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About National Wildlife Federation’s Higher Education Programs
Since 1989, the National Wildlife Federation has worked to advance sustainability at colleges and
universities across the country, working with students, faculty and staff on efforts including
energy conservation, habitat restoration, sustainable food, consumption and waste, and
more. In recent years, we have commenced several efforts to hone in on specific audiences
and strategies. In 2014, we launched the NWF EcoLeaders Community to support high
school and college students and young professionals in gaining skills in leadership,
sustainability, and project design and implementation through campus and
community projects. A key feature of this community is the opportunity for
individuals to earn leadership certification to share with prospective employers.
The EcoLeaders community also includes an online career center that features
over a dozen career sector outlooks with information on required education,
credentials and trends and an interactive tool to help individuals map out their
own personal career plans. NWF hosts an annual EcoCareers Conference, a
two-day virtual conference, connecting these students and young professionals
with leading analysts, counselors, and green employers. Campus sustainability
remains at the core of NWF’s higher education work, and in 2018, NWF began
managing the RecycleMania program that engages campuses in a friendly competition
to reduce waste of all types and increase recycling. Additionally, we host a Campus
Pollinator Pledge that helps educate about pollinators and encourage campuses to take
action to create and restore habitat to protect pollinators.
El Paso Community College

Some 18 billion pounds of plastic waste flows into the oceans every year from coastal regions – the equivalent of
five grocery bags of plastic trash sitting on every foot of coastline around the world. (2017 study, “Production, Use, and
Fate of All Plastics Ever Made”) 2
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Stemming the Tide: Taking Action Against Plastic Pollution on Campus.
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According to a report by the Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity
and Ecosystem Services3 in 2019, 1 million wildlife species are currently threatened
with extinction.4 The report summarizes that 33 percent of marine mammals are at risk,
as well as 33 percent of coral species, and one of the main reasons for this extinction
crisis is pollution, including plastic pollution in our oceans.

Photo: Donald Bruschera

INTRODUCTION
Since 1936, the National Wildlife Federation (NWF) has worked
to educate and inform Americans about the importance of
their natural environment and to build a conservation ethic in
successive generations. Our mission is to unite all Americans to
ensure wildlife thrive in a rapidly changing world, and we are
the nation’s leading grassroots conservation organization, with
six million members and supporters and 51 state affiliates. For
30 years, NWF has been a leader in environmental education,
youth development, and career development. With our K-12
programming, we are active in 14,000 public schools and
support conservation and career programs in over 1,000
colleges and universities nationwide.
College campuses are like small cities, with their residence
halls, dining facilities, transportation fleets, and bookstores,
and close to 20 million students and staff are educated and/
or employed there annually5. With the average college student
producing about 640 pounds of trash each year6, campuses
need comprehensive waste management programs that
provide tracking, reporting, education, awareness, fun, and
creativity. This guide is for students, clubs, resident advisors,
staff and faculty to use as a resource to get started and tackle
plastics on campus. This guide features smaller, individual
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actions, and campus-wide engagement campaigns. This guide
includes information about the plastics pollution problem, its
impacts on humans and wildlife, action ideas, and educational
strategies.

1. What is the Plastic Pollution Problem
In the past 30 years, the entire world has shifted to
single-use plastics for eating, drinking, and packaging
merchandise that go straight into the waste stream, on to
landfills, and ultimately into the natural environment – with
the accumulated waste lasting for decades and posing a
hazard to living creatures, including humans.
Roland Geyer, an associate professor at the University of
California, Santa Barbara, led the first ever global analysis of
plastic production7, and this analysis concluded that “between
2002 and 2015 we made the exact same amount of plastic that
we made between 1950 and 2002.” And much of this plastic
ends up in the environment, including our rivers and oceans,
by people littering, illegal dumping, and accidental loss of
trash during strong winds or during transport.

Impacts on Humans

Plastics in the ocean absorb and release heavy metals including lead and cadmium. These toxins enter marine food webs when
animals consume plastics and could get passed up to humans. (Munier and Bendell 2018)8
Adults and children ingest plastics every week through
the food they eat and the water they drink with unknown
long-term consequences, according to a recent analysis by
the World Wildlife Fund9. According to the UN Environment
Programme10, scientists fear that chemicals in plastics and
also chemicals that attach themselves to plastic in the natural
environment could cause poisoning, infertility, and genetic
disruption in marine life and potentially in humans if ingested
in high quantities. Collectively, these harmful chemicals are
known to cause the following severe health problems: Cancer,
endometriosis, neurological damage, endocrine disruption,
birth defects and child developmental disorders, reproductive
damage, immune system damage, asthma, and multiple organ
damage.11 Here are a few ways that humans are unknowingly
ingesting plastics and associated chemicals.
Toxic chemical release during manufacturing is a significant
source of the negative environmental impact of plastics.
A whole host of carcinogenic, neurotoxic, and hormonedisrupting chemicals are standard ingredients and waste
products of plastic production, and they inevitably find their
way into our natural environment through water, land, and
air pollution. Some of the more familiar compounds include
vinyl chloride (PVC is hard plastic made from vinyl chloride),
benzene (found in polystyrene, also known as Styrofoam), and
bisphenol-A or BPA (BPA is found in polycarbonate plastics that
are often used in containers that store food and beverages,
such as water bottles).

Freshwater areas are being inundated with plastics and
waste, and drinking supplies are being dangerously
degraded with poor filtering options. Landfills are
designed to contain their materials and keep them from
the surrounding environment; however, landfills still end
up leaking a variety of pollutants12. Leachate13, a liquid
that forms as materials break down in a landfill, often
leaks through the liners of the landfill and can pollute
groundwater, and local surface water.
Plastics absorb dangerous pollutants such as PCBs
(polychlorinated biphenyls), DDE (the breakdown product
of DDT, dichorodiphenyltrichloroethane), and PAHs
(polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons) from surrounding
seawater, allowing these substances to accumulate at
high concentrations.14 These chemicals are highly toxic and
have a wide range of chronic effects, including endocrine
disruption and cancer-causing mutations. When animals
ingest these plastic pieces, the toxins are absorbed into
their bodies, passed up the food chain and into our food
resources. As plastics break apart in the ocean, they also
release potentially toxic chemicals such as BPA, which can
then enter the food web.

The Ohio State University
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Impacts on Wildlife

It is estimated that ingestion of plastic kills 1 million marine birds and 100,000 other marine animals each year.15
In spring 2019, One Green Planet16 released a list of five marine animals that are dying because of plastic trash.

1

Sea Turtles
Sea turtles, like many other sea creatures, accidently ingest plastic because
they think it’s food. This can result in blockages in their digestive systems,
causing distress and sometimes death.
“Studies from 201317 suggest as many as 50 percent of sea turtles
are ingesting plastic at an unprecedented rate, and dying because
of it. Another study of the loggerhead species found that 15
percent of young turtles examined had ingested such enormous
quantities of plastic that their digestive system was obstructed.”
Almost all species of sea turtles are listed as endangered by the
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service18. Sea turtles that currently have an
“endangered” status include the loggerhead, green, leatherback,
hawksbill, Kemp’s ridley, and olive ridley.
Photo: Santana Navarrett

2

Seals and Sea Lions
Seals and sea lions are sometimes entangled in plastic trash
including plastic bags or plastic packing bands. This can decrease
their ability to swim freely, eat, and come up for air, and can
cause sickness and death. “Plastic packing bands and rubber
bands continue to deeply impact the Steller Sea Lion population.19
An eight-year study in Southeast Alaska and British Columbia
documented 388 sea lions entangled in plastic debris.”20 The Steller
sea lion is listed as endangered; the Hawaiian monk, Mediterranean
monk, Ladoga ringed, and Saimaa ringed seals are also listed as
endangered.

