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COMPOSTING:  HOW LONG UNTIL
IT’S GONE?

C i g a r e t t e   b u t t s :   1 8   m o n t h s   t o   1 0   y e a r s 

C i g a r e t t e   b u t t s   j u s t   m i g h t   b e   t h e   m o s t   c o m m o n   l i t t e r   o n   p l a n e t   E a r t h .   A b o u t   5 . 5   t r i l l i o n   
c i g a r e t t e s   a r e   c o n s u m e d   e v e r y   y e a r ,   a n d   a   h u g e   p e r c e n t a g e   o f   t h e m   w i n d   u p   f l i c k e d   
o u t   o f   c a r   w i n d o w s   o r   d r o p p e d   o n   t h e   s t r e e t   w h e r e   t h e y   w a s h   i n t o   s t o r m   d r a i n s   a n d   
e v e n t u a l l y   i n t o   t h e   o c e a n   o r   o t h e r   w a t e r w a y s .   C i g a r e t t e   f i l t e r s   c o n t a i n   s l o w l y   
d e g r a d i n g   p l a s t i c   c e l l u l o s e   a c e t a t e ,   a n d   b u t t s   a r e   b e l i e v e d   t o   r e p r e s e n t   a   t h i r d   o f   a l l   
l i t t e r   i n   A m e r i c a ;   t h e y   a r e   t h e   m o s t   c o m m o n   l i t t e r   f o u n d   o n   A m e r i c a ’ s   b e a c h e s . 

M o n o f i l a m e n t   f i s h i n g   l i n e :   6 0 0   y e a r s 

A c c o r d i n g   t o   t h e   S o u t h   C a r o l i n a   D e p a r t m e n t   o f   N a t u r a l   R e s o u r c e s ,   m o n o f i l a m e n t   
f i s h i n g   l i n e s   a r e   e s p e c i a l l y   h a z a r d o u s   b e c a u s e   t h e y   e n s n a r e   a n d   t r a p   m a r i n e   a n i m a l s   
a n d   o t h e r   w i l d l i f e   d u r i n g   t h e i r   l o n g ,   s l o w   r o a d   t o   d e c o m p o s i t i o n .   A l t h o u g h   
m o n o f i l a m e n t   f i s h i n g   l i n e s   c a n   b e   p a r t i a l l y   r e c o v e r e d   a n d   r e u s e d ,   t h e   p r o c e s s   f o r   
d o i n g   s o   i s n ’ t   w i d e l y   u s e d . 

N y l o n   f i s h i n g   n e t s :   4 0   y e a r s 

N y l o n   f i s h i n g   n e t s   c a n   b e   r e u s e d ,   b u t   t h e y   c a n ’ t   b e   f u l l y   r e c y c l e d .   W h e n   t h e y ’ r e   l o s t   o r 
i n t e n t i o n a l l y   c u t ,   t h e y   p r e s e n t   a   m a j o r   h a z a r d   t o   m a r i n e   a n i m a l s   a n d   o t h e r   w i l d l i f e   t h a t 
b e c o m e   e n t a n g l e d   i n   t h e m   i n   t h e   w a t e r   o r   o n   t h e   s h o r e s . 

P l a s t i c   b a g s :   1 0 –  1 , 0 0 0   y e a r s 

C o n s u m e r s   i n   r e c e n t   y e a r s   h a v e   b e c o m e   m o r e   a w a r e   o f   t h e   e n v i r o n m e n t a l   h a z a r d   
p o s e d   b y   p l a s t i c   b a g s ,   b u t   p l a s t i c   b a g s   a r e   s t i l l   o n e   o f   t h e   m o s t   c o m m o n   p o l l u t a n t s .   
A l t h o u g h   t h e y   c a n   b r e a k   d o w n   i n   a s   l i t t l e   a s   a   d e c a d e ,   t h e   c o m m o n l y   d i s c a r d e d   t h i n   
p l a s t i c   b a g s   c a n   e n d u r e   f o r   a s   l o n g   a s   1 , 0 0 0   y e a r s . 

F o a m e d   p l a s t i c   c u p s :   5 0   y e a r s 

F o a m e d   p l a s t i c   c u p s   d e c o m p o s e   f a s t e r   t h a n   m o s t   p l a s t i c   w a s t e .   E v e n   s o ,   t h e s e   
p l a s t i c   c u p s   c a n   b e   e x p e c t e d   t o   e n d u r e   f o r   h a l f   a   c e n t u r y   b e f o r e   t h e y   f i n a l l y   b r e a k   
d o w n   a n d   r e j o i n   n a t u r e . 

S t r a w s :   2 0 0   y e a r s 



S i n c e   t h e y   a r e   e s s e n t i a l l y   u n n e c e s s a r y   ( f o r   m o s t   p e o p l e )   a n d   a l m o s t   n e v e r   m a k e   i t   
i n t o   t h e   r e c y c l i n g   b i n ,   p l a s t i c   s t r a w s   h a v e   b e c o m e   a   t o p   t a r g e t   f o r   e n v i r o n m e n t a l i s t s   
h o p i n g   t o   r e d u c e   p l a s t i c   w a s t e .   A m e r i c a n s   u s e   m i l l i o n s   o f   s t r a w s   a   d a y ,   w h i c h   c a n   
r e m a i n   o n   t h e   e a r t h   f o r   t w o   c e n t u r i e s   a f t e r   b e i n g   t o s s e d   i n   t h e   g a r b a g e . 

