Note: I sent this letter to the Board of Education of the Guilderland Central School District, Guilderland, NY, USA in Feb. 2005, as part of an effort to convince the Board to switch the district's paper purchases to 30% post-consumer recycled. At present, I'm less certain what I think of recycled paper, because less habitat can reduce the suffering of wild animals. Detailed calculations of the net suffering impact of recycled paper are complicated, and  I don't now have a strong opinion about whether recycled paper is good or bad on balance.

--Brian Tomasik, 3 Aug. 2014
Dear Mr. Brinkman and Board of Education:

I am twelfth-grade student at Guilderland Central High School and co-president of its Student Environmental Action Coalition (SEAC).  The purpose of this letter is to propose a policy regarding the purchase of recycled paper by the Guilderland Central School District.  Enclosed is a draft of this policy for your consideration.

The policy would require the District to purchase recycled white copy paper containing at least thirty percent post-consumer waste (PCW) content instead of virgin white copy paper whenever that recycled paper fulfills the requisite specifications, including its ability to perform adequately in copiers and printers.  This PCW content is recommended by the Environmental Protection Agency’s (EPA) “Paper Products Recovered Materials Advisory Notice II (RMAN II),” which “encourages state and local agencies to use the recommendations in […] Paper RMAN II when purchasing paper and paper products.”

The policy would also strongly encourage all faculty and staff members to identify and implement, wherever feasible, strategies for paper use reduction, such as double-siding handouts and other materials.  It is hoped that the latter portion of the policy could not only augment the environmental and human health benefits afforded by the purchase of recycled paper, but could also attenuate the cost increase that is likely to result from the same.

The purchase of recycled paper, as this policy would require, is beneficial for the following reasons:

1.  Traditional virgin paper contributes substantially to deforestation.  In 1993, wood pulp consumed 18.9 percent of the wood harvested globally;
 that already significant portion jumps to 41.8 percent when only “industrial” wood (that used for purposes other than fuel) is considered.  Further, the World Commission on Forests and Sustainable Development estimates that by 2050, more than half of the industrial wood harvest will be devoted to paper.
  Overall, the wood used in virgin pulp is 55 percent secondary-growth, 29 percent plantation-grown, and 16 percent old-growth.
  Unless it is otherwise labeled, virtually all virgin paper contains some old-growth fiber and thereby contributes to the demise of old-growth forests, which, because they are relatively unimpacted by humans, contain centuries-old trees and complex biodiversity.  These beautiful forests provide purified water, wildlife habitat, opportunities for recreation, and genetic diversity, while sequestering carbon dioxide to help mitigate global climate change.
  It is therefore appalling that only twenty percent of the world’s old-growth forests remain in fair condition
 and that all but five percent in the U.S. are gone, according to the Organization of Economic Cooperation and Development.
  In fact, natural forest cover is being lost at an annual rate of approximately 13.7 million hectares (33.9 million acres)—or roughly the size of Greece.
  Recycled paper can alleviate this destruction of forests by diminishing the need for virgin wood as a fiber source.  Given that the District annually purchases approximately 2,500 cases
 of completely virgin copy paper,
 a switch to just 30% PCW copy paper would conserve 450 trees every year.

2.  The environmental consequences of virgin paper production extend beyond logging.  The pulp and paper industry, which consumes four percent of global energy, is the fifth greatest industrial energy user worldwide and the second greatest in the US.  Part of the reason for such extraordinary energy demands is that it takes at least 2 to 3.5 tons of wood to manufacture one ton of virgin paper;
 the creation of one ton of recycled paper, in contrast, only requires slightly more than one ton of old paper.
  This results in 35 percent energy savings of recycled copy paper over virgin, which amount to 3.95 equivalent barrels of oil or 22.0 million kilojoules (20.8 million BTUs) per ton of paper recycled.
  Based on these figures, the District would conserve 412 million kilojoules (390. million BTUs) or 74.1 equivalent barrels of oil every year by purchasing just 30% PCW copy paper; that’s 13.0 kilojoules (12.4 BTUs) each second, enough energy to continuously power 217 sixty-watt light bulbs!