Photo: Caroline E. Brown
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3

Seabirds
A 2015 study published by PNAS21 found that 90 percent of seabirds are
eating plastic, and by 2050 virtually all sea birds will have ingested some
sort of plastic material. This is resulting in the deaths of an estimated
1 million marine birds each year. For example, the Laysan albatross has
been deeply impacted by plastic pollution because of the way it hunts.
The albatross dives into the ocean or skims the surface for food and
inadvertently swallows plastic debris or gets it caught on its beak.

Photo: Marian Herz
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Fish
According to the Center for Biological Diversity22, fish in the
North Pacific ingest 12,000 to 24,000 tons of plastic, including
microplastics, annually, which can result in intestinal injury and
ultimately death. The plastic that fish ingest also moves its way up
the food chain to larger fish, marine mammals, and humans. Fish are
vulnerable to microplastics since they bring in water through their
gills. A study done by the University of Exeter in the United Kingdom
suggest that microscopic debris in the ocean could take up to six
times as long for the animal to rid themselves of through their gills
in comparison to ingesting the plastic through its mouth.23

Photo: William Goodwin
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Whales and Dolphins
According to Marine Pollution Bulletin24, whales, dolphins, and
porpoises are ingesting plastic debris at a rate as high as 31 percent,
resulting in an increased risk of death; plastic often punctures and
tears the stomach lining, which can lead to sickness and starvation.
These animals are mistaking plastic pollution for food and are also
unknowingly swallowing plastic trash as they swim and feed with their
mouths wide open. This is especially true for baleen whales, which
filter feed – opening their mouths wide and scooping water along with
fish, krill, and other small sea creatures. A very sick Cuvier’s beaked
whale was found in Davao Gulf in the Philippines in early 2019.25
Unfortunately, the whale died, and a necropsy found 88 pounds of
plastic (plastic bags, snack bags, nylon rope, and other plastic debris)
in the whale’s stomach. The whale likely died from starvation and
dehydration since the plastic was obstructing the animal’s ability to
absorb nutrients and water.
9

2. Reduce the Use of Plastics On Campus
There is a need for more deliberate action to reduce the use
of plastic and decrease the amount of plastic that is being
dumped in landfills or ending up in the environment. Many
people are in the habit of selecting single-use packages
and bottles instead of consistently thinking about reusable
alternatives and smarter purchases.
Easy Ways to Reduce, Reuse, and Recycle to minimize plastic
pollution - Explore individual solutions for students, faculty
and staff
Carry your own reusable drink container with you to use
for coffee, water, and other beverages. Check with your
favorite food providers on campus and find out if there are
any restrictions to using reusable containers. You can also
bring reusable food containers for your food or leftovers
instead of taking the plastic or polystyrene containers
often provided. Again, check with food providers on any
restrictions.
Say no to the straw or bring your own reusable straw. You
will need to use a bottle brush to clean your reusable straw
efficiently.
When purchasing items, put them in your backpack instead
of getting an extra plastic bag or carry an extra reusable bag
with you.

When grocery shopping, choose items packaged in
aluminum or cardboard rather than plastic, if possible.
Put your fruits and vegetables directly in the cart or bring
your own reusable bag to use instead of the individual
plastic bags typically used for fruits and vegetables.
Purchase in bulk, when possible, and use reusable food
containers to take enough for a snack or if you need to
freeze anything. Individually wrapped snacks and other
items are convenient, however they increase the amount
of plastic that will go to the landfill; this type of plastic is
often difficult to recycle.

CARDBOARD is easily recyclable and also degrades
more quickly if it ends up in the landfill. And nearly
75 percent of all aluminum produced in the United
States is still in use today, and aluminum can be
recycled over and over again.26

Consider donating items before discarding them in the
trash. Can they still be of use to you or to someone else?
If something is broken find out if you can fix it before you
discard it. YouTube videos can be a wonderful source for
DIY projects.
Recycle plastic items when possible. Be sure to read the bin
signs carefully to ensure you are placing the plastic material
in the proper place. If you are unable to find a recycling bin
nearby, bring it home with you.
Spread the word! Tell your friends, family and professors to
be conscious of their plastic consumption.

National Wildlife Federation’s online EcoLeaders community of

3,000 young conservation leaders features a project planning tool to allow leaders
to share goals, updates, photos and videos. EcoLeaders also hosts a comprehensive
project planning resource library with resources to help plan, implement, and
communicate about campus sustainability projects. Resources include project
management templates, volunteer recruitment tips, budget development guidance,
press release templates, and more. Faculty and staff are also welcome to join.
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EXPLORE

CAMPUS-WIDE SOLUTIONS
Before you embark on your campus adventure to address
plastic pollution, key partners to keep in mind are the
sustainability, facilities, operations, and purchasing
departments on campus, as well as student government
and clubs.

Host a waste audit to identify the biggest culprit of
plastic waste on campus.
Hosting a Dumpster Dive (AKA a Waste Audit) will help answer
the following questions: What items are being thrown out the
most? How many recyclable items are being discarded in the
trash instead of being recycled? Check out RecycleMania’s
Dumpster Dive Activity Guide to get started.

•
•

•

Partner with the sustainability, facilities, or operations
departments on this effort.
Choose dumpsters that service different types of
buildings on campus – food, residence halls, science
buildings, academic offices, etc. to get a complete picture
of waste on campus and the biggest culprit of plastic
from the different buildings.
Work with your campus partners (sustainability/facilities/
operations) to ensure you and your volunteers have
proper supplies and gear for safety, i.e., gloves, cover-ups
for your clothes, drop cloths for sorting trash, etc.

There are several waste audit guides available:

•
•
•

Rubicon – Waste Audit Guide
Post-Landfill Action Network -Waste Audit Manual
Busch Systems – Conducting a Recycling and Waste Audit

Pacific Lutheran University

Departments to connect with could include the following:

•
•
•

Check out Union College’s waste audit video.

•

Washington University in St. Louis – Waste Audit Report

How to Perform a University Waste Audit – University
of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.

Interview campus stakeholders to learn more about
the purchasing, use, and disposing of plastic products
and materials on campus.
Reach out to staff in diverse departments on campus to set up
times to talk. By learning about the functions of the various
departments on campus, you will learn about what is being
purchased and what is being discarded and can explore
alternative options to reduce the use of plastics on campus
and increase the recycling.

