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      “The Green Supermarket Shopping Guide gives you common sense, straightforward advice, and information on what's what when you shop. Wasik has reduced a mountain
            of research into a practical, easy–to–understand, consumer guide that cuts through the confusion. I found it most useful,
            indeed.”
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            Foreword

      The Power of Information

      History teaches us many lessons. One of the most important of these is the power of information. From the discovery of the
         wheel to the invention of the computer chip, new information has transformed civilizations, challenging existing worldviews
         and propelling society toward deeper levels of understanding. Tyrants, fearing information, have imposed censorship to keep
         their populations under control. Democracies, on the other hand, have recognized the free exchange of information as the key
         to vital, healthy societies.
      

      It comes as no surprise, therefore, that in seeking to solve the world's environmental problems, we must be as informed as
         possible about their causes and the potential solutions. No matter who we are or what we do, each of us has a role to play.
         However, only when we know all the facts can we make informed decisions.
      

      As consumers, information can help us turn the “power of the purse” into a powerful force for environmental change. But this
         information must be accurate and reliable if it is to be of use. Every day, the number of products making environmental claims
         grows. It is up to each of us to determine what these claims mean and how significant they are for the 
         environment. For example, the claims “recyclable” and “recycled” are often mistakenly assumed to mean the same thing. In the
         first case, the product has the potential to be recycled—that is, its components may be reused to manufacture new products. This potential will only be realized, however,
         if the product is put in a curbside recycling bin or taken to a recycling center, and if there is a market for the material.
         All too often, though, recyclable products end up as landfill. In the case of “recycled” products, this potential has already
         been realized. A recycled product is one that is made, at least in part, with materials that were recovered from used products.
      

      We must also be willing to reexamine and, if necessary, shed our preconceptions about what is good and bad, so that we can
         look realistically at the facts. It does little good to give up one manufactured product for another if we are simply trading
         one environmental problem for another. We are far better off knowing the full environmental costs of our options before we
         choose. This is the consumer's fundamental right to know. It is also the consumer's responsibility.
      

      As long as we fail to understand the basic causes of our environmental problems—global warming, the ozone hole, acid rain,
         smog, deforestation, and so on—we will not be able to distinguish real solutions from cosmetic ones. CFCs (chlorofluorocarbons),
         for example, are associated with the destruction of our atmosphere's protective ozone layer, while sulfur dioxide emissions
         lead to generation of ground-level smog and contributes to acid rain. Without this basic environmental literacy, we are vulnerable
         to manipulation by companies who try to sell us products that may be hazardous to the environment. We may also fail to distinguish
         those companies that are taking significant, legitimate actions to reduce their negative impact on the environment.
      

      
      We must also recognize that we cannot rely solely on the government to prevent deceptive claims from reaching the store shelf.
         Although the government plays an important role, it can monitor only a fraction of the claims made by manufacturers. It is
         up to us to critically evaluate the claims we see in the marketplace and to ask for the information that will help us make
         the best decisions.
      

      Some product marketers view the American consumer as ignorant of and uninterested in the facts. This attitude has led to the
         kind of hype and distortion that have made so many consumers skeptical of environmental claims.
      

      With this book, John Wasik brings important information about environmental claims to the American consumer. In a commonsense,
         straightforward way, he demystifies the claims that have caused such commotion and confusion and explains the path we must
         take together to become more informed shoppers. More important, he not only provides us with the information that is available
         today but lets us know what information we still lack and must strive to attain. In other words, the path to knowledge is
         before us; it is up to each of us to take the first step.
      

      —Stanley Rhodes, Ph.D.,

      president, Scientific Certification Systems,

      Oakland, California

   
      
            Preface

      This book rates 219 consumer goods manufacturers, more than 2,000 products, and 102 large supermarket chains in the United
         States for various environmental qualities. We've identified products by their parent companies to make you aware of who makes
         what. While we would have liked to survey every company and every product available, we focused on national brands and large
         regional supermarket chains. The best choices in product categories are highlighted in bold face. Since there was limited
         available independent information on company environmental policies, we studied packaging, labeling, and consumer information
         most closely. We encourage you to read labels, compare products, and ask questions. We did—and in the process discovered much
         about our disposable society.
      

      If the companies or products you patronize are not rated highly, let them know that you won't give them any more of your business
         unless they shape up. Even if they are rated highly, there is likely much they can do to improve their products and policies.
         Remember, there's lots of competition for your dollars.
      

      If you want to get more involved, call or write the companies 
         (see resources section) and ask them about their environmental policies. If you don't like something, let them know. They
         will listen. Let us know, too. Ideas and action acquire power when grown from the seeds of compassion.
      

