
C&RL News ■ September 2001 / 825

C o l l e g e  & R e s e a r c h  L i b r a r i e s  ensw

“Greening” our college libraries

Complete the cycle of the three Rs

by Kathleen Rickert

P rotecting the environm ent and concern 
for the scarce resources o f the Earth are 

more crucial today than ever, yet o u r society 
appears to be moving in an increasingly dan­
gerous direction. Computers and the age of 
information technology have put expanded 
demands o n  our need for paper, printer car­
tridges, and computers. In this article, I wish 
to advocate for a “greener” mindset, and for 
recycling, reusing w hen possible, and reduc­
ing consumption.

In preparation for this article, I sent a  sur­
vey in spring 2000 to 115 academic libraries 
in Minnesota and Wisconsin, inquiring about 
their recycling practices and the use o f re­
cycled products in their facilities. I received 
75 replies, a return rate of about 65 percent. 
As I expected, Minnesotans recycle at an ex­
ceptionally high rate. In 1996, the latest year 
for which comparative figures are available, 
Minnesota’s recycle rate was 44 percent, the 
highest in the nation. Wisconsin’s recycle rate 
was 28 percent, with a stated goal of 60 per­
cent by 2000.1

The p a p e r t ra il
Rather than creating the predicted “paperless 
society,” the consumption of paper in the 
United States has increased fourfold over the 
past 20 years.2

Every day, m ore than 2 billion books, 350 
million magazines, and 24 billion newspapers

are published in the United States. The aver­
age American uses 600 pounds o f paper each 
year, and paper accounts for a third of the 
w aste disposed o f in landfills, even after re­
cycling.3

The bad news is that paper production is 
one of the most energy-intensive and pollut­
ing o f all manufacturing industries, the pro­
cess generating large amounts of solid waste 
and air and water pollution.4

The good new s is that Americans are re­
cycling m ore than ever. The American Forest 
and Paper Association estimates that the U.S. 
p aper industry recovers for recycling 45 per­
cent o f all paper Americans use, up  from just 
15 percent in 1988. Their new  goal for 2000 
was 60 percent.5

O f those libraries that responded to  my 
survey, 88 percent recycled office paper, and 
an equal percentage reported that they also 
recycled discarded newspapers.

Recycling our waste paper is just one fig­
ure in the recycling equation—using recycled 
paper is another. Recycled paper—once re­
jected for being of uneven quality, grayish, 
or spotted—today meets the highest techni­
cal standards, som etim es even exceeding 
comparable virgin paper (or paper with no 
discernible postconsum er content). Yet ac­
cording to my survey of academic libraries, 
only about half reported use o f paper with 
recycled content.

A b o u t th e  a u th o r 
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Recycled p a p e r— once  re je c te d  fo r  

b e in g  o f  u n e ve n  q u a lity ,  g ra y ish , 

o r  s p o tte d — to d a y  m e e ts  th e  

h ig h e s t te c h n ic a l s ta n d a rd s , 

s o m e tim e s  e ve n  e xce e d in g  

c o m p a ra b le  v irg in  p a p e r . . .

In academ ic libraries, the expanded  use 
o f  the Internet and the Web to provide aca­
demic resources has had  a trem endous im­
pact o n  paper use and printing. With the in­
creased availability o f journals online and  in 
full text in the  latter part o f the past decade, 
nearly all libraries reported an explosion in 
paper consumption. No longer forced to stand 
at a  copy m achine while it hungrily gobbled 
u p  their change, patrons can now  print w hat 
they find, just in case they need  it, all for 
free.

P r in te r  c a rtr id g e s
Laser toner cartridges are easily recycled,6 and 
using recycled cartridges is an economically 
and environmentally sound choice. Recyclers 
will accept used  cartridges, often providing a 
box and postage-paid shipping label. An ad 
for one such cartridge recycler states that car­
tridges are tested for stress and w ear before 
and after the re-manufacturing process. Those 
in good repair are filled and  resold, usually 
at about 30 percent less than a n ew  cartridge. 
Those in poor condition are  dism antled, us­
able parts rem oved, and  the plastic crushed 
and  m elted for use in o ther products. O f the 
libraries responding to  my survey, 73 percent 
recycled all o r  som e o f their used  printer car­
tridges, while 51 percent purchased  recycled 
printer cartridges.