Facilities and operations

•
•

Science buildings
Bookstore

Dining services

Recommended questions could include:

•

•
•
•

Campus Examples:

•
•

Purchasing

•

•

Is there an opportunity to replace the single-use plastic
items with reusable items? If yes, research the costs and
benefits of purchasing reusable items instead of singleuse plastic items. Does it cost less to invest in reusable
items instead of purchasing single-use items on a regular
basis? If the cost is more, do the other benefits outweigh
the additional cost? For example, environmental benefits,
cost associated with pick-up of this waste, etc.
Is there an opportunity to purchase items made of pre or
post-consumer recycled content?
What type of waste is associated with the products that
come into the department?
How are plastics and plastic waste associated with
purchased campus products being disposed of? If
recycled, do you know what its second use is?
If the plastic waste is not currently being recycled,
check with your sustainability/facilities/operations
departments to coordinate with the campus’s current
recycling hauler to see if this type of plastic can be
recycled. Consider Terracycle as an option, they offer free
recycling programs funded by brands, manufacturers,
and retailers around the world to help collect and recycle
your hard-to-recycle waste.
Find out if there is an associated cost and additional staff
time required to prepare the waste to be shipped to or
picked up by a recycler. Are there funds available to cover
this? If not, identify your next steps. Who should you meet
with on campus to secure the additional funds – the head
of facilities and operations, purchasing, the president?
Are there local businesses or grant opportunities to
secure additional funding from the county, city, or state
government?
11

To lead George Mason University in Virginia to its carbon
neutrality goals, Mason’s Office of Sustainability (OoS) has
collaborated with departments across campus to ‘green’
their procurement strategy. The OoS encourages partners
to buy less, buy durable, and buy carbon neutral products
that promote green behavior. In just the past year, this
source-side approach to reducing single-use plastics has
included investments from Mason’s Housing & Residence Life
to replace unsustainable student move-in giveaways with
reusable metal tumblers, for use at Mason’s numerous water
re-fill stations, and reusable bags. Additionally, in Spring 2020,
the OoS partnered with Mason Athletics to give away 1,000
ChicoBags – instead of 2,000-3,000 t-shirts, etc. – at the annual
zero-waste green game,
part of RecycleMania’s
GameDay Basketball
competition. Not only
are these investments
reducing the university’s
footprint, they support a
green lifestyle potentially
replacing over 1,400 plastic
shopping bags each!

Set a Benchmark through Participation in the
Campus Race to Zero Waste Competition.
The Campus Race to Zero Waste
(formerly known as RecycleMania)
competition takes place during
8 weeks in the spring (February
through March) and helps campuses
reduce their waste and increase
recycling through tracking, reporting,
activities, and education. Campuses
track and report on trash, foodwaste organics, and recycling
each week for eight weeks; there are also special-category
opportunities including electronics, basketball games, and z
ero waste. There is a category for campuses just getting started
and for those that are advanced in their zero-waste efforts.
The competition gives campuses the opportunity to focus their
outreach, engagement and educational activities and set a
benchmark during an 8-week time frame to determine what
strategies are most effective and should be implemented longterm. The competition also gives students the opportunity to
gain leadership skills in project management, communications,
and problem-solving, for example, and to learn more about
the different stakeholders on campus. Registration for the
competition opens in early September each year. In 2019,
campuses recycled and composted 69.5 million pounds of
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Florida A&M University

waste and cut out 300 million single-use plastics containers
from the waste stream. Since 2001, the program has engaged
more than 1,000 colleges and universities in the United States
and Canada. In spring 2020, RecycleMania began transitioning
to its new name, Campus Race to Zero Waste, to better reflect
and reinforce the purpose of the program – to help colleges
and universities find pathways toward zero waste.

Distribute reusable food and drink containers to
students, faculty and staff.

•
•
•

•
•
•

Partner with housing and residence life, dining facilities,
campus activities, the campus bookstore, or other
campus departments on this effort.
Talk with campus food vendors to learn about any
rules and restrictions associated with using reusable
containers.
Launch a communications campaign in conjunction
with the distribution of reusable items to help students,
faculty, and staff find out key details such as where to
pick up free items, why is it important to use reusable
items, and more.
Host a pledge campaign to gain commitments from
students, faculty, and staff to use reusable drink and/or
food containers.
Install water bottle-refill stations on campus to ensure
easy use of refillable drink containers.
Freshmen orientation is a great opportunity for
distribution of reusable items. It’s an opportunity to
educate incoming students on what it means to be part
of a sustainable campus, including how they can reduce
their waste footprint and recycle responsibly.

•

Need money? Sources of funding to support the purchase
of reusable items might include the following campus
departments: admissions, freshmen centers, campus
activities, housing, or the president’s office. You could
also reach out to community partners for donations of
money or items or even reach out to larger companies
that sell the reusable products you are interested in and
see if they would be willing to donate items.

The University of Nevada Las Vegas’s Rebels Are Refilling
campaign uses Cupanion’s Fill It Forward app to encourage
students and staff to use reusable bottles and mugs.
Individuals simply place a
scannable sticker on their
reusable container and scan
it each time they use one of
UNLV’s over 100 hydration
stations on campus. Each
time a sticker is scanned,
Cupanion gives clean water
to a person in need. UNLV’s
effort is managed by a
student intern studying public
health, and is supported by
the Nevada Regent Service
Award program.
Also in partnership with Cupanion, the University of Florida27
rewards UF students, faculty, and staff for using and refilling
reusable bottles or thermoses on campus. Users can scan
their reusable bottles with Cupanion’s Fill it Forward mobile
app every time they refill. The app’s interactive display allows
users to track their environmental impact as well as the
cumulative impact at UF. With each scan, users also earn points
that can be redeemed for entries into monthly drawings for
featured rewards, which are often donated from campus and
community partners. In October 2018, UF was awarded the
Groundbreaker Award
from Cupanion, signifying
that the campus as a
whole had diverted more
than 10,000 single-use
bottles through the Fill It
Forward program. Since
then, UF’s impact has
more than doubled, with
over 21,800 total reuses
tracked through the app.
The program continues
to grow in audience
and engagement, with
new partnerships and
campaigns every month.

The University of Missouri’s28 Sustainability Office works hard
to encourage the reduction of disposable plastic water bottles
by distributing reusable water bottles. The sustainability
office accepts donations from the campus community as well
as MU lost-and-found stations after water bottles have gone
unclaimed for more than 60 to 90 days. In partnership with MU
Campus Dining Services, they run the reusable bottles through
their industrial-sized dishwashers, making sure each bottle is
properly sanitized. From there the clean, spiffy water bottles
are given to students at all of the MU Sustainability events.

University of Missouri

“

Students are really receptive of seeing free water
bottles at our events, which in turn allows us to
educate them on why we provide such a service in
the first place: to lower consumption and reduce
plastic pollution,” said MU Sustainability Programs
Assistant Ashley Craft. “It’s great to see more and
more students using a reusable bottle across
campus. Often times, students will even stop back
by with a friend so that they can grab a water bottle,
helping us spread the message even further.

”

University of Florida
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Is your campus community concerned about drinking tap
water instead of bottled water?
Bard College29 in New York hosts a tap-water tasting effort
on campus. In spring 2019, Bard tabled in the Campus Center
and provided three water coolers – one filled with water from
the tap, one filled with filtered water, and the third cooler is
store-bought water from a bottle. Students taste tested each
of the three types of water and voted for which one tastes
the best. Results? Of all the students who participated, 44.4
percent preferred tap water, 29.6 percent preferred bottled
water, and 25.9 percent voted for filtered water.
In addition to hosting a taste test, you can launch a campus
survey to find out how many students, faculty, and staff choose
bottled water over tap water. The results might indicate the
need for an educational awareness campaign to remind people
about the benefits of tap water. For example, the Safe Drinking
Water Act does not apply to bottled water, and bottled water
is not regulated by the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency.
Check out Food & Water Watch; they work with students at
colleges and universities across the United States to promote
tap water and to ban bottled water on their campuses. Connect
with your campus operations department to better understand
the campus’ water distribution systems and the safety of
drinking tap water on campus in order to address any concerns
about switching from bottled water to tap water; they can also
provide information for the educational awareness campaign.
Tap water quality is a common concern in Michigan, and often
leads students and other community members to purchase
bottled water out of caution. Aquinas College is doing their
part to promote the use of their water bottle refill station
infrastructure and other campus tap water options that have
additional filtration for peace of mind. Additionally, Aquinas
is educating the campus community about ocean plastics and
its impact on shark populations.
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Aquinas College

Launch an educational awareness campaign.
Here are a few ideas:
California State University Northridge’s (CSUN) Associated
Students Sustainability & Recycling group30 developed an
8-week plan to test out education and engagement strategies,
including notebook recycling, a BYOB campaign (bring your
own water bottle instead of a single-use water bottle), and
a straw swap that targeted the on-campus farmers’ market,
where many vendors give out single-use straws (reusable
stainless steel and silicone straws were provided in exchange).
In order to get participation in the bottle swap or straw swap,
CSUN set up “Trash Talkers” waste-sorting tables at major
food areas around campus to help educate students and
staff about which bin to use for recyclable and landfill items.
Trash Talkers has grown and become an integral part of the
educational programming for campus sustainability. CSUN
emphasizes that the type of “swag” given out should be more
than a throwaway item. They focused on reusable straws and
bottles because, although they might be more expensive than
cheaper giveaways such as pens or paper products, their
repeated use will hopefully be able to reduce waste overall.

