials 

consumed were renewable. The majority of 

materials now consumed in the U.S. are 

nonrenewable, including metals, minerals, and 

fossil-fuel derived products. U.S. EPA, 2009. Sustainable 

Materials Management: The Road Ahead.  

 

Our reliance on minerals as fundamental 

ingredients in the manufactured products used in 

the U.S.ñincluding cell phones, flat-screen 

monitors, paint, and toothpasteñrequires the 

extraction of more than 25,000 pounds of new 

nonfuel minerals per capita each year. U.S. EPA, 2009. Sustainable Materials Management: The Road Ahead.  

 

Since the late 1980s, our human footprint has exceeded the Earthõs biocapacity. In 2005, global 

biocapacity was measured as 2.1 hectares per capita, while the average demand or footprint per 

person was 2.7 hectares. This ecological òovershootó means that it now takes about one year 

and three months for the Earth to regenerate what we use in a single year. World Wildlife Fund, 2008. 

Living Planet Report.  
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The ecological footprint of a U.S. resident is estimated at 9.4 hectares, more than four times 

the global biocapacity per capita. This large ecological footprint is primarily associated with 

energy production, which in turn is tied to greenhouse gas emissions. World Wildlife Fund, 2008. Living 

Planet Report.  

 

Between 1970 and 1995, the U.S. represented about one-third of the worldõs total material 

consumption. With less than 5% of the worldõs population, the U.S. consumes 33% of paper, 

25% of oil, 15% of coal, 17% of aluminum, and 15% of copper. U.S. EPA, 2009. Sustainable Materials 

Management: The Road Ahead.  

 

Industrialized countries, with 20% of the worldõs population, consume 87% of the worldõs 

printing and writing paper. Environmental Paper Network, 2007. Understanding Recycled Fiber. 

 

Products have grown from 8% of our waste in the early 20th century to 75% of our waste in the 

early 21st century. Product Policy Institute, 2005. Unintended Consequences: Municipal Solid Waste Management and the 

Throwaway Society.  

 

Nearly three quarters of what we 

throw away is products, with 

organic materials (food and yard 

waste) make up the remaining 25%. 

EPA, 2009. Municipal Solid Waste Generation, 

Recycling and Disposal in the United States: Facts 

and Figures for 2008. 

 

Containers and packaging made up 

the largest portion of our waste at 31% or about 77 million tons. EPA, 2009. Municipal Solid Waste 

Generation, Recycling and Disposal in the United States: Facts and Figures for 2008. 

 

More than 100 billion pieces of junk mail are delivered in the United States each year, which 

comes out to 848 pieces per household. The production, distribution and disposal of all that 
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junk mail creates over 51 million metric tons of greenhouses gases annually, the equivalent 

emissions of more than 9.3 million cars. ForestEthics, 2008. Climate Change Enclosed: Junk Mailõs Impact on Global 

Warming. 

 

 

 

WASTING 

Far more materials are being moved or transformed to meet societyõs needs than most people 

realize. In particular, òhiddenó wastes such as mining overburden, earth moving, and erosion, 

account for as much as 75% of the total materials that industrial economies use. World Resources 

Institute, et al., 2007. Resource Flows: The Material Basis of Industrial Economies.  

 

One half to three quarters of annual resource 

inputs to industrial economies is returned to the 

environment as wastes within just one year. World 

Resource Institute, 2000. Weight of Nations: Material Outflows from 

Industrial Economies. 

 

Nearly 2.7 billion metric tons of material were 

returned to the environment as waste (outputs) in 

2000. World Resources Institute, 2005. Material Flows in the United 

States: A Physical Accounting of the U.S. Industrial Economy.  

 

If we continue on the same wasting path with 

rising per capita waste generation rates and 

stagnating recycling and composting, Americans 

could generate 301 million tons per year of 
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municipal solid waste by 2030, a 20% increase from 2006. B. Platt et al., 2008. Stop Trashing the Climate.  

 

The U.S. buried or burned more than 166 million tons of resourcesñpaper, plastic, metals, 

glass and organic materialsñin landfills and incinerators in 2008. We recycled and composted 

only one-third of our discards. U.S. EPA, 2009. Municipal Solid Waste Generation, Recycling, and Disposal in the United 

States, Detailed Tables and Figures for 2008.  

 

For every ton of discarded 

products and materials destroyed 

by incinerators and landfills, about 

71 tons of manufacturing, mining, 

oil and gas exploration, 

agricultural, coal combustion, and 

other discards are produced. B. Platt 

et al., 2000. Wasting and Recycling in the U.S. 

 

U.S. per capita food waste has 

progressively increased by 50% since 1974, reaching more than 1400 calories per person per 

day. Hall, K., et al., 2009. The Progressive Increase of Food Waste in America and Its Environmental Impact. 

 

Losses and food waste in the United States could be as high as 40-50%. Up to one quarter of all 

fresh fruits and vegetables in the U.S. is lost between the field and the table. United Nations 

Environment Programme, 2009. The environmental food crisis: Environments role in averting future food crises.  

 

In 2005, the production of 10 key metals commodities resulted in more than 3 billion tons of 

waste materials, more than four times the weight of the metals extracted. Worldwatch Institute, 2009. 

World Metal Production Surges.  

 

The aluminum industry is among the most energy intensive in the world, accounting for 3% of 

global electricity use. Producing aluminum from recycled sources uses only 5-10% of the 
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energy needed to make virgin aluminum, and avoids toxic mining wastes associated with mining 

bauxite ore. Worldwatch Institute, 2009. World Metal Production Surges.  