C o m p u te rs
Almost 50 million com puters are purchased 
in the  U nited States each year.7 Falling prices 
m ake com puters cheaper to replace than  to 
repair, while the potential use for o lder com ­
puters is shrinking. Fewer peop le  w ant older 
com puters, and  even schools and  nonprofits 
can n ow  afford the new est models. T he rapid 
m anufacture and consum ption o f com puters 
is cause for environm ental concern  w hen 
c o n s id e r in g  th e  a m o u n ts  o f  e n e rg y ,

photochem icals, acids, hydrocarbon-based 
solvents, and other resources that go into pro­
duction. O ne study found that the process o f 
manufacturing one PC produced three pounds 
o f w aste for every p ound  o f product.8

Com puters are  also creating a significant 
waste-disposal problem  in the U nited States, 
w here four com puters en d  u p  in the landfill 
for every one  that is recycled.9 A study at 
Carnegie M ellon University claim ed that 3 
m illion co m p u te rs  w e n t in to  landfills in 
1997,10 while the  N ational Safety Council pu t 
the  figure at 20 m illion in 1999. They esti­
m ate that this figure will g row  to  6 l million 
by 2007.11

T he environm ental concerns regarding 
com puter recycling begin with plastics. The 
National Safety Council considers plastic the 
most challenging material to recycle from elec­
tronic equipm ent.12 Because electronics of­
ten  contain several types o f plastic, recyclers 
often do n ’t care to sort through them . Also, 
som e plastics contain chemicals that can be 
toxic w hen exposed  to the heat o f the recy­
cling process. And new  plastic is so inexpen­
sive, there  is little incentive for manufactur­
ers to risk contam inating their p roducts with 
lower, unsorted grades.

A second environmental concern with dis­
carded  com puters is the m onitor. Televisions 
and  com puter m onitors contain cathode ray 
tubes (CRTs), w hich each  contain four-to- 
seven pounds o f lead to  protect the user from 
radioactivity. Disposing o f it is the  biggest 
expense for a  recycler. In M innesota, CRTs 
have becom e the biggest source o f lead in 
the  state’s w aste stream, second only to  car 
batteries.13

Com puters also have considerable envi­
ronm ental impact in terms o f the energy that 
it takes to run them  in day-to-day use. Hardly 
a college or library functions today w ithout 
desktop computers. O ne estimate in the late 
1990s reported  that com puter u se w ould ac­
count for ten  percent o f all energy consum p­
tion  in the year 2000.14 Turning off unused 
computers w ould certainly reduce pow er con­
sumption.

T ak in g  s te p s  fo rw a rd
If your library is not already using recycled 
paper products, please look into purchasing 
them . High-quality printer paper, stationery, 
envelopes, and  note pads are available at
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prices less than or com parable to those with 
little or no recycled content. If you are al­
ready using recycled paper, consider using 
one with a higher postconsum er content.

The federal governm ent requires the use 
of not less than 30 percent postconsumer con­
tent in its offices, and  many states requires 20 
p e rc e n t  o r  m o re .15 T h e  h ig h e r  th e  
postconsumer content, the higher the percent­
age of m aterials recovered by recycling and 
the less virgin content.

Look on  the packaging for the interna­
tional symbol for recycling (the ring o f ar­
rows) and a statement o f postconsum er con­
tent. To locate a supplier o f recycled paper 
products, consult your institution’s purchas­
ing department, or use any Internet search 
engine and type the phrase, “recycled paper.”

Place recycling receptacles in convenient 
and obvious places. Let your students know 
that “We Recycle.” Consider purchasing a 
duplexer, which will allow a  laser printer to 
print on  both sides. Encourage students and 
your co-workers to  use p aper printed on  one 
side for notetaking, scratchpaper, and in desk­
top printers. O ne respondent to my survey 
comm ented that her library donates paper 
printed o n  just one side to a  local nonprofit.

Teach your students how they can save paper 
by printing smartly. By using the “marked records” 
function available on  m any databases, they 
can avoid printing out long lists o f citations. 
By using “print preview” w hen  printing from 
the Internet o r other online docum ents, they 
can print just the pages they need.

Many o f m y colleagues feel that students 
w ould think twice before hitting the “print” 
button if they had to pay for every sheet of 
paper they printed. O f the college libraries 
responding to my survey, 23 percent said that 
they charged for printing, and indicated a cost 
ranging from 4 to 11 cents per page. A few 
noted  that this “may happen in the future” 
and that “w e are  currently considering this.” 
O ne college allows students 500 free pages 
p e r year and charges for printing over this 
amount. The technology exists to network 
printers to student accounts, and w e m ay see 
m ore charging in the future.