Rider University31 in New Jersey takes every advantage each
year to distribute mugs and water bottles to students, faculty
and staff in order to reduce single-use plastic bottles on
campus. Students are encouraged to take a pledge to refill
and reuse instead of opting for single-use, disposable
drink-ware, and then “mug-shots” are shared via campus
social-media channels.

Rider University

Use the Mug Shots activity to promote the use of reusable
mugs as a normative behavior for students and staff to
emulate. To do this, take photographs of people holding
their reusable mug and post them on flyers with a “mug
shot” title around campus, on bulletin boards, online, and on
social media outlets. As part of this campaign, educate the
campus community on the benefits of using reusable items
and highlight the harmful impacts of plastics on humans and
wildlife. Be sure to communicate with your audience through
diverse strategies including in-person events and online via
email, social media, campus websites, etc.
Use the Caught Green-Handed activity to encourage recycling
and the use of reusable items by rewarding students caught
“green-handed.” A team of spotters will wait near recycling
bins, water fountains, refilling stations, or in the dining hall
to recognize people “caught” in the act of recycling and
reducing waste. This is a great way for a Resident Advisor
(RA) to connect with students in a dorm or a green team or
sustainability office to engage the community.

Lehigh University in Pennsylvania is actively trying to tackle
plastic pollution on campus through a number of initiatives,
including:

•

Offering discounts across campus for students, faculty,
staff, and visitors who use a reusable mug and installing
water-bottle refill stations throughout campus to
encourage the use of reusable bottles.

•

Eliminating plastic bags at all Lehigh dining locations
and plastic straws across campus.

•

Encouraging the use of reusable eco-containers for
carry-out meals at select Lehigh dining locations.

Save Your Campus Mascot – Is your campus mascot

impacted by plastic pollution, or is it listed as endangered
or threatened32? Host an awareness campaign on campus
to educate students, faculty and staff about the impacts on
your wildlife mascot and highlight actions to take to help
protect the species. You can also choose a plant or animal
species in your community that is being impacted by plastic
pollution on land, in a river, or in the ocean.
RecycleMania’s Activity Guide for Freshmen,
Dorm Dwellers and Student Leaders
has great ideas and resources to
engage students on campus.

Engage your dorm dwellers.
Focus your outreach and activities in a residence hall or in
multiple dorms.

•
•

Lehigh University

Host a waste audit for one or more dorms. Check out
the “Host a waste audit to identify the biggest culprit of
plastic waste on campus” section above for tips.
Participate in RecycleMania’s Race to Zero Waste Building
competition and choose a dorm.
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•

•

Host a dorm exchange where students exchange a singleuse plastic items (cup or plastic bag, for example) for a
reusable item. Or ask students to donate extra school
supplies or unwanted clothes for local charity donation,
and in exchange they will receive a reusable item.
Host a dorm contest between floors or multiple buildings.
Find out which dorm can reduce the most plastics by
choosing reusable over single-use items or by giving up
straws or the use of plastic bags, for example. Or host a
contest on which dorm team can create the most creative
posters to encourage plastic reduction on campus.

Host a campus or community cleanup to remove plastic
and other trash from the environment.
During the 2018 International Coastal Cleanup, 1,754,908
plastic beverage bottles and 3,668,871 straws and stirrers were
collected.33
Regular cleanups are necessary to ensure the campus
environment stays clean, healthy, and safe for students,
faculty, staff, and the wildlife that call the campus home.
Cleanups give students and staff the opportunity to get to
know each other and get outdoors and enjoy the day. Regular
cleanups are important because, when it rains, storm sewers,
sewer overflows, and drainage outflows transport litter to
rivers, which eventually carry plastic and other trash into lakes,
rivers, and oceans, so it’s important to get the trash before it
goes too far.

•

Choose a space on campus or in thecommunity that has
a larger amount of trash then others and host a cleanup
(garden, forest, path, pond, etc.). Interested in a fall
clean-up?Join the Ocean Conservancy’s
International Coastal Cleanup34 to learn more.

University of North Texas

•

•

•

•

Work with campus facilities or landscaping departments
to let them know that you want to host a cleanup and
coordinate on location, supplies (trash bags, gloves,
brightly colored safety vests), any hazards to be aware
of, etc. Be sure to have two colors of trash bags: one for
trash and one for recyclables.
Other campus partners on this effort could include the
sustainability office, housing and residence life, campus
activities, or student life. If you choose to do a community
cleanup, possible partners could include churches, k-12
schools, and community centers.
Recruit student, faculty, staff, and community volunteers
to help with the cleanup. Perhaps a campus department
or community partner would donate snacks and drinks
for volunteers.
Highlight opportunities via the campus and local
newspapers and social media sites and be sure to take
photos. Educate the community on why you are hosting a
cleanup and provide ways to get involved.

Join the Wave!
Get Involved in the International Coastal Cleanup in September
Since 1986 the Ocean Conservancy has been working with partners around the world to organize
the International Coastal Cleanup. The Cleanup has engaged over 15 million people since its
inception, removing over 300 million pounds of trash from the world’s beaches and waterways.
Every September, hundreds of thousands of volunteers participate and learn about the impacts of marine debris.
The data collected by volunteers are used by NGOs, policy makers, educators and industry innovators to engage the
public, craft policies and inform solutions to reduce marine debris. Volunteers are encouraged to collect trash and
recyclable materials in separate bags to be disposed of properly.
Cleanups can take place on shorelines, rivers, lakes, and inland and can be on foot, on watercraft and even
underwater with scuba divers! The Cleanup is also a great opportunity to get outdoors and encourage freshmen
and other students to take environmental action early in the fall semester! Learn more.
National Wildlife Federation and RecycleMania are proud partners of the International Coastal Cleanup.
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Help pass a campus policy addressing plastics
on campus.
Campus policies provide guidance and clear actions to ensure
that you working toward your goals and desired outcomes.
Implementing policies on campus that address the use of
plastics can also help educate the campus community and
aims to ensure consistency across the campus.

•

•

Find out if your campus has any current policies
addressing plastic materials. Inquire with the
sustainability or purchasing departments. If there are
none, find out how you can help move this effort forward.
Host an advocacy campaign to gain the support of
students, faculty, staff, and administrators. See campus
examples below to get ideas.
If a campus policy exists, how many students, faculty, and
staff know about it? Is there an education and awareness
opportunity here?
Launch an educational awareness campaign. Share
information via campus newspapers, social media
channels, websites, on-campus postering, etc. Highlight
the details of the policy and explain why it’s important
and how it impacts students, faculty, and staff. Consider
engaging the local community in your awareness
campaign. This may lead to discussions and changes to
reduce plastics in your city or state.