W e t   w i p e s :   1 0 0   y e a r s 

W e t   w i p e s   a r e   p o p u l a r   f o r   q u i c k l y   r e m o v i n g   m a k e u p ,   c h a n g i n g   b a b i e s ’   d i a p e r s ,   a n d   
m a k i n g   h o u s e   c l e a n i n g   a   s n a p .   T h e   p r o b l e m   i s   t h e y   c o n t a i n   p o l y e s t e r - b a s e d   p l a s t i c   
t h a t ’ s   v i r t u a l l y   i n d e s t r u c t i b l e ;   t h e y   t a k e   a   c e n t u r y   t o   b r e a k   d o w n   a f t e r   t h e y ’ r e   t o s s e d   i n   
t h e   g a r b a g e   o r   f l u s h e d   d o w n   t h e   t o i l e t . 

6 - p a c k   h o l d e r s :   4 5 0   y e a r s 

E v e n   w h e n   t h e   c i r c l e s   o n   p l a s t i c   s i x - p a c k   h o l d e r s   a r e   c u t ,   t h e y   s t i l l   p o s e   a   m a j o r   
t h r e a t   t o   w i l d l i f e ,   a s   t h e y   o f t e n   w i n d   u p   i n   t h e   o c e a n .   T h e   t h i n   p l a s t i c   c a n   h o l d e r s   t a k e   
n e a r l y   h a l f   a   m i l l e n n i u m   t o   b r e a k   d o w n . 

T i n :   5 0   y e a r s 

T i n   c a n   t a k e   h a l f   a   c e n t u r y   t o   b r e a k   d o w n   i n   a   l a n d f i l l ,   a c c o r d i n g   t o   E l e c t r o n i c s   
R e c y c l e r s   I n t e r n a t i o n a l .   T i n   i s   u s e d   t o   m a k e   f o o d   c a n s ,   b u t   i t ’ s   a l s o   a   c o m m o n   
c o m p o n e n t   o f   c o m p u t e r s   a n d   o t h e r   e l e c t r o n i c s . 

T i r e s :   2 , 0 0 0   y e a r s 

T h e   S o u t h   C a r o l i n a   D e p a r t m e n t   o f   N a t u r a l   R e s o u r c e s   e s t i m a t e s   t h a t   t i r e s   c a n   t a k e   
t w o   m i l l e n n i a   t o   r e v e r t   b a c k   t o   n a t u r e .   T h e y ’ r e   a l s o   l a d e n   w i t h   o i l s ,   h e a v y   m e t a l s   l i k e   
l e a d ,   a n d   o t h e r   p o l l u t a n t s   t h a t   c o n t a m i n a t e   t h e   e n v i r o n m e n t   a s   t h e y   b r e a k   d o w n .   
A b o u t   2 4 2   m i l l i o n   t i r e s   a r e   d i s c a r d e d   e v e r y   y e a r   i n   t h e   U . S .   a l o n e ,   a n d   o n l y   7 %   a r e   
r e c y c l e d . 

N y l o n   f a b r i c :   3 0 –  4 0   y e a r s 

N y l o n   f a b r i c   i s   o f t e n   u s e d   f o r   s p o r t s   e q u i p m e n t   l i k e   j e r s e y s   a n d   m e s h   s h o r t s ,   b u t   i t ’ s   
a l s o   f o u n d   i n   a r t s   a n d   c r a f t s   s u p p l i e s .   F r e q u e n t l y   t r a s h e d ,   t h e   m a t e r i a l   t a k e s   d e c a d e s   
t o   d e c o m p o s e . 

P l a s t i c   b o t t l e s :   4 5 0   y e a r s 

P o l l u t i o n   f r o m   p l a s t i c   b o t t l e s   i s   a   g l o b a l   p r o b l e m ,   b u t   i n   t h e   U n i t e d   S t a t e s   a l o n e   m o r e   
t h a n   6 0   m i l l i o n   b o t t l e s   a r e   t h r o w n   a w a y   i n s t e a d   o f   b e i n g   r e c y c l e d   e v e r y   s i n g l e   d a y .   
D e s p i t e   b e i n g   o n e   o f   t h e   e a s i e s t   i t e m s   t o   r e c y c l e ,   t h e y   o f t e n   w i n d   u p   i n   s t r e e t s ,   p a r k s , 
a n d   o t h e r   p u b l i c   s p a c e s ,   l a n d f i l l s ,   i n c i n e r a t o r s ,   a n d   t h e   o c e a n .     P l a s t i c   b o t t l e s   t a k e   
h u n d r e d s   o f   y e a r s   t o   d e c o m p o s e .     

C o t t o n   T - s h i r t s :   6   m o n t h s 



T - s h i r t s   a r e   o n e   o f   t h e   m o s t   c o m m o n   i t e m s   i n   t h e   s o - c a l l e d   “ f a s h i o n   w a s t e ”   c a t e g o r y   
o f   p o l l u t i o n ,   w h i c h   a c c u m u l a t e s   w h e n   p e o p l e   t h r o w   o l d   c l o t h e s   a w a y   i n s t e a d   o f   
d o n a t i n g   t h e m ,   s w a p p i n g   t h e m ,   o r   r e c y c l i n g   t h e m .   T h e   c o m m o n   c o t t o n   T - s h i r t   c a n   
d e c o m p o s e   i n   s i x   m o n t h s . 

W o o l   s o c k s :   1 –  5   y e a r s 

L i k e   t - s h i r t s ,   o l d   w o o l   s o c k s   a r e   o f t e n   p r e s u m e d   t o   b e   u n - d o n a t a b l e   a n d   a r e   t h e r e f o r e   
t o s s e d   i n   t h e   g a r b a g e .   U n l i k e   c o t t o n   T - s h i r t s ,   t h e y   l i n g e r   i n   l a n d f i l l s   f o r   u p   t o   f i v e   
y e a r s . 

