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Definitions of the Day 

The Right to Recycle: Who’s Right?

NCRA Educational Seminar March 27, 1992  

These definitions were developed for all participants to use during NCRA’s one-day educational workshop, The Right to Recycle: Who’s Right?  Their purpose is to be sure that participants refer to the same ideas accurately.  They are not written in stone, but for the most part they are written in the common usage of our culture.  


We need to agree on new terms because the old ones evolved when recycling was not considered a major method of disposal.  Their denotation (written meaning) sometimes says one thing while their connotation (the meaning between the lines; the attitude; the implication) says something else.  


For example, “solid waste” may mean anything discarded, by denotation.  But calling all discards “waste” colors them emotionally and puts them in an incorrect light for working with them as commodities.  


When there is a conflict between denotation and connotation, we experience confusion without knowing exactly why.  


To envision a robust recycling industry clearly, we must use terms that point in a single direction with both their denotation and connotation.  This list is a starting point.  The terms are presented in an order we hope makes conceptual sense.  

Discards – materials that somebody wants to get out of his or her life.  As a verb, “to discard” means the same as “to throw away.”
  No particular disposal system is implied.  


Disposal – Taking discards out of someone’s life and doing something with them.
  Disposal options include selling for reuse, giving to someone, recycling into new products, and wasting by landfilling or burning.  Disposal may be free, or one may be required to pay for the service..  One may dispose of banana peels or a parent’s estate.  


Related terms: dispose (intransitive) – “1. To place or set in a particular order; arrange.  2. To put (business affairs, for example) into correct, definitive, or conclusive form.…”  dispose of (transitive) – “1. To attend to; arrange; settle.  2. To transfer or part with, as by giving or selling.”
  

Garbage – discards that are worthless.
  
In practice, their value has usually been destroyed because they have been mixed and contaminated.  Since garbage is by definition worthless, it cannot be recycled.  Garbage is generally disposed of by landfilling.  Old usage associates garbage with wet materials such as food debris.
  (In Middle English, “garbage” refers to the entrails of fowls.
)  


Related terms: rubbish
 – Some people use this term to imply that the worthless materials are dry.  Waste
 – Some people  incorrectly use this term to apply to all discards.  It really means to squander, or to fail to use something.  It can also be used interchangeably with “garbage.”  (See “solid waste.”)  

Recyclables – discards that have value either as-is or after processing.  


Usage note: recyclers sometimes use this term interchangeably with “commodities.”  “Recyclables” focuses on the fact that a material can be reprocessed.  

Commodities – valuable materials; materials that can be used or sold.
  


Usage note: recyclers sometimes use this term interchangeably with “recyclables.”  “Commodities” focuses on the fact that a material has value or utility.  

Supply of discards – the aggregate of the discards in an area, such as a city, or in an economic sector.  The “municipal supply of discards” or “supply of municipal discards” would be the discards available in a municipality.  A “supply of industrial discards” would be available from industry.  Access to these supplies is one of the major topics in current disposal debates.  


Related terms: solid waste – this term implies that the materials are all garbage.  

Commingled – recyclable discards that are mixed together in such a way that no material’s value is lost, and the materials can be sorted into valuable categories.  (Contrast with “contamination.”)  

Contamination – unlike substances that are mixed into or mingled with recyclable materials and that diminish or destroy the utility or value of the recyclables.
  The level of contamination that renders a given recyclable worthless depends in part on the nature of the contaminant and in part on the technical sophistication of recycling processes.  (Contrast with “commingled.”)  

Debris – leftovers from some process.  Usually used with a preceding word that specifies the source, such as “yard debris” or “construction debris.”  The debris may be a single material or many and is more closely associated with the preceding process than with the materials themselves.  However, common processes produce debris that usually fits a general profile.  For example, “yard debris” is usually composed of plant materials.  “Construction debris” is more varied, containing combinations o food, metals, plaster, sheetrock, brick, concrete, and glass.  


Related terms: residue – leftovers after a process.
  Today’s regulators are debating how much and what kinds of residue a recycler may have before health and safety concerns require the facility to be licensed as a “solid waste handling facility”; no fixed trigger point applies to all cases.  Putrescibles are a big concern.  “Debris” may imply materials that are more heterogeneous or are in larger pieces.  

Hauler – a person or company that transports discards to any disposal facility.  Haulers may be private or franchised.  