Check out the campus examples featuring:
Bottled Water Bans
Plastic-Straw Bans
Plastic-Bag Bans

Bottled Water Bans
After millions of barrels of oil are used to produce and ship
plastic water bottles, 75 percent of them land in the garbage
or our waterways instead of the recycle bin. (Food and Water
Watch)35
Washington University in St. Louis36 in Missouri became the
first North American university to ban the sale of bottled water
on its West, North, and Danforth campuses in 2009. Since the
ban went into effect, the sale of all bottled beverages has
decreased by nearly 40 percent, a reduction of over 567,000
plastic bottles annually. The campus also features water
fountains that have fixtures that make refilling reusable water
bottles fast and easy.
Macalester College37 in Minnesota adopted its bottled-water
policy in 2011, eliminating the sale and provision of bottled
water on campus.
The policy states “The elimination of plain, individual container
bottled water on campus includes:

•
•
•
•
•

The sale of bottled water in the Highlander
Store, Grille, and Scotties;
The sale of bottled water by Catering and
at athletic concessions;
The inclusion in meal pack-outs for groups or
individuals;
The sale of bottled water in all vending
machines;
The purchase of individual container bottled
water with institutional funds.”

Polystyrene (Styrofoam) Bans

Washington University in St. Louis
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In conjunction with the new policy being implemented, bottlefilling stations were installed across campus. Macalester also
hosts a free exchange program called Mac Free Swap where
students and staff can drop off unwanted materials and also
pick up items that they need.
In January 2013, the University of Vermont38 stopped selling
bottled water on campus because of student demand.
The following year, research showed that the sale of beverages
with added sugars unfortunately increased, and there was no
significant decrease in the amount of single-use plastic drink
containers being used. Gathering and analyzing the data on
this were difficult, and no additional study has been done to
date. However, UVM has taken positive action. The campus
has increased the ratio of healthy drink options available
and provides refilling stations. In 2016, UVM launched a
campus campaign called “UVM Hearts Water” to lift up the
health benefits of drinking local water and the environmental
benefits of using reusable drink containers instead of singleuse plastic containers. Additionally, UVM Dining is moving
toward serving 100 percent compostable single-use products
on campus for grab-and-go programs such as Simply to Go.
This means working within the supply chain to ensure that
products are available year-round, collaborating with chefs to
product test for quality and durability, and educating students
about new packaging initiatives that help lead to clean waste
streams. In addition to using compostable packaging, UVM
Dining also abides by a ‘Straw Upon Request’ policy and serves
compostable straws when students request their use. Dining
serves single-use materials only when alternatives cannot be
coordinated according to practical logistics and/or food-safety
standards.

A substantial impact of this policy change is that it’s helped
simplify the campus waste streams. As Duke works to expand
their post-consumer composting infrastructure on campus,
eliminating non-recyclable and non-compostable plastics
helps reduce the risk of contamination. They continue to
educate the campus on how to properly dispose of recyclable
and compostable items, however this change had made the
process a little simpler.
“Plastic straws have lost the battle and they’ve been banished
from the campus!” reports Knox College41 in Illinois in spring
2018. Knox was the third college in the United States to ban
plastic straws, replacing them with paper drinking straws in
all campus dining facilities. This new effort to reduce waste
on campus was initiated by the Student Senate Sustainability
Committee to Bon Appétit, which manages Knox’s dining
services. In May 2018, Bon Appétit42 announced that it was
banning plastic straws and stirrers company-wide.

“It has been a successful
switch and an easy step
to reducing the impact
that the Knox community
has on our global
environment,” says Director
of Sustainability Initiatives
Deborah Steinberg.

Knox College

Plastic Straw Bans
Plastic drinking straws are among the top 10 contributors of
marine debris pollution. (Our Last Straw)39
Effective July 2, 2018, Duke University40 in North Carolina
made big changes to reduce their plastic waste by banning
single-use plastic carryout bags, plastic straws, and plastic
utensils in their 34 campus dining venues. Their plastic bags
were replaced with paper bags, and the drinkware, straws, and
utensils were replaced with biodegradable products.

Beginning in August 2018, the University of Southern
California43 no longer offered straws in their dining halls.
As the new policy was taking affect, a petition supporting the
banning of straws was signed by 1,000 students and organized
by the student club Environmental Core, the Environmental
Student Assembly, and the undergraduate student government
advocacy branch. The petition helped the policy change be
more easily accepted by consumers. Plastic straws are still
available upon request.
These efforts to ban or reduce the use of straws are a good
step to reduce the use of plastic on campus, however, please
be aware that many individuals with disabilities need straws
to drink, and that reusable straws are not an option for
many disabled people. Campuses should always have straws
available upon request, and be considerate of the whole
campus community and their needs.

Duke University
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Plastic Bag Bans
It takes 500 (or more) years for a plastic bag to degrade in
a landfill (Center for Biological Diversity).44
In January 2019, University of Connecticut’s Dining Services and
UConnPIRG45 started working together to eliminate plastic bags
on campus by encouraging students, faculty, and staff to bring
their own bags and by replacing plastic with environmentally
friendly brown paper bags at many of the facilities on campus.
Beginning in fall 2019, Penn State Residential Dining no
longer used plastic bags. The campus distributed 25,000
reusable bags to students, faculty, and staff, thanks to a
donation from Pepsi-Cola. Additionally, the campus community
is also encouraging students, faculty, and
staff to bring their own reusable bags.
Penn State’s EcoCoin47, developed by
students, also reduces the use of
plastic bags across all campuses.
In participating stores on campus,
customers can opt out of accepting
a plastic bag and receive a token worth
five cents that they then donate to the
participating student charity of their choice.
The program has been made available to all Penn State
campuses and, since summer 2018, has prevented the use
of 12,000 plastic bags and raised over $4,000 for charities.
46

Some campuses have started banning plastic bag use as
part of state or local ordinances doing the same, such as
Ithaca College48 in New York.
Additionally, a student-led
petition called “If You Can’t
Reuse it; Refuse It – Eliminate
Plastic Bags at IC”, signed by
more than 900 students, pushed
this effort forward as well. Ithaca,
like the state of New York, will
ban single-use plastic bags
in March 2020.
Need a partner to
provide reusable bags?
Learn about Chico Bag Fundraisers.

PHOTO: Anja, Pixabay

In 2019 George Mason University’s Facilities Management
instituted a campus-wide policy that eliminated the use of
plastic bags in two of their three recycling streams. Now, all
“paper” recycling is bagless and only the co-mingled stream
(cans, plastic, glass) retains the use of plastic bags given high

levels of residue from this recycling stream. As a result of its
implementation Mason has and will continue to eliminate
over 300,000 48-gallon plastic bags per year, or 55,500 lbs.
of single-use plastic.

Polystyrene (Styrofoam) Bans
Among the worst forms of plastic pollution is polystyrene foam,
which never fully degrades. (Environment America)49
In September 2014, Auburn University50 in Alabama claimed
their campus “Styrofoam free!” All campus and private
vendors stopped using polystyrene cups and other foodserving products. Additionally, Auburn’s dining facilities, Tiger
Dining, meets regularly to
“establish a sustainable
dining experience on
campus.” Director of
Campus Sustainability
Michael Kensler said the
change to paper products
over foam plastic cost an
extra $5,000 per year.51
The Colgate University
Student Government Association52 in New York unanimously
passed both a resolution and a bill against Styrofoam
(polystyrene) in March 2015. “The bill, acting as a change to
bylaws pertaining to the Budget Allocation Committee (BAC),
prohibits BAC-funded student groups from using BAC-funding
to purchase polystyrene. That means when student groups host
events and order pizza and drinks for pickup or delivery, there
has to be explicit notice given to the vendor that Styrofoam
cups or plates should not be provided. The resolution informs
all Colgate departments and offices that the student body
dissuades the use of Styrofoam and suggests action to
reduce Styrofoam purchasing.” This bill is a first step to a
campus-wide ban on using this material.

