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CHAPTER 8: 

THE ROLE OF EDUCATION IN SOLID WASTE MANAGEMENT 

 
SWAs have the task of reducing litter and open dumping, and promoting recycling, 
reuse, and source reduction activities. Each one of these activities requires some 
behavioral change on the part of the public. The primary mechanism for achieving this 
change is public awareness education.  
 
In many cases, SWAs do not have to “reinvent the wheel.” There is an abundance of 
educational material available. The SWMB, DEP, the Conservation Service, the WVU 
Cooperative Extension Service, private companies and others have developed a host of 
materials concerning solid waste management topics. The internet has educational and 
informational material, most of which can be accessed free of charge. A far larger 
problem is getting the material into the hands of the public and then getting the public 
involved in solving solid waste management problems.  
 
Public education and involvement in solid waste management does not have to be 
extremely costly. However, SWAs need to make a commitment of time and resources for 
these purposes. The overall costs of educational activities are small when one considers 
the benefits from averted disposal costs, a cleaner environment and potentially longer 
landfill life.  
 
SCHOOL SYSTEM INVOLVEMENT 
 
The school system is one of the best outlets for promoting solid waste management 
education. SWAs have to remember that these activities represent extra work for 
students and the classroom teachers. Results tend to improve when this is taken into 
consideration.  
 
Five helpful hints about setting up an educational program in the school system 
include:  
 
1. Work with local teachers on setting up educational activities for the following school 

year.  
2. Provide teachers with materials and supplies for carrying out educational activities.  
3. Reward students who get involved in the projects.  
4. Establish a pilot project in only a few schools; then expand to the entire school 

system.  
5. Coordinate education activities with the local School Board and School 

Superintendent. 
 
OTHER EDUCATIONAL OUTLETS 
 
There are a large number of local organizations that can be utilized in promoting solid 
waste management education. SWAs should encourage the involvement in education 
activities of such local groups as the extension service, garden clubs, the League of 
Women Voters, hunting and fishing groups, members of the Farm Bureau, 4-H’ers, Boy 
and Girl Scouts of America, senior citizens, community groups, neighborhood 
associations, volunteer fire departments, business and labor organizations, contractors 
and builders and solid waste haulers.  
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MASS MEDIA AND EDUCATION 
 
SWAs should utilize media coverage to the greatest extent possible for educational 
purposes. Some local radio stations and newspapers will do articles on solid waste 
topics or run public service announcements at the SWAs request.  
 
SOURCE REDUCTION: AN EDUCATIONAL IMPERATIVE 
 
Source reduction is the best way to reduce the size of the waste stream because it 
eliminates the cost of collection, processing, treatment and disposal of solid waste. 
While source reduction is at the top of the waste management hierarchy established by 
the West Virginia Legislature: 1) source reduction; 2) reuse, recycle and recover; 3) 
landfill, it receives the least attention in both public education and in practice.  
 
Source reduction involves redesigning products or packages to reduce the amount of 
materials used, lengthening the lifespan of products, reducing the amount of materials 
and packaging used by businesses, reusing products or packaging and finding 
alternative uses for used products. It reduces collection cost and extends the lifespan of 
landfills.  
 
Source reduction tends to work best when integrated with existing recycling programs. 
Most local government units already have some sort of recycling and public education 
program in operation. These programs need to focus more on reducing waste at its 
source. Localities need to include source reduction in their waste reduction goals.  
 
The first step in creating an effective source reduction program is to build public 
awareness through education. Source reduction can be promoted in almost any public 
place or at any public event. Programs can be initiated in public schools, with civic 
organizations, in colleges and universities and in private sector businesses. The EPA 
takes the lead in promoting source reduction and distributes educational material on the 
topic. Awareness of the need to reduce waste at its source and the methods used in 
source reduction practices should be taught to both households and businesses.  
 
HOUSEHOLD SOURCE REDUCTION 
 
Everyone should be encouraged to institute the following household source reduction 
practices whenever and wherever appropriate:  
  
Yard Waste: a major component of the waste stream, can easily be put to productive 
use. Grass can be left on the lawn as compost. This process can be hastened by using a 
mulching mower. Leaves and other yard waste can easily be composted and reused as 
a natural fertilizer. Home composting units – homemade or store-bought – are 
inexpensive, easy to use and a productive and responsible method of managing yard 
waste.  
  
Food Scraps: Household leftovers can be used in home composters along with yard 
trimmings. Food scraps have a low carbon/nitrogen ratio and can serve to offset the 
higher carbon content of leaves and grass making composting units more efficient. Meat 
and meat products should not be used in home composters.  
 
Textiles: Used clothing and other textiles can be passed on to foreign and domestic 
charitable organizations that distribute to individuals in need. Textiles can also be reused 
as polishing or cleaning rags. According to the Council for Textile Recycling 
approximately 2 million tons of post-consumer textiles are recovered annually. 
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Reuse: Consumers should be encouraged to reuse containers and other items as much 

as possible.  

Purchases: Everyone should purchase products from manufacturers that demonstrate 

real source reduction efforts. Consumers should look for products that use less pack-

aging and can be reused or recycled easily.  