Usage note: some recyclers individually intend to imply that the person or company hauls garbage, although others consider the term more general.  Using a modifier to make the term more specific, such as “garbage hauler” or “recyclables hauler” can prevent confusion.  

Franchise – in disposal, franchises usually confer an exclusive right to perform a specified service for a specified period of time.  An example would be to permit salvaging from a transfer station for ten years, or to collect specified discards from homes or businesses for ten years.  Usually the franchise is spelled out in a document – a contract, or franchise agreement.  A franchise in the larger sense is a privilege a government confers that “does not belong to the citizens of the country generally, of common right.”
  


Related terms: private – in common parlance, the opposite of being franchised is to be “private.”  Private haulers have no franchise; this category includes people transporting their own discards as well as people or companies that provide the service.  Independent recycler – an organization or a person who makes a living collecting or processing recyclables but has no franchise.  

Disposal fee – a user fee paid to an agency, company, or person who disposes of discards.  Garbage disposal requires fees that underwrite its entire system of collection and landfilling.  Recycling disposal can often charge lower disposal fees because it can sell its commodities.  The right to charge disposal fees is a major topic in current disposal debates.  

The Disposal System Using Recycling Terminology 
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This is a diagram of the disposal system as recycling terminology envisions it.  Recyclers using this vision can legitimately ask for fees for the disposal service they provide.  They will have an automatic competitive advantage over garbage handlers, who have no product to sell but instead must finance long-term liabilities such as leachate detection systems and liability insurance for toxic hazards.  In this vision, garbage and recycling compete for the supply of discards.  In this vision, recycling could entirely replace waste handling as the disposal system of choice.  

The Disposal System Using Waste Terminology 



This is a diagram of the disposal system as the terminology of the waste industry envisions it.  In this vision, recycling depends on and is secondary to the waste industry.  Recycling is an addendum, not an alternative.  “Disposal system” means collect-and-fill, and collect-and-burn-and-fill, and recycling is a diversion from disposal.  In this vision, recycling begs for and gets its living because it is environmentally beneficial and therefore nice.  But wasting is assumed to be inevitable; collecting and handling discards as mixed waste is assumed to be indispensable.  
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� “1.  To throw away; reject; dismiss.”  The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language, Houghton Mifflin Company, Boston, Massachusetts, 1981.  


� Disposal is “1. A particular order, distribution, or placement: a pleasing disposal of window trimming.  2.  A particular method of attending to or settling matters.”  Ibid.   


� Ibid.  


� This definition relying on the absence of value is in tune with general usage over the past several decades, except it eliminates any specific reference to food or other putrescible materials.  For example, garbage is “2. any worthless or offensive matter: as, literary garbage” Webster’s New World Dictionary of the English Language, College Edition, The World Publishing Company, Cleveland and New York, 1957.  


� “1.a. Food wastes, as from a kitchen.  b Refuse.  2. Trash; rubbish; rhetorical garbage.”  The American Heritage Dictionary, op cit. 


� A Concise Etymological Dictionary of the English Language, the Rev. Walter W. Skeat, G. P. Putnam’s Sons, New York, NY, 1980.  


� “1. Something discarded as refuse; garbage; litter.  2. Worthless material.”  The American Heritage Dictionary, op cit.  


� “1. To use, consume, or expand thoughtlessly or carelessly; use to no avail; squander.… 3. To fail to take advantage of or use for profit; lose: waste an opportunity.…”  5. Garbage; trash.”  The American Heritage Dictionary, op cit.  


� “1. Anything useful or that can be turned to commercial or other advantage.  2. Economics. An article of trade or commerce that can be transported, especially an agricultural or mining product.”  American Heritage Dictionary, op cit.   


� To contaminate is “to make impure or corrupt by contact or mixture.”  The American Heritage Dictionary, op cit.  


� “2. Matter remaining after completion of any abstractive chemical or physical process, such as evaporation, combustion, distillation, or filtration; a residuum.”  Ibid.  


� Law Dictionary, Second Edition, Steven H. Gifis,, Barron’s Educational Series, 1984, Woodbury, New York.  
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This list of definitions is copyrighted 1988, 1990 by Daniel Knapp and Mary Lou Van Deventer.  Both the entire disposal industry and general public are free to use this set of terms, since they are in common usage.  It would be collegial to give the authors credit for developing the structure.  