STYROFOAM is a trademarked brand of closed-cell
extruded polystyrene foam (XPS). Styrofoam is
identified as the fifth largest contributor of waste
in the environment, occupying an estimated 30
percent in our nation’s landfills. Styrofoam is also
non-biodegradable, meaning that it will stay in that
landfill forever.
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Reuse, think before you trash it.
We all have a lot of stuff that we don’t need. Before you throw
it in the trash, think about other uses for the item. Or if the
item is in good condition, find out if you can donate it to a
local church or charity. Or maybe there are students or staff
on campus that could benefit from your extra notebooks,
clothes, small appliances, furniture, etc.

•

Host a Dorm Free Cycle Event – Set up donation boxes in
your dorm or throughout multiple dorms for collection.
Be sure to include details on what types of items you
are requesting and explain that they should be in good,
working condition. Then host the free cycle event in the
lobby or common room of the dorm. Work with a local
church or donation center to arrange pick up for leftover
items. Check out Harvard University’s 10 Tips for Hosting
Successful Freecycle Events53 in Massachusetts.

•

Host a Fix-It Fair54 to teach students, faculty, and staff
howto fix or repurpose everyday items instead of
discarding them. Towson University in Maryland Office
of Sustainability worked with campus departments and
community groups, including Sew Lab (Baltimore-based
company), to provide workshops on repairing items such
as clothes, zippers, computers, and bikes.

Towson University

•
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Host a campus move-out and reduce the amount of
usable items that go into the landfill. At the end of
the spring semester students are finished with exams
and ready to go. Coordinate a move-out event that
helps student easily donate items that they no longer
want. Organize by categories: clothes, school supplies,
electronics, furniture, and home goods—and work with
campus partners such as housing and residence life
and/or the office of sustainability to identify community
organizations that will accept and pick up your
donations. Check out Rutgers University in New Jersey
ProjectMoveOut55.

•

Work with a local Good Will, Planet Aid, or other
nonprofit organization to have donation bins placed on
your campus to make it as easy as possible for students,
faculty, and staff to drop off unwanted items.

3. Recycle, Don’t Trash It
Only 9 percent of the recyclable material used in the United
States is actually recycled.56

EDUCATION
One of the biggest opportunities on campus to help increase
recycling and reduce the amount of plastics going to the
landfill, or possibly into the environment, is better and
more effective education regarding how to recycle properly
on a regular basis. There are new students on campus
each semester, and its important to provide constant
and consistent information about recycling for the whole
community.
Strong effective recycling programs on campus educate the
students, faculty, and staff on:

WHAT
can be
recycled

HOW

to reduce
contamination

WHERE
to
recycle

WHY
to
recycle

•

Ask your sustainability/facilities/operations
departments for the most up-to-date information from
the recycling hauler to ensure your educational signs are
accurate and request that any changes be shared.

•

Clear and simple signage near recycling centers on
campus is essential. Post information about what can be
recycled at all recycling centers on campus and how to
reduce contamination of recyclable material.

•

•

Recruit volunteers to monitor the recycling centers
throughout the semester and help them share
information with people on what can and cannot be
recycled. The “Caught Green Handed” activity mentioned
above is a great way to recognize good recycling behavior,
and can be included in a broader awareness campaign
around recycling.
Share information about recycling dos and don’ts on
the campus website and through the campus newspaper
and social media channels. And highlight why recycling
is so important. Host a dorm contest between floors or
multiple buildings to find out which dorm can recycle
the most.

•

•

Learn more about your campus plastics recycling. Once
recyclable material, including plastic, is picked up from
your campus, where does it go? And what is its second
life? Ask your facilities/operations department or contact
the hauler directly (in coordination with your campus
staff). This is great information to share with the campus
community. This information might be cool to share in an
educational awareness campaign.
Send out a survey to your campus community about
recycling on campus. This will help you learn if your
recycling signage is effective or if improvement is needed.

Texas Tech University57 educates their campus community on what can be recycled and where the
recycling bins are located on campus. Through their website and social media, Texas Tech provides
examples of what can be recycled, instructions on how to reduce contamination, and opportunities for
the local community to drop off recyclables.
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Georgia Southern University58 conducted research on the indoor recycling habits of students in one
campus building over an eight-week period. For the first four weeks, trash cans were placed in the
classrooms with recycling receptacles outside of the classrooms. For the last four weeks, the trash cans
were removed from the classrooms and replaced with a sign indicating where the recycling bins were
located. The results of the study indicated that there were higher rates of recycling after trash cans were
removed and recycling signs were replaced for the trash cans.

RECYCLING CHALLENGES
Avoid Contamination: Use the right bin, empty the
container and give it a quick rinse!
The contamination of recyclable plastics also plays a
role in plastic pollution. Many countries have tightened
their contamination standards - meaning how much
contamination they will accept - causing U.S. haulers to do
so, as well. Contamination rates of U.S. recyclables before
sorting vary59 from place to place but can reach 25 percent60
or higher. For example, Lehigh University in Pennsylvania
has a 0.05 percent allowable contamination rate, which is
difficult to achieve.
As part of the recycling education campaigns on campus,
be sure to include information about how to reduce
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contamination of recyclable material. Use clear signage
to highlight what items can be placed in the recycling bin.
Empty your drink and food plastic containers before you
throw them into the recycling bin. Also give it a quick rinse.
According to The Recycle Coach61, a quick rinse is all you
need to reduce food, drink, and other contaminants in
plastic containers before you recycle them. The heat
during the recycling process can burn off small amounts
of stuck-on food and other residue. With single-stream
recycling, all recyclable materials – paper, cardboard, glass,
plastic, aluminum, etc. – are gathered together. So, if there
is a full soda bottle or food residue that drips down on the
paper and cardboard, then the whole bin will be considered
contaminated and will be dumped in the landfill instead of
taken to the recycling center for processing.

One theme of the St. Louis College of Pharmacy62 in Missouri’s awareness campaign focused on reducing
contamination in their recyclables. Strategies included video boards, social media, volunteer bin
monitoring, and recycling drop-off events.

Recycling Different Types of Plastic.63
Despite the efforts of many conservation and sustainability
organizations worldwide, many people remain confused
about what materials they can and cannot recycle. The
most questions are usually around plastics. Plastics can be
especially confusing, since different kinds of plastic require
different types of processing to be reconstructed and then
re-used as materials for other uses. Some municipalities will
accept any and all types of plastic for recycling, while others
accept only specific containers and bottles with code numbers
stamped on the bottoms. Its important to check with your
campus sustainability or operations department to find out
what type of plastic can be recycled on campus, and what
cannot. And use this information in your educational materials
and signage. Waste (recycling) haulers may change their policy
on what plastics they will accept so check frequently and
update your educational materials and share these changes
with the campus community.