S y n t h e t i c   f a b r i c :   o v e r   1 0 0   y e a r s 

U n l i k e   n a t u r a l l y   o c c u r r i n g   w o o l   a n d   c o t t o n ,   s y n t h e t i c   f a b r i c s   l i k e   l y c r a   a n d   p o l y e s t e r   
c a n   t a k e   c e n t u r i e s   t o   b r e a k   d o w n .   T h e   v a s t   m a j o r i t y   o f   f a s h i o n   w a s t e   c a n   b e   d o n a t e d   
o r   r e p u r p o s e d   i n t o   t h i n g s   l i k e   d o g   b e d s   o r   c l e a n i n g   r a g s   i n s t e a d   o f   b e i n g   t h r o w n   i n   t h e 
g a r b a g e . 

A l u m i n u m   c a n s :   8 0 –  1 0 0   y e a r s 

A l u m i n u m   c a n s   o n l y   s t a r t   t o   b r e a k   d o w n   a f t e r   8 0   t o   1 0 0   y e a r s   a n d   w i l l   o n l y   f u l l y   
d e c o m p o s e   a f t e r   s e v e r a l   c e n t u r i e s .   U n l i k e   m a n y   o t h e r   m a t e r i a l s ,   a l u m i n u m   c a n   b e   
r e c y c l e d   a n   u n l i m i t e d   n u m b e r   o f   t i m e s ,   m a k i n g   i t   o n e   o f   t h e   m o s t   c r i t i c a l   a n d   w i d e l y   
r e p u r p o s e d   r e c y c l a b l e s . 

V e g e t a b l e s :   5   d a y s   t o   1   m o n t h 

V e g e t a b l e   m a t t e r   b r e a k s   d o w n   q u i c k l y ,   a n d   i n   s o m e   c a s e s ,   i n   l e s s   t h a n   a   w e e k .   T h i s ,   
a l o n g   w i t h   t h e   e x c e l l e n t   n u t r i e n t   c o n t e n t   c o n t a i n e d   w i t h i n   d e c a y i n g   v e g e t a b l e   m a t t e r ,   
m a k e s   v e g g i e   s c r a p s   p e r f e c t   f o r   c o m p o s t i n g . 

O r a n g e   p e e l s :   6   m o n t h s 

F r u i t s   c a n   t a k e   l o n g e r   t h a n   v e g e t a b l e s   t o   b r e a k   d o w n ,   p a r t i c u l a r l y   t h o s e   t h a t   a r e   
h i g h l y   a c i d i c .   S e l f - c o n t a i n e d   a n d   e a s y   t o   e a t   o n   t h e   g o ,   o r a n g e s   a c c o u n t   f o r   m o r e   
s c r a p   w a s t e   t h a n   m o s t   f r u i t s ,   a n d   t h e y   a l s o   t a k e   l o n g e r   t o   d e c o m p o s e . 

B a n a n a   p e e l s :   u p   t o   6   m o n t h s 

B i l l i o n s   o f   b a n a n a s   a r e   c o n s u m e d   e v e r y   y e a r ,   a n d   l i k e   o r a n g e s ,   t h e i r   p e e l s   d o n ’ t   
d e c o m p o s e   f o r   s e v e r a l   m o n t h s .   A l s o ,   l i k e   o r a n g e s ,   b a n a n a   p e e l s   a r e   p e r f e c t   f o r   
c o m p o s t i n g   o r   t o s s i n g   i n   t h e   g a r d e n . 

H a i r s p r a y   b o t t l e s :   2 0 0 –  5 0 0   y e a r s 

A e r o s o l   b o t t l e s   l i k e   t h e   k i n d   t h a t   c o n t a i n   h a i r s p r a y   a r e   a   c o m m o n   s i g h t   i n   l a n d f i l l s   
a c r o s s   t h e   w o r l d .   A   s i n g l e   o n e   c a n   r e m a i n   i n t a c t   f o r   t h e   e n t i r e   d u r a t i o n   o f   t h e   R o m a n   
E m p i r e   b e f o r e   i t   d e c o m p o s e s . 

R o p e :   3 –  1 4   m o n t h s 



C o m m o n   r o p e   c a n   t a k e   a   l i t t l e   m o r e   t h a n   a   y e a r   o r   a   s i n g l e   s e a s o n   t o   d e c o m p o s e ,   
d e p e n d i n g   o n   t h e   m a t e r i a l s   u s e d   t o   m a k e   i t .   N a t u r a l   m a t e r i a l s   l i k e   h e m p   d e c o m p o s e   
f a s t e r   t h a n   s y n t h e t i c   m a t e r i a l s   l i k e   t h e   k i n d   u s e d   t o   p r o d u c e   c l i m b i n g   r o p e . 

S a n i t a r y   p a d s   a n d   t a m p o n s :   o v e r   2 5   y e a r s 

A b o u t   7   b i l l i o n   t a m p o n s   a n d   1 2   b i l l i o n   s a n i t a r y   p a d s   a r e   t h r o w n   a w a y   e v e r y   y e a r   i n   
t h e   U n i t e d   S t a t e s   a l o n e ,   m o s t   o f   w h i c h   c o n t a i n   p l a s t i c   i n   t h e   l i n i n g   o r   t h e   a p p l i c a t o r .   
T h e   c o t t o n   p o r t i o n   d e c o m p o s e s   f a i r l y   q u i c k l y ,   b u t   t h e   l o w - d e n s i t y   p o l y e t h y l e n e   p l a s t i c   
t a k e s   d e c a d e s   t o   b r e a k   d o w n .   N e v e r   f l u s h   p l a s t i c   a p p l i c a t o r s ,   a s   t h e y   c a n   e n d   u p   i n   
t h e   o c e a n . 