3.  While virgin paper’s massive energy consumption contributes indirectly to air pollution, paper production entails direct air emissions as well.  A few of the pollutants released from mills include acetone, carbon monoxide, chlorine compounds, hydrochloric acid, methanol, nitrous oxides, particulates (which cause respiratory irritation), sulfuric acid, sulfur oxides, and volatile organic compounds.  Some of these emissions exacerbate ozone depletion, while others are greenhouse gases; kraft pulp mills release sulfur compounds that are redolent of addle eggs.
  Federal US law acknowledges the dangers of these emissions:  “[P]ulp and paper facilities emit significant quantities of HAP’s [Hazardous Air Pollutants…].  Some of these pollutants are considered to be carcinogenic, and all can cause toxic health effects following exposure, including nausea, headaches, respiratory distress, and possible reproductive effects.”
  Recycled paper can diminish these emissions; the EPA has estimated that each ton of 100% recycled paper precludes more than thirty kilograms (sixty pounds) of air pollution.  However, since this figure was calculated in the 1970s, the current pollution reductions are probably somewhat lower because of efficiency improvements at pulp and paper mills since that time.

4.  The manufacture of one metric ton of virgin paper requires more water–44,000 to 83,000 liters (12,000 to 22,000 gallons) in the US—than the creation of a metric ton of any other industrial product.
  Each year, the entire US pulp, paper, and paperboard industry creates 5.871 trillion liters (1.551 trillion gallons) of wastewater.
  Based on EPA’s estimate that a ton of 100% recycled paper conserves 37,000 liters (9,900 gallons) of water,
 the District’s purchase of copy paper with just 30% PCW would annually save 700,000 liters (190,000 gallons) of water.

5.  Wastewater from the virgin pulp and paper industry contains thousands of types of particles—among them, compounds that haven’t yet been identified—which can acidify, cloud, and deoxygenate streams and lakes, thereby killing fish and other species.
  Among the numerous chemicals discharged into the water are absorbable organic halides, chloroform, methylene chloride, pentachlorophenols, and trichlorophenols.
  The interaction of chlorine bleach and wood pulp creates dioxins and furans,
 to which humans are predominantly exposed through food, especially beef, dairy products, fish, pork, and poultry.
  Dioxin, the same chemical that contaminated Love Canal, New York, and Times Beach, Missouri, as well as the herbicides in Agent Orange, is classified by both the World Health Organization’s International Agency for Research on Cancer and the National Toxicology Program of the US Department of Health and Human Services as a “known human carcinogen.”
  Besides contributing to cancer, it has been demonstrated in animal studies that dioxins and furans can depress the immune system, damage developing fetuses, and impair reproductive capacity.  Dioxins and furans can also alter hormone levels in animals and humans
 and may contribute to diabetes.
  These deleterious effects are all the more frightening because of EPA’s warning in a 2000 draft reassessment of dioxin:  “It is likely that part of the general population is at, or near, exposure levels where adverse effects can be anticipated.”
  Fortunately, recycled paper mills generate fewer dioxins and furans because they utilize old paper that has already been bleached.

6.  Paper comprises forty percent of municipal solid waste and constitutes the single greatest portion thereof, according to EPA.
  The US throws away 40 million metric tons (44 million tons) of paper annually, which is more than the People’s Republic of China, the world’s most populous country, consumes in a year.
  This paper ends up in landfills or incinerators, which waste valuable fiber resources while releasing toxic pollutants.
  The manufacture of just one ton of 30% PCW recycled paper averts the addition of two cubic meters (three cubic yards) of materials to landfills.


7.  Buying recycled paper augments demand for the product and increases production.  This, in turn, supports community recycling efforts and encourages mills to research and invest in recycling equipment—which further establishes recycling systems, reduces prices, and makes recycled paper more available.  At the same time, the District’s termination of its purchase of virgin paper would signal to non-recycled manufacturers that consumers are increasingly turning away from products which place an unsustainable burden on the earth’s resources.

8.  Numerous institutions, organizations, and businesses already purchase recycled paper.  The federal government is one of them, and every state has at least one executive order or law supporting the purchase of products, like paper, that are made with recycled materials.
  Businesses ranging from Staples, Inc.
 to Raincoast Books—the Canadian publisher of Harry Potter and the Order of the Phoenix
—have taken steps to advance the sale and use of recycled paper.  Bates College,
 James Madison University,
 Rutgers, the University of Virginia,
 and the University of Vermont
 are among the many schools that purchase paper containing recycled content.

9.  It would enhance the District’s leadership role in promoting innovative solutions.  As well as bringing the District positive publicity, the policy would provide an opportunity to educate students about environmental issues and ways to address them.  Perhaps most importantly, the policy would set a good example to students, parents, and citizens, both within and beyond the District, of the importance of taking small but essential actions that help to ensure a more sustainable world for posterity.

Thank you for your attentive consideration of this letter.

Sincerely,

Brian Tomasik

218 Old Stage Road

East Berne, NY 12059-1854
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