The symbol code commonly found on recyclables is a
single-digit number between 1 and 7 that is surrounded by
a triangle of arrows. This system was designed by
The Society of the Plastics Industry (SPI) in 1998 in order to
allow consumers as well as recyclers to discern the difference
between different types of plastics while at the same time
providing a consistent coding system for the manufacturers.
Can you recycle plastic film?
Generally, plastic film cannot be recycled along with your
plastic bottles and food containers, however it can be recycled.
There are more than 18,000 locations across the United States
and Canada that collect plastic film for recycling. Plastic film is
soft, flexible packaging that is used in grocery, bread, zip-top,
and dry-cleaning bags. It’s also used to wrap products such
as paper plates, napkins, bathroom tissue, diapers, and more.
Learn more at PlasticFilmRecycling.org.
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Thirty-nine of the fifty U.S. states now require the numbers to be molded or stamped on all eight-ounce
to five-gallon containers that can accommodate the ½ inch minimum-size symbol, and each symbol
serves to identify the specific type of plastic.64 See Appendix B for definitions of plastics 1 through 7.65

Graphic by More Recycling

What’s up with recycling the bottle cap?
Bottle caps are made from plastic resins that are different from
those used to make the rest of the plastic bottles they come
on. Most caps are made of polypropylene (#5 plastic), with
some (such as sports-drink bottles) composed of high-density
polyethylene (#2 plastic), while the rest of the plastic bottle
is typically #1 or #2 plastic that is much more likely accepted
at recycling bins and from recycling haulers. Check with your
campus sustainability/facilities/operations departments to
find out if your campus hauler accepts plastic bottle caps. If
not, be sure to include in your educational signage instructions
to remove the cap before recycling the plastic bottle.
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Where do plastic recyclables end up?
Less than ten years ago, plastic was exported at a value of
$34 billion.66 An International Solid Waste Association 2014
report, “Global Recycling Markets: Plastic Waste,”67 found
that China was the leading import country for waste plastics,
receiving 56 percent by weight of the global imports of waste
plastic. China needed affordable secondary plastics to meet
the increased demand for plastic products. The United States
was the second largest consumer of plastics in the world
and depended mainly on China and Hong Kong to absorb its
waste plastics.

What is China’s “Operation Green Fence” and Why Was
it Launched?
Each day across the United States, about 1,500 shipping
containers were packed full of recyclables and trucked to
seaports, where they were loaded onto cargo ships and taken
to China. The recyclables in those containers included metals,
plastics, rubber, paper, cardboard, and textiles, which were
used as raw materials by Chinese manufacturers. As a matter
of fact, since 2007, recyclables have been one of the largest
exported materials to China.
Containers were used to deliver a variety of products from
Chinese manufacturers to consumers in the United States.
Once emptied, those containers were then stuffed with
recyclables and returned to China, where the materials would
be recycled into new boxes, paper, clothing, and other items.
Unfortunately, the quality of the recyclables started to
decrease, and a lot of the plastics, scrap metal, and fiber that
was entering China contained too much food, trash, and other
contaminants. The excess residue could not be recycled, and
Chinese manufacturers were getting stuck with the big expense
to sort out and dispose of non-recyclables in Chinese landfills.
The Chinese government, looking to protect its homeland
manufacturers and mindful of the environmental impact of
the increased waste to Chinese landfills decided it would act
to improve the quality of the raw materials through the
enhanced inspection of recyclables that were exported to
China. The program, known as “Operation Green Fence,”68
was formally implemented in February 2013 and was billed as
an aggressive inspection effort aimed at curtailing the amount
of contaminated recyclables and waste that were being sent
to China.

blocks the import of those plastics. As a result, U.S. recycling
centers that once accepted scrap plastic for recycling are being
forced to send it to American landfills.
And yet, Chinese processing factories desperately need U.S.
plastic. Once reprocessed, it is used to make everything
from polar fleeces to stadium seats. China imports around
40 percent of the world’s plastic scrap, collecting the rest
domestically.
The International Solid Waste Association report found that
there is evidence from all around the world that Operation
Green Fence has affected export markets and has had an
immediate impact on the entire value chain of waste plastics.
There is not enough reprocessing capacity and very little new
reprocessing PE capacity that has been built in North America
since 2001. (Polyethylene or polythene, AKA “PE,” is the most
common plastic. It’s primarily used in packing materials such
as plastic bags, plastic films, etc.)
However, according to Waste 360, if Operation Green Fence did
anything, it created an opportunity for the recycling industry
and municipalities to evaluate policies and practices and
adjust to changing markets.69 Specifically, it’s time for recyclers
to challenge the existing collection and sorting models and
take a long, hard look at problem materials to figure out a
better way to collect and process materials for recycling. And
in the meantime, identify other markets for U.S. recyclables,
including increasing the amount that is recycled here at home.
Check out Resource Recycling, Inc.’s “From Green Fence to red
alert: A China timeline” for updates on the Chinese import
policies and its impacts on the U.S. plastic recyclables market.

China’s Operation Green Fence bans bales of plastic that
haven’t been cleaned or thoroughly sorted. That type of
recyclable material, which costs more to recycle, has often
ended up in China’s landfills, which had become a source
of unrest in the country’s South. Instead of investing in the
sorting and cleaning technologies required to process soiled
and unsorted recyclables, which both China and the United
States have been reluctant to do, China’s Green Fence policy
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4. Education and Awareness –
How to Get the Word Out!

If your goal is to educate the campus community about
plastics reduction and recycling, please review the following
tips when developing your action plan:

•
•
•

Start with easy ways to reduce plastic usage and easy
ways to recycle plastic trash. Then introduce more
intensive level actions.
Highlight the impacts of plastic pollution to wildlife
and humans. You never know what is going to make an
impression and what will encourage people to act.
Bring It Home - Where is your closest river or other body
of water? Plastic and other pollution sometimes ends up
in our freshwater and marine systems. It’s important to
discard trash responsibility and recycle when possible.
Create a map to the nearest pond, lake, river, or sea
coast. Then post it on campus and title it “This is where
your trash could end up. Recycle and discard your trash
responsibly.”

•

Syracuse University, New York

Ensure your communications are:

° Simple and straightforward
° Fun
° Creative
° Include engagement opportunities
° Include information on how to learn more and
•

•

ask questions

Develop an education, communication and recognition
plan in coordination with the marketing/communications
department and/or the arts department to help with the
creativity and visuals!
Make a list of campus groups that might be interested in
getting involved:

° Incoming freshmen (share this guide with freshmen

centers and student activities for freshmen orientation
and/or freshmen 101 classes)

° Dorm residents (share this guide with housing and
residence life and resident advisors [RAs])

Rice University, Texas

•

Know your audience and how they stay in the loop:

° Email
° Campus websites
and calendars

° Facebook
° Instagram
° Twitter
° WhatsApp
° TikTok

° Posters in student unions
° Campus newspaper
° Sidewalk-chalking
° Fliers in bathrooms
° Table tents
° Student orientation packets
° Regular student bulletins

Artist Quinn Forrester-Wamsley, 2018 Endangered
Species Day College Student Art Contest
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° Student government
° Environmentally related clubs
° Dining facilities

Make the connection to wildlife and habitat Highlight the harmful impacts that plastics and other trash can have on the natural environment,
and how campus actions to reduce waste and increase recycling can make a difference.
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5. Additional Resources
Consider the following community groups as partners.

•
•
•

Reuse and donation centers

•

K-12 schools

Local chamber of commerce
Local businesses related to sustainability or
waste management

More Resources
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•

College and University Recycling Coalition (CURC)
CURC represents a vibrant community of more than
900 recycling and sustainability professionals in higher
education led by a board of directors made up of
recycling, zero-waste, and sustainability managers in
North America. CURC manages a listserv, offers webinars,
and other resources.

•

Post-Landfill Action Network (PLAN)
PLAN cultivates, educates, and inspires the student-led
zero-waste movement. PLAN hosts events and workshops
and provides other resources.