C o t t o n   g l o v e s :   3   m o n t h s 

C o m m o n   c o t t o n   g l o v e s   c a n   b r e a k   d o w n   i n   a s   l i t t l e   a s   t h r e e   m o n t h s .   H o w e v e r ,   t h a t   
r a t e   i s   c o n t i n g e n t   o n   t h e   g l o v e s   b e i n g   1 0 0 %   c o t t o n .   T h e   b i o d e g r a d a t i o n   r a t e   
i n c r e a s e s   d r a m a t i c a l l y   w i t h   t h e   i n c l u s i o n   o f   s y n t h e t i c s   l i k e   t h o s e   u s e d   f o r   
w a t e r p r o o f i n g   a n d   i n s u l a t i o n . 

L a t e x   g l o v e s :   s e v e r a l   m o n t h s   t o   s e v e r a l   y e a r s 

L a t e x   g l o v e s   b r e a k   d o w n   f a i r l y   q u i c k l y ,   p r o v i d e d   t h e y ’ r e   m a d e   f r o m   n a t u r a l   l a t e x   
r u b b e r .   L i k e   a l l   s y n t h e t i c   r u b b e r ,   s y n t h e s i z e d   l a t e x   c a n   t a k e   y e a r s ,   d e c a d e s ,   o r   l o n g e r 
t o   d e c o m p o s e . 

T h r e a d :   3 –  4   m o n t h s 

F r o m   f u r n i t u r e   t o   c l o t h i n g   a n d   c a r   i n t e r i o r s   t o   s u i t c a s e s ,   t h r e a d s   a r e   e v e r y w h e r e   
i n c l u d i n g   i n   t h e   w o r l d ’ s   l a n d f i l l s .   T h e   t h r e a d   i s   t h i n   a n d   l i g h t ,   b u t   i t   p i l e s   u p   f a s t ;   i t   a l s o   
d e c o m p o s e s   r e l a t i v e l y   q u i c k l y . 

P a p e r   w a s t e :   2 –  6   w e e k s 

P a p e r   w a s t e   t a k e s   o n l y   a b o u t   a   m o n t h — o r   a   f e w   w e e k s ,   g i v e   o r   t a k e — t o   b r e a k   d o w n   i n 
l a n d f i l l s ,   b u t   t h e   p r o b l e m   i s   v o l u m e   a n d   q u a n t i t y .   E v e n   t h o u g h   i t ’ s   o n e   o f   t h e   m o s t   
c o m m o n l y   r e c y c l e d   m a t e r i a l s ,   p a p e r   w a s t e   t a k e s   u p   m o r e   s p a c e   i n   l a n d f i l l s   t h a n   a n y   
o t h e r   p r o d u c t . 

I r o n :   s e v e r a l   y e a r s 

A l l   m e t a l   b r e a k s   d o w n   d i f f e r e n t l y ,   b u t   i r o n   o x i d i z e s   a t   a   f a i r l y   r a p i d   r a t e .   P e o p l e   k n o w   
o x i d a t i o n   a s   r u s t — t h e   b r o w n ,   f l a k y   s t u f f   t h a t ’ s   o f t e n   m i s t a k e n l y   b l a m e d   f o r   t e t a n u s   
i n f e c t i o n s .   O v e r   t h e   c o u r s e   o f   s e v e r a l   y e a r s ,   i r o n   w i l l   o x i d i z e   c o m p l e t e l y ,   p a r t i c u l a r l y   
i n   c o a s t a l   a r e a s   t h a t   a r e   d a m p   a n d   c o a t e d   w i t h   s a l t w a t e r   r e s i d u e . 

F o o d   w a s t e :   s e v e r a l   m o n t h s   t o   s e v e r a l   y e a r s 



A m e r i c a n s   w a s t e   4 0 %   o f   a l l   t h e   f o o d   t h e y   p u r c h a s e   e v e r y   y e a r — a   f u l l   3 5   m i l l i o n   t o n s   
w o r t h   $ 1 6 5   b i l l i o n .   D e p e n d i n g   o n   h o w   i t ’ s   d i s p o s e d ,   a n d   w h a t   i t   c o n t a i n s ,   f o o d   w a s t e   
c a n   b r e a k   d o w n   i n   a   f e w   m o n t h s   o r   r e m a i n   i n   a   s t a t e   o f   p a r t i a l   p r e s e r v a t i o n   f o r   y e a r s . 

S h o e s :   2 5 –  4 0   y e a r s 

L e a t h e r   s h o e s   t a k e   a   q u a r t e r - c e n t u r y   o r   m o r e   t o   d e c o m p o s e .   L i k e   v i r t u a l l y   a l l   
w e a r a b l e   l e a t h e r   p r o d u c t s ,   s h o e s   c o n t a i n   c h e m i c a l s ,   d y e s ,   a n d   a d d i t i v e s   t h a t   c a n   
l e a c h   i n t o   t h e   w a t e r   a n d   s o i l   a s   t h e   l e a t h e r   b r e a k s   d o w n . 

R u b b e r   b o o t   s o l e s :   5 0 –  8 0   y e a r s 

U n l i k e   t h e   s h o e   i t s e l f ,   r u b b e r   s o l e s ,   p a r t i c u l a r l y   t h o s e   f i x e d   t o   t h e   b o t t o m   o f   h e a v y   
b o o t s ,   c a n   t a k e   m o r e   t h a n   h a l f   a   c e n t u r y   t o   d e c o m p o s e .   E x c e p t   f o r   a   f e w   
e n v i r o n m e n t a l l y   c o n s c i o u s   b r a n d s ,   v i r t u a l l y   a l l   s h o e   c o m p a n i e s   u s e   s l o w - d e c a y i n g   
s y n t h e t i c   r u b b e r   t o   m a k e   b o o t   s o l e s . 

