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You have made it through the section about adopting a plastic reduction regimen. You are now think-
ing about turning down straws, carrying your own shopping bags, and encouraging your friends and 
family to do the same. But in a world where plastic is so ubiquitous, there are going to be instances 
where consuming plastic might be necessary. It would be difficult to expect you to reduce your 
plastic consumption to zero overnight. That’s where recycling comes in. Your next step is to learn 
about recycling. 

Recycling is far from the final solution to the Plastic Pollution problem, but it is an important part of it. 
It cannot replace the need for reducing consumption or refusing and reusing plastics when you can. 
If recycling is the best option, you should do so following the rules of the community, town or city 
in which you live. For the most part, only recycle if you are positive that the item is truly recyclable. 
If you are unsure about an item, don’t try to recycle it as it will only slow the sorting process. If you 
know for sure that the waste management company or entity serving your community uses a tech-
nology or system to sort out non-recyclable plastics, you can afford to make a few mistakes. 

Educating yourself on proper recycling is crucial to its effectiveness. Recycling properly might feel 
daunting at times, but once you figure out the rules in your community it will all feel easier. You can 
even make a sign explaining the rules and hang it near your recycling and trash cans.

Recycle

Why should you recycle?

Recycling produces environmental and economic 
benefits. It reduces energy consumption and the 
need for new material to be used while slowing 
the rate of resource depletion. It decreases pollu-
tion from industrial waste and limits the amount 
of waste sent to the landfill.

Other things to know: 

Recycling is often not cost effective as it is an expen-
sive process and has its own environmental impact. It 
is fraught with complications because people make 
mistakes constantly about the items that can be placed 
in the recycling bin. Not all waste management facilities 
use the same technology. Some might be able to deal 
with plastics that are not recyclable when deposited in 
the wrong bin, but for others, the process will be much 
more complicated when mistakes are made. 

Most recycling programs in the US do not accept plastic 
bags. However, the bags are recyclable. To recycle these, 
specific collection points exist, usually at the grocery 
stores that provide them, including at these 18,000 
locations.

New technologies are constantly being developed to 
improve the process of recycling plastics, but systems 
used are very different from place to place. In many 
communities, maybe in yours, waste pickers sort the 
recyclable items out of the garbage and make a living 
out of it. They often work in very unhealthy and difficult 
conditions but provide an important contribution to cit-
ies and towns that otherwise will send all their plastics 
-whether recyclable or not- to the landfill.

Where to start: 

If you live in the US, visit www.iwanttoberecycled.
org and enter your zip code to quickly find out 
what items you can recycle in your community. 
If you cannot find information there, or you live 
in another country and cannot find a similar 
resource, you should check with the proper 
authorities about what can and cannot be recy-
cled in your area. Most municipalities or utilities 
companies will have this information available on 
their website. 

If your community lacks a formal system to sort 
and collect recyclable plastics, you should check 
if there are any private or community organiza-
tions that offer or help with that service.

https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/is-recycling-worth-it/
https://www.google.com/url?q=https://www.plasticsmakeitpossible.com/plastics-recycling/plastics-recycling-101-recycle-plastics-2&ust=1520297940000000&usg=AFQjCNE03dIGcNTbdV-M7OJ9uRVSVnXPIw&hl=en&source=gmail
https://www.google.com/url?q=https://www.plasticsmakeitpossible.com/plastics-recycling/plastics-recycling-101-recycle-plastics-2&ust=1520297940000000&usg=AFQjCNE03dIGcNTbdV-M7OJ9uRVSVnXPIw&hl=en&source=gmail
http://www.iwanttoberecycled.org/
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SHOULD I RECYCLE THIS?

Soda and water bottles, 
cleaning products, milk and 
juice jugs, shampoo bottles, 

some retail bags

Plastic wraps, cooking oil  
containers, PVC containers, vinyl 

and styrofoam products

Few recycling 
centers process 
these products. 
Call the center  

to ask.

