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WASTE MANAGEMENT-WHERE HAVE WE BEEN AND WHAT'S AHEAD?

Ellen Moyer
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Humans, like all species, have always generated wastes. While human
populations were small and technology was relatively simple, waste
impacts were small and materials were mostly recycled. As our population
increased and technology advanced, wastes increased in volume and toxicity.
After World War II, waste generation even became a desirable end in itself in
our “throw-away” society (especially in my country, the United States); the
practice of planned obsolescence requiring us to repeatedly buy and dispose
of things that don't last long, such as light bulbs, helped to sustain an economic
boom. The habit of throwing things “away” means that today 40 percent of the
food grown in the United State is wasted while children go hungry. With recent
skyrocketing human population growth and industrial technology development,
waste management practices have created devastating problems. Though we
came to view ourselves as separate from and superior to nature, environmental
damage from waste is directly mirrored in human health damage because we
are interconnected with our environment. For example, the environmental
problem of plastics in oceans and soils is accompanied by human health
problems from exposure to harmful chemicals in plastics. Escalating waste
problems are motivating us to move toward “cradle-to-cradle” technology
in which waste from one process is used as feed to another process. This
necessitates a transition from petroleum- and halogen-based chemistry to
more benign “green chemistry.” Could we be on our way to a healthier, more
prosperous, and more secure “high-tech and high-nature” way of life in which
materials are recycled, without the continued accumulation of unwanted
wastes?
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