C a r d b o a r d :   2   m o n t h s 

A s i d e   f r o m   r e c y c l i n g ,   c a r d b o a r d   c a n   b e   c o m p o s t e d ,   u s e d   a s   g a r d e n   m u l c h ,   o r   
r e p u r p o s e d   c r e a t i v e l y   a s   c r a f t   m a t e r i a l   o r   p e t   b e d d i n g .   I t   b r e a k s   d o w n   f a i r l y   q u i c k l y   
w h e n   i t ’ s   e x p o s e d ,   b u t   t i g h t l y   p a c k e d   c a r d b o a r d   c a n   e n d u r e   f o r   y e a r s . 

T r a i n   t i c k e t s :   2   w e e k s 

M a n y   p a p e r   t r a i n   t i c k e t s   a r e   m a d e   f r o m   a   c o a t e d   m a t e r i a l   t h a t   c o n t a i n s   m o r e   t h a n   j u s t 
p a p e r .   C o u n t l e s s   m i l l i o n s   o f   t r a i n   t i c k e t s   a r e   p r i n t e d   e v e r y   y e a r ,   a n d   v i r t u a l l y   a l l   o f   
t h e m   a r e   t h r o w n   a w a y .   P e o p l e   c a n   c o n t r i b u t e   t o   a   c l e a n e r   p l a n e t   b y   h a n g i n g   o n t o   
t h e i r   t i c k e t s   a n d   r e c y c l i n g   t h e m   a t   h o m e . 

C a n v a s :   1   y e a r 

H i g h l y   d u r a b l e   a n d   v e r s a t i l e ,   a   p l a i n - w o v e n   c a n v a s   i s   u s e d   t o   m a k e   e v e r y t h i n g   f r o m   
p a i n t i n g   s u r f a c e s   a n d   h a n d b a g s   t o   c l o t h i n g   a n d   s a i l s .   A s s u m i n g   i t ’ s   n o t   t r e a t e d   w i t h   
c h e m i c a l s ,   a   c a n v a s   w i l l   b r e a k   d o w n   i n   a b o u t   a   y e a r ,   b u t   h e a v y   c a n v a s   d e c o m p o s e s   
s l o w e r   t h a n   l i g h t   c a n v a s . 

P a p e r   t o w e l s :   2 –  4   w e e k s 

I n   t h e   U . S .   a l o n e ,   m o r e   t h a n   1 3   b i l l i o n   p o u n d s   o f   p a p e r   t o w e l s   a r e   d i s p o s e d   o f   e v e r y   
y e a r .   A r o u n d   5 1 , 0 0 0   t r e e s   w o u l d   b e   n e e d e d   t o   r e p l a c e   t h e   n u m b e r   o f   p a p e r   t o w e l s   
A m e r i c a n s   b u r n   t h r o u g h   e v e r y   s i n g l e   d a y .   S w i t c h i n g   t o   r e u s a b l e   c l o t h   w i p e s   w i l l   h e l p   
l o w e r   t h a t   s t a t i s t i c . 

W a x e d   m i l k   c a r t o n s :   3   m o n t h s 

M a n y   r e c y c l i n g   p l a n t s   d o n ’ t   a c c e p t   p a p e r / p l a s t i c   h y b r i d   c a r t o n s ,   r e s u l t i n g   i n   m i l l i o n s   o f 
t o n s   o f   p a c k a g i n g   w a s t e   b e i n g   d u m p e d   i n   l a n d f i l l s   e v e r y   y e a r .   W a x e d   c a r t o n s ,   u s e d   t o 



h o l d   l i q u i d s   l i k e   m i l k ,   h a v e   a   l o w e r   p a c k a g i n g - t o - p r o d u c t   r a t i o ,   s o   t h e y   d e c o m p o s e   
q u i c k e r   t h a n   t h e i r   n o n - w a x e d   c o u n t e r p a r t s . 

N o n - w a x e d   c a r t o n s :   5   y e a r s 

L i k e   t h e i r   w a x e d   c o u n t e r p a r t s ,   n o n - w a x e d   c a r t o n s   o f t e n   w i n d   u p   o n   t h e   t r a s h   h e a p   
b e c a u s e   c o n s u m e r s   b e l i e v e — c o r r e c t l y   o r   i n c o r r e c t l y ,   d e p e n d i n g   o n   t h e   
m u n i c i p a l i t y — t h a t   t h e y   c a n ’ t   b e   r e c y c l e d .   S i n c e   t h e y   r e q u i r e   m o r e   m a t e r i a l s   t o   
p r o d u c e ,   n o n - w a x e d   c a r t o n s   c a n   l i n g e r   f o r   f i v e   y e a r s   b e f o r e   t h e y   d e c o m p o s e . 

D i s p o s a b l e   d i a p e r s :   5 0 0   y e a r s 

F o r   o b v i o u s   r e a s o n s ,   d i s p o s a b l e   d i a p e r s   c a n ’ t   b e   r e c y c l e d   a n d   t h e   a v e r a g e   b a b y   
g o e s   t h r o u g h   u p   t o   1 0 , 0 0 0   o f   t h e m   b e f o r e   b e i n g   p o t t y   t r a i n e d .   T h e   # 3   m o s t   c o m m o n   
c o n s u m e r   i t e m   f o u n d   i n   l a n d f i l l s ,   d i s p o s a b l e   d i a p e r s   r e p r e s e n t   3 0 %   o f   a l l   n o n - 
b i o d e g r a d a b l e   w a s t e . 