In 2003, only about 44% of aluminum beverage cans in the United States were recycled. If we 

had recycled this metal instead of landfilling it, we could have saved 36.7 billion kilowatt-hours 

of electricity, enough to power 3.5 million U.S. households for a whole year. Worldwatch Institute, 

2006. Vital Signs 2006-2007. 

An estimated 144 billion beverage containers were landfilled, incinerated or littered in the 

United States in 2005, approximately two out of every three containers sold. This amounts to 

54 billion aluminum cans, 52 billion plastic bottles and jugs, 30 billion glass bottles, and about 

10 billion pouches, cartons, and drink boxes. 

Container Recycling Institute, 2007. Water, Water Everywhere: The 

growth of non-carbonated beverage containers in the United States.  

 

Approximately 18 million barrels of crude oil 

equivalent were consumed in 2005 to replace the 

2 million tons of PET bottles that were wasted 

instead of recycled. Container Recycling Institute, 2007. 

Water, Water Everywhere: The growth of non-carbonated beverage 

containers in the United States.  

Some 53 million tons of electronic waste was 

generated worldwide in 2009. Only about 13% 

of it was recycled. ABI Research Firm, 2010. As cited in New 

York Times, A Program to Certify Electronic Waste Recycling Rivals 

an Industry-U.S. Plan. 

More than 97%, or 31 million tons, of U.S. food scraps was buried or burned in landfills and 

incinerators in 2008. U.S. EPA, 2009. Municipal Solid Waste Generation, Recycling, and Disposal in the United States, 

Detailed Tables and Figures for 2008. 
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LANDFILLS & INCINERATORS 

Landfill methane emissions account for at least 5.2% of all U.S. greenhouse gas emissions on a 

20-year time horizon. This is more than double the 100-year timeframe (1.8%). B. Platt, et al., 

2008. Stop Trashing the Climate.  

 

Waste incinerators emit more carbon dioxide 

per megawatt-hour than coal, natural gas, or 

oil-fired power plants. U.S. EPA Clean Energy, 2008. 

How Does Electricity Effect the Environment. As cited in Stop 

Trashing the Climate.  

 

Landfill gas capture systems may have lifetime 

recovery efficiencies as low as 20%. Bogner, J., et al, 

Waste Management, In Climate Change 2007: Mitigation. Contribution of Working Group III to the Fourth Assessment Report of the 

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change. 

 

In 2009, there were more than 2,000 landfills in the U.S., and an additional 1,300 landfills for 

construction debris. There were also 126 waste to energy facilities. Waste Business Journal, 2010. Directory 

of Waste Processing & Disposal Sites 2010.  

 

 

 

RECYCLING SAVES  

U.S. scrap recycling is a $65 billion industry employing 50,000 people and managing 145 

million tons of materials every year. Scrap is our second-largest export to China. Institute of Scrap 

Recycling Industries, 2007. Scrap Recycling Industry Facts.  
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The United States hosts 56,061 recycling and reuse 

establishments that employ approximately 1.1 

million people, generate an annual payroll of $37 

billion, and gross $236 billion in annual revenues. 

Economic modeling estimated that nearly 1.4 

million jobs are maintained in support businesses 

because of the recycling and reuse industry. R.W. Beck, 

Inc., 2001. U.S. Recycling Economic Information Study. 

 

The recycling and reuse industry supports 3.1% of 

the paid jobs in the United States ð 0.9% through 

direct employment, and 2.2% (contributed equally) 

by industry and employee spending in the economy. Some 2.7% of the U.S. gross domestic 

product (GDP) is attributable to the recycling and reuse industry, with 0.7% provided directly 

by the industry. R.W. Beck, Inc., 2001. U.S. Recycling Economic Information Study. 

 

 

Recycling, reuse and remanufacturing account for 3.1 million jobs in the U.S.ñone out of 

every three green jobs. American Solar Energy Society, 2008. Defining, Estimating, and Forecasting the Renewable Energy and 

Energy Efficiency Industries in the U.S and in Colorado. 

 

 

Recycling saves 3 to 5 times the energy that waste incinerator power plants generate. When we 

burn trash, this is akin to spending 3 to 5 units of energy to make 1. J. Morris, 1996. Recycling 

Versus Incineration: An Energy Conservation Analysis. 

 

By reducing our waste 1% per year and recycling and composting 90% of our discards by 2030, 

we could save 406 megatons of carbon dioxide equivalent every year. This is the equivalent to 

shutting down 21% of our nationõs coal-fired power plants. Platt, B., et. al., 2008. Stop Trashing the Climate 
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There were 7,689 curbside recycling programs in the U.S. in 2004, up from only 1,042  

programs in 1988. BioCycle, 2006. State of Garbage in America.  

 

Recycling saves 40-75% of the energy needed to produce virgin steel. Worldwatch Institute, 2009. World 

Metal Production Surges. 

 

If the United States cut its office paper use 

by roughly 10%, we could reduce 

greenhouse gas emissions by 1.6 million 

tons, the equivalent of taking 280,000 cars 

off the road for a year. Environmental Paper 

Network, 2007. State of the Paper Industry. 

 

Making copy paper from 100% recycled 

content fiber instead of 100% virgin forest 

fibers reduces total energy consumption by 

44%, net greenhouse gas emissions by 

38%, particulate emissions by 41%, 

wastewater by 50%, solid waste by 49% 

and wood use by 100%. Environmental Paper 

Network, 2007. State of the Paper Industry.  

 

More than 76% of cardboard boxes and 72% of newspaper were recycled in 2006 but less than 

50% of printing and writing paper was recycled. Environmental Paper Network, 2007. State of the Paper Industry.  

 

Printing and writing papers can be recycled 7-12 times before the fibers become too short to 

use. Environmental Paper Network, 2007. State of the Paper Industry. 

 




