 

Borrow, rent, share, repair: Another option is to borrow, rent and share products 

whenever possible. In addition, the cost of repairing something should not simply be 

weighed against the cost of replacing it, but also the cost of disposing of it.  

 
BUSINESS SOURCE REDUCTION 

 

Businesses have a large potential for reducing the waste they produce by establishing 

environmentally responsible business practices. These practices save businesses 

money by reducing disposal cost, reducing procurement cost and can enhance overall 

efficiency and productivity. In addition, waste reduction measures can help demonstrate 

concern for the environment, possibly increasing customer loyalty.  
 

The first step in starting a source reduction program is to get management involved. Few 

waste reduction programs are successful without support from top managers. The next 

step is to form a waste reduction team and appoint a team leader. The team should then 

perform a waste characterization study to determine the most appropriate way to 

proceed. A waste audit can help companies zero in on the largest components of their 

waste stream and provide data necessary for long range planning. Once the study is 

done and plans are finalized, get the whole company involved through education. The 

progress of the program should be monitored for successes.  
 

The following suggestions for source reduction are appropriate for most businesses.  

 

Purchases: Businesses can reduce disposal cost by purchasing items that use as little 

packaging as possible. In situations where purchases are made in volume, goods can be 

packaged in bulk containers reducing the need for cardboard, shrinkwrap and other 

materials. High volume buyers can often specify the type of packaging they want. This 

can have the dual effect of using less packaging and reducing the time it takes to unpack 

goods. Many purchases can be shipped in reusable containers. Companies can employ 

multi-use pallets which typically are twice as heavy as single-use pallets and have a 

significantly longer lifespan. Once pallets are no longer useful, they can be ground up 

and used for mulch.  

 

Durable Goods: Businesses should purchase quality, long-lasting equipment that can 

be easily repaired. They should also establish regular maintenance schedules for each 

item. Higher initial costs are often justified by lower maintenance, disposal and 

replacement cost. Whenever possible, consideration should be given to the recyclability 

of the product. Before executing a purchase order, ask, can this item be recycled?  

 

Reusable Materials: Whenever possible businesses should consider reusable goods. 

Restaurants can buy glass dishes and metal utensils instead of paper and plastic. 
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Offices can reuse file folders, labels and reconditioned toner cartridges.  

  

Efficiency: Most companies have the option of initiating more efficient business 

practices such as double sided copying, electronic transfer of documents and using 

lighter weight office paper. According to the Solid Waste Association of North America, if 

every business currently having the capability to duplex did so, the paper savings for one 

year would be 613,000 tons. Electronic transfer could potentially save another 690,700 

tons. 
 
The trend in packaging is to use lighter weight material, resulting in lower procurement 
and shipping costs. Companies may also want to consider redesigning products to more 
efficiently use raw materials, to be more durable and to be more recyclable. Businesses 
should carefully consider purchase orders. Many firms over-order to take advantage of 
bulk discounts leaving materials in inventory that will eventually have to be thrown out. 
Cloth towel dispensers or hot air dryers can be used instead of paper. If paper towels 
are used, rolled towels are more efficient than folded towels. These are a few of the 
measures that can have a significant impact on the amount of waste generated by 
businesses.  
  
 
EXTENDED PRODUCT RESPONSIBILITY (EPR)   
 
Manufacturers are in a unique position to reduce the environmental impact of the 
products they produce through a concept called “green design.” Products can be 
designed to use less material, more recyclable material, fewer toxic components or 
higher recycled content raw material. Products can be developed that are more durable, 
energy efficient, easily repairable, upgradable, and more reusable. Manufacturers should 
also be willing to take back products for repair, reuse or recycling.  
 
Buy-back programs are an important part of EPR and are becoming more common. For 
example, the Rechargeable Battery Recycling Corporation was founded by five industry 
leaders as a nonprofit corporation that collects and recycles rechargeable batteries from 
stores, manufacturers, recycling centers and others. Many electronics manufacturers 
have take-back programs.  
  
Lease agreements have also evolved into an important part of EPR. Leases relieve the 
buyer of disposal responsibility by sending used products back to the manufacturer, who 
is most able to reuse or refurbish it.  
 
 
WASTEWISE 
 
The WasteWise program was created by the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency. 
The program is a free volunteer program designed to help organizations reduce waste. 
WasteWise personnel work with entities to create customized waste reduction programs 
that are cost-effective and workable within the parameters established by your 
organizations resources using tools like waste audits and employee surveys.  
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EDUCATIONAL MATERIAL 
 
Following are sources for educational material to support source reduction are available:  
 
United States Environmental Protection Agency National Service Center for 
Environmental Publications (NSCEP)  
Website: www.epa.gov/enviroed.  
 
Flexible Packaging Association 
Website: www.flexpack.org  
 
 
QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS ON EDUCATION 
 
Q. Where can a SWA get help on setting up a local solid waste education 
program? 
 
A. SWAs can get education materials on a number of solid waste issues from the 
SWMB, their local WVU Extension Service, the DEP REAP Program and the EPA. 
 
  