R u b b e r   b a n d s :   u p   t o   1   y e a r 

O n c e   t h r o w n   a w a y ,   t h e   s u l f u r   i n   r u b b e r   b a n d s   b e g i n s   t o   d e c a y ,   a n d   t h e   r u b b e r   b a n d s   
t h e m s e l v e s   w i l l   b e g i n   t o   b r e a k   d o w n .   T h e y ’ l l   g e n e r a l l y   b e   g o n e   i n   a   y e a r ,   d e p e n d i n g   
o n   t h e   c o m p o s i t i o n   o f   t h e   r u b b e r ,   b u t   r u b b e r   b a n d s   t h a t   a r e   s t r e t c h e d   b r e a k   d o w n   
m u c h   f a s t e r   t h a n   t h o s e   t h a t   a r e   n o t . 

P a i n t e d   b o a r d s :   1 3   y e a r s 

P a i n t e d   b o a r d s ,   l i k e   t h e   k i n d   t h a t   g e t   t h r o w n   a w a y   t o   r e p l a c e   a   s e c t i o n   o f   f e n c e ,   c a n   
t a k e   m o r e   t h a n   a   d o z e n   y e a r s   t o   d e c o m p o s e .   T h e   p a i n t ,   h o w e v e r ,   c a n   d e g r a d e   m u c h   
s l o w e r ,   l e a c h i n g   h a z a r d o u s   t o x i n s   i n t o   t h e   e n v i r o n m e n t . 

L u m b e r :   1 0 –  1 5   y e a r s 

L u m b e r   i s   h e a v y   a n d   s o l i d   a n d   c a n   t a k e   m o r e   t h a n   a   d e c a d e   t o   b r e a k   d o w n .   S o m e   
l u m b e r ,   l i k e   t h e   k i n d   t h a t   i s   u s e d   f o r   o u t d o o r   a p p l i c a t i o n s ,   i s   t r e a t e d   w i t h   c h e m i c a l s ,   
w h i c h   c a n   s l o w   t h e   p r o c e s s   o f   d e c a y   a n d   b l e e d   c h e m i c a l s   i n t o   t h e   e a r t h . 

P l y w o o d :   1 –  3   y e a r s 

P l y w o o d   b r e a k s   d o w n   m u c h   f a s t e r   t h a n   s o l i d   l u m b e r ,   b u t   i t ’ s   n o t   a   c o m p l e t e l y   n a t u r a l   
p r o c e s s .   P l y w o o d   c o n t a i n s   g l u e   t h a t   c a n   d e c o m p o s e   a t   a   m u c h   s l o w e r   r a t e   t h a n   t h e   
w o o d   p l i e s   i t   b o n d s   t o g e t h e r . 

B a t t e r i e s :   1 0 0   y e a r s 

C o m m o n   h o u s e h o l d   a l k a l i n e   b a t t e r i e s   a r e   s a f e   t o   t h r o w   a w a y .   H o w e v e r ,   r e c h a r g e a b l e 
b a t t e r i e s ,   c a r   b a t t e r i e s ,   a n d   o t h e r   i n d u s t r i a l   t y p e s   m u s t   b e   d i s p o s e d   o f ,   a c c o r d i n g   t o   
f e d e r a l   g u i d e l i n e s . 

I n k   c a r t r i d g e s :   4 5 0 –  1 , 0 0 0   y e a r s 



T h e   i n k   c a r t r i d g e s   f r o m   p r i n t e r s   a r e   a   d o u b l e - e d g e d   s w o r d .   N o t   o n l y   d o   t h e y   t a k e   
c e n t u r i e s   t o   d e c o m p o s e ,   b u t   t h e y   a l s o   l e a k   t o x i c   c h e m i c a l s   a s   t h e y   b r e a k   d o w n .   M o s t   
r e c y c l i n g   p l a n t s   w o n ’ t   a c c e p t   t h e m ,   b u t   m a j o r   o f f i c e - s u p p l y   s t o r e s   e n c o u r a g e   
c u s t o m e r s   t o   b r i n g   t h e   e m p t y   o n e s   b a c k   f o r   p r o p e r   d i s p o s a l . 

L e a t h e r :   5 0   y e a r s 

L e a t h e r   c o m e s   f r o m   a n i m a l   h i d e s ,   b u t   i t   i s   n o t   a   n a t u r a l   p r o d u c t .   T h e   t a n n i n g   p r o c e s s   
i n v o l v e s   t r e a t i n g   t h e   h i d e s   w i t h   a   s o u p   o f   c h e m i c a l s ,   p a r t i c u l a r l y   i f   t h e   l e a t h e r   w a s   
d e s i g n e d   t o   b e   w a t e r - r e s i s t a n t .   T h a t   m e a n s   l e a t h e r   l e a c h e s   c h e m i c a l s   a n d   o t h e r   
t o x i n s   i n t o   t h e   e a r t h   a s   i t   b r e a k s   d o w n   o v e r   h a l f   a   c e n t u r y . 

P l a s t i c   b o t t l e   c a p s :   1 0 –  5 0 0   y e a r s 

B o t t l e   c a p s   p r e v i o u s l y   h a d   t o   b e   s e p a r a t e d   f r o m   p l a s t i c   b o t t l e s   b e f o r e   t h e y   c o u l d   b e   
r e c y c l e d ,   a s   c a p s   a n d   b o t t l e s   a r e   m a d e   f r o m   t w o   d i f f e r e n t   t y p e s   o f   p l a s t i c .   H o w e v e r ,   
a d v a n c e m e n t s   i n   t h e   i n d u s t r y   m e a n   t h a t   b o t t l e   c a p s   c a n   n o w   b e   k e p t   o n   f o r   r e c y c l i n g .   
B o t t l e   c a p s   a r e   m a d e   f r o m   h i g h - d e n s i t y   p o l y e t h y l e n e   a n d   p o l y p r o p y l e n e ,   b o t h   o f   
w h i c h   c a n   n o w   b e   r e c y c l e d . 