At my ow n college, I was told that we 
return used toner cartridges for recycling, but 
that w e d o  not purchase recycled products. 
In an effective recycling system, a consumer 
w ould recycle items that could be recycled, 
then purchase goods manufactured from these 
recycled products. Colleges could help close

More information on recycling

• American Forest & Paper Associa­
tion: Publications and information from the 
national trade association o f the forest, pa­
per, and w ood  pulp industry. h ttp ://w w w . 
afandpa.org

• Recycled Paper Coalition: Organi­
zation o f m ore than  260 businesses and 
nonprofits attempting to address environmen­
tal problems. Site includes many publications, 
including the excellent Recycled Paper Factbook 
in pdf format, and an extensive listing of links 
to organizations, businesses, and government 
sites, http://www.papercoalition.org /

• Buy Recycled Business Alliance: 
Businesses and nonprofits committed to in­
creasing the use o f recycled-content prod­
ucts. http://brba.nrc-recycle.org/

• Conservatree: Information on new tech­
nologies, advocacy, and legislative issues. 
http://www.conservatree.com

• E n v iron m en ta l System s o f  
America: Information on  green shopping, 
recycling resources, recycling myths, FAQs, 
and links to  o ther organizations, h ttp ://  
www.envirosystemsinc.com

• Grass Roots Recycling Network: 
Founded in 1996 by leaders o f the Sierra 
Club, this netw ork o f community-based ac­
tivists, advocating environmentally sound 
policies and practices w ith regard to  waste. 
http://ww w.grrn.org.

• GreenBiz.com: Includes articles and 
inform ation o n  consum er attitudes tow ard 
g reen  issues, w aste-saving  stra teg ies, re­
cyc led  an d  en v iro n m en ta lly  p refe rred  
p r o d u c t s ,  a n d  m o re .  h t t p : / / w w w . 
greenbiz .com

• Lasertone International: Information 
on  recy c led  p r in te r  c a rtrid g es . h t tp : / /  
www.laser-tone.com

http://www
http://www.papercoalition.oig/
http://brba.nrc-recycle.org/
http://www.conservatree.com
http://www.envirosystemsinc.com
http://www.grrn.org
http://www
http://www.laser-tone.com
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W hen b e tte r  co m p u te rs  are b u ilt, 

th e y  w i l l  be k e p t o u t  o f  th e  w a s te  

s tream  long er. Consum ers shou ld  

be d e m a n d in g  th a t  com panies do 

ju s t  th a t.

the recycling loop by purchasing recycled car­
tridges.

Computers are the most difficult to tackle. 
If I can go longer without an upgrade, I know 
I will consume less. However, slower, older 
models make it impossible for m e to run the 
programs I need to do  my job in the technol­
ogy-driven field o f librarianship.

Harmful as computer manufacturing and 
recycling can be, I am hopeful about the fu­
ture of the industry. Japan, the Netherlands, 
and other northern European countries are 
passing “take-back” legislation that requires 
companies to take back and recycle products 
as they are discarded.16 “Green” computer de­
sign technology exists to reduce resources 
consumed and wasted, to m ake the manu­
facturing process cleaner, to minimize the 
energy computers consume, and to m ake 
components recyclable. W hen better comput­
ers are built, they will be kept out of the waste 
stream longer. Consumers should be demand­
ing that companies do  just that.

Conservation and environmentalism is not 
always clear-cut w hen information is the com­
modity, as it is in libraries. The tools of our 
trade dem and that w e use paper, toner, com­
puters, and electricity. I urge those in my pro­
fession to consider the ideas I have presented 
and to do  w hat they can. Com plete the 
cycle—reduce, reuse, and recycle.
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( “ACRL 2002 Awards Program" cont. from  
page 823)

• K. G. Saur Award for Best Article in 
College & Research Libraries  (sponsored 
by R. R. Bowker/K. G. Saur): $500 cash award 
for the most outstanding article published in 
C&RL during the preceding volume year.

• Instruction Section Publication o f the 
Year Award. Recognizes an outstanding pub­
lication related to instruction in a library en­
vironment published in the last two years.

C o nta ct ACRL fo r  d e ta ils
If you would like more information about the 
ACRL 2002 Awards Program, visit our Web 
page at http://www.ala.org/acrl.award2.html 
or contact ACRL Program Assistant Stephanie 
Sherrod, at (800) 545-2433 ext.2515, e-mail: 
ssherrod@ala.org.

We welcome your nominations and look 
forward to celebrating achievements in aca­
demic librarianship in 2002. ■

http://www.afandpa.org
http://www.environmentaldefense.oig/pubs/Reports
http://infotrac
http://www.lexis-
http://infotrac.galegroup.com/itweb/
http://www.startribune.com
http://www.conservatree.com/learn/Essential_
http://www.ala.org/acrl.award2.html
mailto:ssherrod@ala.org


C&RL News ■ September 2001 /  829


