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1st Annual Awards Reception  
 

This year, the SC Sierra Club honored its State Chapter 
Award Winners at the Columbia Museum of Art in  
downtown Columbia.  
 

Attendees enjoyed cocktails, hors dôoeuvres, a silent 
auction and a private showing of the Ansel Adams  
exhibit.  
 

Visit southcarolina.sierraclub.org for a list of the award 
winners and additional pictures!  
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Seeing the Big Picture 
Susan Corbett, Chair, South Carolina Chapter  
This past January 1st, I had a small New Year's Day gathering with some close 

friends and told everyone it was a zero waste party. . . one of my most important 

New Year's resolutions is to get as close to zero waste at my house this year as 

possible.  I still have a teenager at home, so it will be a bit of a challenge, although 

he is really not the main problem.  American packaging practices and how we deal 

with them are really the big challenge. 
 

I began implementing my resolution at the party by using re-usable plastic plates, 

cups, cloth napkins, my own silverware, and I bought cheap $1 wine glasses.  All 

of the beverage bottles were recyclable, and I had folks put all the food scraps into 

a compost container.  Except for the packaging the rice, black eyed peas and other 

food came in, nothing went into the trash.  
 

Reducing what goes into the trash can is a good thing.  Every year Americans pro-

duce 220 million tons of trash.  This is equivalent to burying more than 82,000 

football fields six feet deep in compacted garbage.  Right now, only 32% of it is 

recycled.  The average European generates about 1200 lbs of garbage a year.  The 

average Chinese: 480 lbs per year.  We Americans produce 1600.  In the 1990s, 

the Swiss government began a strict program to reduce waste. Today, the average 

family in Zurich (which has a standard of living comparable to ours) produces just 

one bag of garbage a week.  The Swiss program proves it can be done; we just 

aren't doing it.  We are far and away the world's leader in what we throw away, 

and we're starting to feel the strain of where to put all this garbage. 
 

This past month, some concerned folks from Chester called our office to tell us a 

big national  company was trying to locate an incinerator in rural Chester county.  

Under the guise of "green energy," this company, Covanta, builds large incinera-

tors to burn municipal garbage, generating a small amount of electricity in the 

process, and labeling it "green."  What the slick PR brochures don't tell you is that 

incinerators are just landfills in the air.  You can't get rid of the toxic ingredients in 

our household products just by burning themðtheyôre either going up the smoke-

stack, or they end up in the ash, which has to go somewhere. . . usually nearby, on 

the banks of a river or over a watershed, which it then proceeds to pollute.  Mer-

cury, lead, cadmium, arsenic, and a whole host of other toxic fumes, including 

deadly dioxins and furans, are emitted in the burning.  Incinerator ash is compara-

ble to coal ash, which is reaching national crisis levels in its toxicity and pollution. 
 

So much of what we are throwing away are natural resources that are being de-

pleted, or that require mining and the destruction of land to obtain.  For example, 

aluminum cans start as the ore bauxite, which is strip mined.  The manufacturing 

process of the can wastes three-quarters of the excavated raw material.  Aluminum 

is sometimes called ñcongealed electricityò because it takes twenty-times more 

energy to turn aluminum ore into a new can than it does to recycle a used one. 
 

What is needed is a national program to reduce our garbage.  People should be 

encouraged to compost food scraps, recycle everything that can be recycled, and 

be mindful of buying products that are over packaged.  Buying in bulk is cheaper, 

and reduces packaging garbage.  Legislation should be passed to encourage cradle 

to cradle practices in which products are designed to be cycled back into products, 

not thrown away.  Companies that reduce packaging 

should be rewarded with incentives or tax credits. 
 

We must implement practices and adopt a zero waste 

mentality that will reduce the amount of trash we are 

throwing away.  Many years ago, I spent fourteen-months 

in Asia, first in Taiwan, then in Hong Kong, Macau, Ma-

laysia and Thailand.  One of the things that struck me, as  
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