A p p l e   c o r e s :   2   m o n t h s 

A p p l e   c o r e s   d o n ’ t   t a k e   q u i t e   a s   l o n g   a s   b a n a n a   p e e l s   a n d   o r a n g e s   t o   d e c o m p o s e .   
H o w e v e r ,   t h e y   r e m a i n   i n t a c t   l o n g e r   t h a n   f r u i t s   a n d   v e g e t a b l e s   t h a t   a r e   d e n s e r   a n d   
h a v e   h i g h e r   w a t e r   c o n t e n t .   O n c e   t o s s e d   i n t o   t h e   g a r b a g e ,   a n   a p p l e   c o r e   t a k e s   a b o u t   
e i g h t   w e e k s   t o   b i o d e g r a d e . 

K - C u p s   /   C o f f e e   P o d s :     u p   t o   5 0 0   y e a r s 

A c c o r d i n g   t o   s o m e   e s t i m a t e s ,   i t   c a n   t a k e   u p   t o   5 0 0   y e a r s   t o   d e c o m p o s e   i n   l a n d f i l l s ,   
w h e r e   t h e y   l e a c h   c h e m i c a l s   i n t o   l a n d   a n d   w a t e r . 

P o l y u r e t h a n e   s e a t   c u s h i o n s :   1 , 0 0 0   y e a r s 

P o l y u r e t h a n e   c u s h i o n s ,   c o m m o n l y   f o u n d   i n   c a r   s e a t s   a n d   h o m e   f u r n i t u r e ,   a r e   m a d e   
b y   i n j e c t i n g   a   f o a m   m i x t u r e   i n t o   m o l d s .   O n c e   t h e y   h i t   t h e   g a r b a g e   h e a p ,   h o w e v e r ,   
t h e y   r e m a i n   a s   i s   f o r   c e n t u r i e s . 

G l a s s :   o v e r   1   m i l l i o n   y e a r s 

S i n c e   i t   b r e a k s   s o   e a s i l y ,   p e o p l e   t e n d   t o   t h i n k   o f   g l a s s   a s   f r a g i l e ,   b u t   i t ’ s   a c t u a l l y   o n e   
o f   t h e   m o s t   d u r a b l e   m a t e r i a l s   o n   E a r t h ,   a t   l e a s t   i n   t e r m s   o f   d e c o m p o s i t i o n .   R e l i c s   f r o m 
t h e   e a r l i e s t   d a y s   o f   g l a s s - m a k i n g   i n   2 0 0 0   B . C .   E g y p t   s t i l l   e x i s t ,   a n d   e x p e r t s   t h e o r i z e   
t h a t   a   g l a s s   b o t t l e   w o u l d   t a k e   1   m i l l i o n   y e a r s   o r   m o r e   t o   f u l l y   d e c o m p o s e   o n   i t s   o w n . 

A l u m i n u m   f o i l :   n e v e r 

A m e r i c a n s   t h r o w   a w a y   e n o u g h   a l u m i n u m   f o i l   e v e r y   y e a r   t o   b u i l d   a   f l e e t   o f   a i r c r a f t ,   a n d 
t h a t ’ s   a   s a d   s t a t i s t i c   f o r   t w o   r e a s o n s .   F i r s t ,   a l u m i n u m   f o i l   i s   e a s i l y   a n d   c o m p l e t e l y   



r e c y c l a b l e .   S e c o n d l y ,   t h e s e   t h i n ,   f o l d a b l e ,   m e t a l l i c   s h e e t s   n e v e r   b r e a k   d o w n   a l l   t h e   
w a y   t o   f u l l   d e c o m p o s i t i o n . 

S t y r o f o a m :   n e v e r 

I n   t h e   w o r l d   o f   l a n d f i l l - c l o g g i n g   w a s t e   f r o m   A m e r i c a ’ s   t h r o w a w a y   c u l t u r e ,   t h e r e   i s   
S t y r o f o a m   a n d   t h e r e ’ s   e v e r y t h i n g   e l s e .   M o r e   t h a n   3   m i l l i o n   t o n s   o f   p o l y s t y r e n e   
p r o d u c t s   a r e   p r o d u c e d   i n   t h e   U . S .   e v e r y   y e a r ,   t h e   v a s t   m a j o r i t y   o f   w h i c h   a r e   o n e - a n d - 
d o n e ,   s i n g l e - u s e   t h r o w a w a y   p r o d u c t s .   S t y r o f o a m   i s   e f f i c i e n t   a n d   i n e x p e n s i v e ,   b u t   
m a k i n g   i t   r e q u i r e s   t h e   u s e   o f   f o s s i l   f u e l s   a n d   d a n g e r o u s   c h e m i c a l s .   V i r t u a l l y   n o   
c o m m u n i t i e s   a l l o w   i t   t o   b e   i n c l u d e d   i n   r e c y c l i n g .   I t   i s   n o t   b i o d e g r a d a b l e ,   s o   i t   n e v e r   
d e c o m p o s e s .   A m e r i c a n s   t h r o w   a w a y   2 5   b i l l i o n   S t y r o f o a m   c o f f e e   c u p s   a l o n e   e v e r y   
s i n g l e   y e a r — e n o u g h   t o   c i r c l e   t h e   e a r t h   4 3 6   t i m e s . 

WHAT CAN WE DO TO
HELP?