YES, 
RECYCLE

NO, THROW 
AWAYMAYBE

General information about plastics that can be recycled: 

Deciding which items to recycle is not always easy and intuitive. It requires looking at the product and 
making a decision based on the instructions given by the waste management department that serves 
your community. If you live in a place that does not have a formal system to deal with waste and 
plastics, it can be even more complicated. Recycling rules vary from place to place. Before recycling 
it is important to understand your local recycling programs, what can and can’t be recycled, how you 
should sort your recyclables, and which plastics to leave out and throw in the trash. 

A point of contention is the benefit of recycling food containers that need to be washed before they 
can be placed in the recycling bin. The general wisdom is that you should first check if your commu-
nity requires that you wash those containers. If yes, try to use as little water as possible because using 
tap water has its own economic and environmental cost, and you do not want to waste resources. 
One recommendation is to collect some of the water used to wash your dishes and use it again to 
wash your plastic containers. If you are not required to wash the containers, make sure to keep them 
in a bin with a tight lid to avoid unpleasant odors and pests.

There are many resources available on the Internet that give additional advice about what to do. You 
can look through them and choose the practices that suit your lifestyle and local circumstances. 

In general, this is a good chart to follow, but in some cities, new technologies and regulations allow 
new things to be added to the recycling bin, such as orange juice and milk containers, that normally 
cannot be recycled. Please make sure to check your local regulations.

https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/how-to-recycle-basics_us_578d7e8ce4b0c53d5cfab03d
https://www.plasticsmakeitpossible.com/plastics-recycling/plastics-recycling-101-recycle-plastics-2/
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WHAT DO THESE NUMBERS MEAN?

RECYCLING PLASTICS IS AS EASY AS . . .  1  ,  2, 3 4, 5, 6, 7! 

The numbers shown inside the triangles refer to different types of plastics used in making plastic 
products and containers. The numbering system is based on a voluntary plastic guide developed by 
the Society of The Plastics Industry (SPI). Presently, SPI is working to improve the numbering system to 
make it easier for you to know what to recycle. 

Source: New York State 
Department of Environmental 
Conservation

PET (Polyethylene terephthalate) PET is used in the 
production of soft drink bottles, peanut butter jars etc. 
PET can be recycled into fiberfill for sleeping bags, 
carpet fibers, rope, pillows etc. 

HDPE (High-density polyethylene) is found in milk jugs, 
butter tubs, detergent bottles, motor oil bottles, etc. 
HDPE can be recycled into flower pots, trash cans, traffic 
barrier cones, detergent bottles, etc. 

PVC (Polyvinyl chloride) is used in shampoo bottles, 
cooking oil bottles, fast food service items... PVC can be 
recycled into drainage and irrigation pipes... 

LDPE (Low-density polyethylene) is found in grocery 
bags, bread bags, shrink wrap, margarine tub tops, etc. 
LDPE can be recycled into new grocery bags, but in 
general, it is not recommended to put plastic bags in 
your recycling bin.  Take your used shopping bags to a 
supermarket that offers plastic bag collecting services.

PP (Polypropylene) PP is used in most yogurt contain-
ers, straws, pancake syrup bottles, bottle caps, etc. PP 
can be recycled into plastic lumber, car battery cases, 
manhole steps, etc. 

PS (Polystyrene) PS is found in disposable hot cups, 
packaging materials (peanuts), and meat trays, etc. PS 
can be recycled into plastic lumber, cassette tape boxes, 
flower pots, etc.

OTHER This is usually a mixture of various plastics, like 
squeeze ketchup bottles, “microwaveable” dishes, etc. 
Other (number 7) is usually not recycled because it is a 
mixture of different types of plastics.

http://www.dec.ny.gov/docs/materials_minerals_pdf/plasticpam.pdf
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WHAT CAN YOU DO DIFFERENTLY TO ENSURE 
YOU ARE RECYCLING PROPERLY?

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.