•

Association for the Advancement for Sustainability in
Higher Education (AASHE)
AASHE empowers higher-education faculty,
administrators, staff, and students to be effective change
agents and drivers of sustainability innovation. AASHE
hosts a comprehensive sustainability framework and
reporting program, webinars, and provides other sources.

•

APPA: Leadership in Education Facilities
APPA represents more than 18,000 educational facilities
professionals from over 1,300 learning institutions
worldwide. APPA’s community represents the broadest
coalition of educational facilities professionals possible,
ensuring a diversity of experiences and situations, and
availability of best practices.

•

Solid Waste Association of North America (SWANA)
SWANA is an organization of more than 10,000 publicand private-sector professionals committed to advancing
from solid-waste management to resource management
through their shared emphasis on education, advocacy,
and research. SWANA hosts a Solid Waste Design
Competition for college and university student teams
each year.
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•

Resource Recycling, Inc.
For over three decades, Resource Recycling has published
business journals for the $20 billion per year recycling
industry, including the company’s flagship magazine,
Resource Recycling. In addition, Resource Recycling
publishes provides news updates on plastic recycling
and e-scrap, and produces three annual conferences and
trade shows; The Resource Recycling Conference, the
Plastics Recycling Conference and the E-Scrap Conference.

•

PlasticMarkets.org
PlasticsMarkets.org connects suppliers and buyers of all
types of scrap plastic (from bales to post consumer resin);
It’s supported by the plastics industry and intended for
use by the recycling industry in North America.

6. Conclusion
In a report by the Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform
on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services70 (IPBES) released
in 2019, shocking news was shared about the health of the
world’s wildlife populations – 1 million species are currently
threatened with extinction.71 The report summarizes that over
33 percent of marine mammals are at risk, as well as almost
33 percent of reef-forming coral species. One of the main
reasons for this extinction crisis is pollution, including plastic
pollution in our oceans. Plastics of different sizes are being
ingested by billions of creatures; it is estimated that ingestion
of plastic kills hundreds of thousands of marine birds,
mammals, and fish each year.72
What does this mean? It means that the United States and
other countries have an obligation to act fast to develop
strong, smart plans and implement them quickly to put these
wildlife species back on the path to recovery.
National Wildlife Federation’s strategic plan, Saving America’s
Wildlife Toward a Common Agenda, addresses the extinction
threat by engaging a diverse group of constituents including
students, teachers, gardeners, hunters, anglers, environmental
activists, and more to restore and protect American wildlife
diversity and populations.

One of National Wildlife Federation’s strategies involves
targeting colleges and universities through the Campus Race
to Zero Waste program (formerly RecycleMania) to help
advance campus efforts to reduce their waste, specifically
plastics, resulting in less trash going to the landfill or ending
up in the environment and impacting wildlife.
Colleges, universities, students, faculty and staff have the
opportunity, and the responsibility, to lead by example, and
challenge themselves to review their purchasing and usage
of plastic materials and adopt new policies and practices to
minimize where possible and ensure the proper disposal of
plastics, including recycling efforts.
National Wildlife Federation looks forward to continuing to
support and work with colleges and universities across the
country and help them strengthen their waste management
plans, and implement effective strategies to reduce their use
of plastic materials and increase their recycling.

Photo: Lori Rothstein
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APPENDIX A: The Plastic Recycling Process
Plastic recycling is the process of recovering different types
of plastic material in order to reprocess them into various
other products unlike their original form. An item made out
of recycled plastic usually cannot be recycled again.

Stages in Plastic Recycling73
Before any plastic waste is recycled, it needs to go through
five different stages so that it can be further used for making
various types of products.
1. Sorting:
It is necessary that every plastic item is separated according
to its make and type so that it can be processed accordingly
in the shredding machine.
2. Washing:
Once the sorting has been done, the plastic waste needs to
be washed properly to remove impurities such as labels and
adhesives. This enhances the quality of the finished product.
3. Shredding:
After washing, the plastic waste is loaded onto different
conveyer belts that run the waste through the different
shredders. These shredders tear up the plastic into small
bits, preparing them for recycling into other products.
4. Identification and Classification of Plastic:
After shredding, a proper testing of the plastic bits is
conducted in order to ascertain their quality and class.
5. Extruding:
This involves melting the shredded plastic so that it can
be extruded into pellets, which are then used for making
different types of plastic products.

Processes of Plastic Recycling74
Among the many processes of recycling plastic waste, the
following two are the most popular in the industry:
Heat Compression: This type of plastic recycling is gaining
special demand75 in the United States, Australia, and Japan
because of its ability to recycle all types of plastic at once. It
takes unsorted and cleaned plastic waste and mixes it in huge
tumblers that apply heat and mixes the waste, converting it
into new plastic material. The major advantage of this process
is that it does not require matching forms of plastic to be
recycled together.
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CarryOnDroning, 2018

Monomer: Through the elaborate and accurate monomerrecycling process, major challenges of plastic recycling can be
overcome. This process actually reverses the polymerization
reaction in order to recycle the same type of condensed
polymer. This process not only purifies but also cleans the
plastic waste to create a new polymer that is a more stable
recycled plastic.
Before being recycled, most plastics are sorted according
to their resin type. In the past, plastic reclaimers used the
resin identification code (RIC),76 a method of categorization
of polymer types, which was developed by the Society of
the Plastics Industry in 1988. Polyethylene terephthalate,
commonly referred to as PET, for instance, has a resin code of
1. Most plastic reclaimers do not rely on the RIC now; they use
automatic sorting systems to identify the resin, ranging from
manual sorting and picking of plastic materials to mechanized
automation processes that involve shredding, sieving,
and separating items according to density (, i.e., air, liquid,
magnetic, etc.). Some plastic products are also separated by
color before they are recycled. The plastic recyclables are then
shredded. These shredded fragments then undergo processes
to eliminate impurities such as paper labels. The resulting
material is melted and often extruded into the form of pellets,
which are then used to manufacture other products.

APPENDIX B: Types of Plastic 1-777
Plastics made from polyethylene terephthalate (PETE) are by far the easiest plastics to recycle, and they
are marked with the number 1. They are also among the most common. Examples of PETE plastics are water
bottles, medicine containers, and several other popular consumer containers. Once it has been successfully
processed by a recycling plant, PETE plastic can serve many purposes, such as fiberfill for coats or sleeping
bags and life preservers. In addition, it can be used to make rope, car bumpers, bean bags, combs, furniture,
and more. It can also, of course, be used to produce more plastic bottles.

High density, heavy polyethylene plastics are used for products such as laundry detergent containers and
motor-oil containers. These plastics are labeled with a number 2. Plastics bearing the number 2 label are often
recycled into toys, plastic lumber, piping, and rope. Similar to number 1 plastics, these plastics are accepted at
the vast majority of recycling centers.

Number 3 is reserved for polyvinyl chloride, a material commonly used in shower curtains, plastic pipes, vinyl
dashboards, medical tubing, and even in some baby-bottle nipples. Similar to number 4 (wrapping films,
zip-lock bags) and 5 (plastics used for items such as Tupperware, among other products), few public recycling
centers will accept these items because of their relatively low rate of recyclability.

The number 6 label belongs to polystyrene, better known as Styrofoam. Polystyrene is commonly used in
disposable coffee cups and cutlery, meat trays, insulation, and packing “peanuts.”

The most difficult items to recycle are those that are made from a combination of the other types of plastics.
These somewhat more obscure plastics usually bear the number 7 or no number at all and are hardly ever
collected or recycled. Consumers can sometimes return this type of packaging to the manufacturer to avoid
making additions to the local waste stream and in effect defer the responsibility of proper disposal to the
manufacturer.
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