1. Use a reusable bottle/cup for beverages on-the-go

You might already have a reusable water bottle, but do you use it all the time? 

You can put that reusable bottle to use, save money and reduce waste. By taking

your own water with you, you’ll also reduce your chances of purchasing more 



expensive beverages on the go. This will eliminate the one-time use containers 

they come in. While most cans and bottles can be recycled, they require a lot of 

energy to be produced, shipped to the bottling facility and then to the store for 

purchase.

2. Use reusable grocery bags, and not just for groceries

Just like a reusable water bottle, you may already have a reusable grocery bag, 

though it’s often forgotten at home. Try writing BAGS on the top of your grocery 

list to help you remember or keep them in the back seat where they aren’t as 

easy to forget. Some grocery stores will provide a 5 cent per bag refund, so you’ll 

save a few cents while reducing your usage of one-time-use plastic bags.

3. Purchase wisely and recycle

You can reduce the amount of waste you produce by purchasing products that 

come with less packaging and/or come in packaging that can be recycled. Not all 

plastics are recyclable, so check labels before you buy. Learn more about 

recycling programs in your area for specifics.

4. Compost it!

Did you know as much as 25% of the items in your trash could potentially be 

removed from the waste stream and composted in your backyard? Your fruit and 

vegetable scraps, eggshells, coffee grounds, grass clippings and leaves can all 

be composted. While composting requires more effort than the previously 

mentioned lifestyle changes, it will provide you with a beneficial return on your 

investment of time and effort. Depending on the conditions, you may have 

compost in 3 to 12 months to use in your garden. You’ll save on fertilizers and if 

you grow your own vegetables, you’ll likely see improved yields. The organic 

matter will also act as a sponge to absorb more water, meaning you might not 

need to water your plants as much, saving you money and time.

5. Avoid single-use food and drink containers and utensils



Whenever possible, try to avoid single-use coffee cups, disposable utensils, 

straws, and napkins. Some businesses will even give you a discount on your 

coffee for bringing your own mug. Keep a set of silverware at work along with a 

plate, bowl, and cup that you can wash and reuse. Skip the plastic straw 

altogether or buy reusable metal ones instead. Remember, a lot of these items 

are made from plastic, had to be delivered by a truck and will end up in a landfill 

once we have used them one time. Anything we can do to reduce our use of 

these products can make a big impact.

6. Buy secondhand items and donate used goods

Before you go buy something new, consider buying it used, which can also save 

you lots of money. That can mean buying secondhand clothes, used furniture and

repurposed construction materials at Habitat for Humanity’s ReStore or searching

secondhand for a deal on a bicycle. By purchasing secondhand items you’ll be 

supporting local charities in addition to saving items from ending up in the dump.

7. Shop local farmers markets and buy in bulk to reduce packaging

Shopping at your local farmers market is a win-win. You’ll be supporting local 

farmers while also getting fresher ingredients than you might find in the big-box 

grocery store. Food produced locally doesn’t have to be shipped as far or 

refrigerated in transit. Local farmers often rely on less packaging, and many are 

happy to have you return last week’s berry basket or egg carton for use next 

week. You can also majorly reduce packaging waste by shopping at stores that 

sell food in bulk, but you’ll need to come prepared with your own containers.

8. Curb your use of paper: mail, receipts, magazines

In today’s digital world, most companies offer bills by email, and some even offer 

incentives to do so. More stores are offering e-receipts, too, which are great 

because they’re harder to lose if you need to make a return. Consider digital 

subscriptions for your favorite magazines that you can read on your tablet or 

computer. Digital subscriptions are often a little cheaper than the hard-copy 

version, as well.



There are numerous companies that allow you opt out of their marketing 

mailings. If you get an unwanted weekly packet of grocery store circulars in your 

mailbox, talk to your mail carrier and they will stop delivering it.

9. Use a zero-waste box : Recycle the Unrecyclable

Zero Waste Boxes are an easy-to-use solution to recycle items that typically 

aren’t accepted by local recycling services.  The cost of a Zero Waste Box 

reflects the cost of sorting, cleaning processing, and recycling the collected

waste, box, and line, production of the box, transportation to you, and then back 

to the recycling facility.

 Companies such as TerraCycle offer a Zero Waste Box for items such as coffee 

capsules, toys, beauty empties, PPE, and more.    When the box is full, you seal 

it and ship it back.  

Did you know that the City of Portage offers
various resources to assist with the three

Rs: Reduce, Recycle and Reuse?

1. Charging stations are available at Portage City Hall and Portage 

Zhang Senior Center.

2. Curbside Recycling Program:  the Single-Stream 

Recycling Program allows residents to mix all 

acceptable recyclables in one cart – no sorting!

3. Drop-off Recycling:  Portage residents may utilize the 

Best Way Disposal drop-off facility for a fee of $5.00 per cubic yard.



4. The City of Portage also participates in the Kalamazoo County 

Government Household Hazardous Waste Program.  Portage 

residents may drop off household hazardous material without 

incurring additional fees.

5. Recycle Monofilament Fishing Line at Lakeview Park, 9345 Portage 

Road.  If left out in the environment, fishing line can tangle or be 

ingested by wildlife, endanger swimmers, or become wrapped 

around boat propellers, and can last up to 600 years in freshwater

so pick up discarded fishing line and recycle it by dropping it off at 

Lakeview Park.

6. Red Med Box - located in the Portage Department of Public Safety 

lobby.  Using a Red Med Box to safely dispose of medication 

protects the environment from contaminants and our community 

from medication abuse and addiction.  So how can we safely and 

securely dispose of unwanted, expired meds?  Collect your 

medications, keep them in the original packaging, mark out the 

patient’s name, and drop the medication in the secure drop box.  




