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Paper or Plastic? 

Deconstructing One of Life’s Everyday Questions

Daniel Imhoff

For many people, the seemingly innocuous supermarket checkout question of paper or plastic touches a nerve that drills at our humanity. Many of us would like to have an easy answer, a simple choice of the better material, so we can go on with our extremely busy lives. Most of us know deep down, however, that things are not so simple. We live in a “systems world,”  and when we scratch below the surface of a question like paper or plastic, we unravel a whole  universe of complexities.

This decision between paper and plastic is actually not as much about packaging as it is about how life’s everyday choices have much larger repercussions for the world as we know it. Answering the question honestly requires confronting a series of more detailed and potentially troubling related conundrums: 


forests versus fossil fuels; 


global versus local; 


familiar versus branded;


fast versus slow; 


industrial versus biological;


processed versus fresh; 


intentional versus convenient; 


reusable versus disposable;


values versus bargains …

Until we eventually find ourselves chipping away at some of life’s consummate questions: Why are we here? What are we leaving behind?
To make matters even more challenging, when talking about the packaged universe, it is hard to make generalizations, although some generalizations can be made. Let’s instead look at a few of the complexities.

Packages have been with us for millennia and are almost indispensable in modern life. They provide essential services: product protection, transportation, convenience, pleasure, health and safety, hygiene, nutrition, spoilage prevention, information, branding, theft-proofing, regulatory compliance. They in fact optimize resources when they safely deliver a material- and energy-intensive product to an end consumer. 

However, this increasingly relied upon packaged world also comes to us at a price.

Packaging has a significant ecological footprint. Making packaging consumes enormous amounts of energy and raw materials, and requires a significant infrastructure to produce. The big three are: forest impacts, of which upwards of 2/3 of all packaging is derived; the ubiquitous release of toxic materials through the manufacture and incineration of paper and plastics that sweep through the biosphere; the transportation of goods, now part of the largest contributor to global warming and climate change.

Just a few statistics to make demonstrate the scope:

In the U.S. alone we generate 75 million tons of waste per year, almost 600 pounds per person, of which 32 percent is packaging —the largest segment of the waste stream.

There are approximately 1 billion transport pallets moving around North America in any given year; and to keep that fleet afloat we need 500 million new wood pallets of which 85 percent are used once before being chipped, burned, or landfilled. That’s almost 2 pallets per person per year and accounts for 40 percent of all hardwoods used annually.


We use more than 300 million throwaway cups every day of which more than 75 percent are made of paper.

One out of every three servings of water consumed in the United States now comes in a container, for a total of 45 million bottles per day of which less than 10 percent are recycled.

Today the total volume of plastics produced worldwide has surpassed that of steel and continues to increase; 30 percent of all plastics are made into packaging, the largest use by far.

Beach litter is between 40 and 60 percent plastic.

Polyethylene accounts for 40 percent of all plastics produced worldwide—80 billion pounds per year which corresponds to a global consumption rate of 16 pounds per person.

We are over-packagers: 80 percent of pet owners surveyed in 2000 said they buy Christmas presents for their pets, and 67 percent admitted that they wrapped them!

Probably most significant of all, in many cases, the upstream impacts of a package are almost 100 times the impacts of recycling or disposal. (This is why reuse is so essential .)

 There are other issues to consider …

Packages replace human relationships. Packaging, particularly of the shelf-competitive variety, essentially has replaced traditional human interactions in the marketplace with a packaged environment. 

Packages divide and conquer. Packaging  increasingly divides us into a world of billions of single-serving consumers. The amount of energy used per unit of product is substantially more for smaller containers than bulk packages.

Packaging can be predatory. Fancy graphics on a package may appeal to us, but they don’t necessarily tell the real story about a product’s history, and that includes where it came from, the infrastructure necessary to produce it, or impacts on surrounding ecosystems.

Material dissonance. The shelf-lives of many industrial packages and packaging materials are out of balance with the products they serve and protect. A styrofoam coffee cup, for example, may outlast a marble statue while the coffee is consumed in a matter of minutes.

Packaging is waging a war on freshness. Packaged foods have become such a fixture of modern life that many people no longer trust foods and beverages—including such basics as eggs, milk,  and water. Up to 70 percent of all packaging is now used for food and beverages.
The package is the product. A package is simply the last stage of product design, and shouldn’t be separated from the product it delivers. Therefore, a bottle of foreign mineral water packaged in lightweight potentially recyclable plastic is still a single-serving of water shipped across borders or oceans that more often than not is going to become waste, including marine debris. A fast food item in a biodegradable wrapper may still be a high sodium, high fat, high calorie junk food item.  In order to assess ecological effectiveness, it is essential to view a product and its package within the systems in which they function.

A Few Myths About Modern Packaging

1. There is a conceivable general case answer to the paper versus plastic debate.
In fact there is a generally conceivable answer to this but it’s not paper or plastic. It’s neither.

2. Change can’t be legislated. Finland introduced legislation in the mid-1990s requiring all beverages to be sold and distributed in reusable containers. This has been extremely effective.

3. Change can be legislated. A few years ago a municipality in Ontario spent millions of dollars on a program to launch a refillable bottle system which failed at least partially due to citizen apathy. 

4.
If it’s picked up at the curbside, it re-enters the materials stream.  The fate of a recyclable package really depends on the local collection infrastructure, proximity to recycling centers, national and global demand for certain types of post-consumer materials, as well as a wide variety of other factors. In some cases, it has been argued, the presence of curbside recycling systems has served to increase consumption. The reasoning follows that people feel justified in maintaining high consumption levels because they are avid recyclers. 

5. Packaging biodegrades in landfills. In the anaerobic, oxygen-free, compacted confines of modern landfills, many biodegradable materials and castaway products remain preserved for decades. In fact,  we are creating a new geological form in modern landfills: stratified industrial waste.

Taking Action

Having mentioned just a few of the many challenges and contradictions of modern packaging, there is still quite a bit that we can do in our daily lives and in all of our work lives to affect positive change. In fact, our future depends upon rapid and earnest action. 

Here are a few ideas: 

See yourself invested in change  and approach the everyday choices you make as a positive and enjoyable part of living a curious and engaged life.

Demand change from the companies and businesses where you shop. Consider withdrawing participation from companies whose packaging, product manufacturing and other behavior you disapprove of.

Look for systems solutions that can short-circuit and intervene in harmful forces.

Set a course for change at work: 


Make a position on wood reduction;  


Make a position on chlorines and other hazardous compounds;  


Make a packaging directive for your company;  


Maximize post-consumer content of glass and boxes;  


Look at your office practices through a thorough eco-audit; 


Contribute to the conservation economy.
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