   
      
            Introduction

      Fate thrust me into writing this book, but not for the usual reasons or in the usual way. It had more to do with horses, my
         wife, and the American dream (though not in that order). When I wed my Belfast beauty, Kathleen, she had a dream of owning
         a horse. Having grown up in strife-torn Belfast, she yearned for something that transcended the typical suburban life. Now
         she had a new car, was well paid for her talents as a sales executive, and was living fairly comfortably with her journalist
         spouse. But something was missing. She mused about memories of horseback riding in the mountains cradling Belfast.
      

      She wanted a horse—one that she could ride and show. So, we began our search for a horse that (1) wouldn't kill the rider,
         and (2) came with a warranty. We were told by all of the sages in the equine business that we should avoid mares (temperamental),
         ex-racehorses (crazy and lame), and thoroughbreds (all of the above to the extreme). Of course, we ended up with a thoroughbred
         mare off the track. We named her Tara, which is Irish for “friend.”
      

      When I finally got up the nerve to ride her, I brilliantly jumped on her back behind her ribs, thinking I would ride 
         her bareback. This, I learned, is the quickest way to find a horse's maximum discomfort zone, from which my two-hundred-pound
         frame was hurled some twenty feet.
      

      Then one day when I was at a writer's conference, Kathleen called to tell me that Tara had had a baby. “They called me about
         seven o'clock this morning to tell me there were two horses in Tara's stall,” she said.
      

      After all our careful planning, we had managed to purchase a pregnant horse. Doubled our investment, doubled our expenses.

      Kathleen named the filly Alcyone, after the daughter of the Greek god of the winds. Our adorable little Alcy had a white blaze
         on her forehead that Kathleen called a “little Gorby” (as in Mikhail Gorbachev). Neither of us could part with her. Several
         months later, it was clear that the bond was also financial—in a big way. Keeping the two horses boarded, fed, vetted, and
         trained cost more than our monthly mortgage payments. So, we moved to a ramshackle house on two and a half acres with a barn.
         It was zoned for horses, fifty miles from Chicago, and beautiful in its own way. Oaks towered along the edge of the property,
         a 150-year-old cottonwood lorded over the front lawn; a thousand-acre farm was our backyard and deer grazed on the front lawn.
         We were now twice as much in debt, feeding twice as many horses, in need of at least seventy thousand dollars' worth of remodeling
         on the house, and commuting twice as long. But this downward mobility would teach us about the earth—and ourselves.
      

      It very quickly became apparent that I had a mounting solid-waste problem. Horses kept in stalls generate some two hundred
         pounds of solid waste (including soiled wood shavings) per week—and it must be disposed of somewhere. Throwing it in the trash can doesn't work, because the can 
         fills up quickly and then there's no room for your other household garbage. So there I was, a reluctant horse breeder and country gentleman—with a landfill problem. The previous
         owner had thrown manure behind the barn—tons of it—which we eventually had to move. At last we found a way to compost the
         manure to make it decompose, and built a huge paddock to keep the horses outside more.
      

      Shoveling manure every weekend got me to thinking about other kinds of waste: energy waste, landfill waste, water waste, and
         product packaging waste. Suddenly, I realized I could now evaluate these things firsthand. Since my house had its own well,
         I could easily imagine the horrible consequence of my only source of water being poisoned by a landfill. I became curious
         about which poisons I couldn't put into my septic system because if the bacteria in it died, we'd have an even bigger waste
         problem, since I wasn't hooked up to a city sewer line. I wanted to learn everything I could about these things, and other
         compelling issues such as natural pesticides (horses attract tremendous numbers of flies in the summer). At about that time,
         the twentieth anniversary of Earth Day inundated all who would listen with earth issues. But the torrent of information also
         included a wave of false and misleading claims about the environmental quality of consumer products. As a would-be farmer
         who was becoming “one with the earth,” I took these affronts personally. So, I started the New Consumer Institute and the
         Conscious Consumer newsletter to inform consumers, businesses, and the media about these “gray” green areas.
      

      While others were driving their gas-guzzling luxury cars to environmental soirees, I started to “audit” my garbage to see
         what I was throwing away. I found that, other than the horse manure, it consisted of food and packaging waste. The food waste
         I could compost in my double-decker, 108-cubic-foot 
         composter. But what of the packages I bought at the supermarket? What of the companies that made the packaging? How much energy
         did it take to make the packaging? There is an endless stream of unanswered questions that relate to what we buy at the supermarket.
      

      I started the New Consumer Institute to inform people around the world about how we can help the earth and our societies through
         our actions as consumers. From Hong Kong to Norway, we're actively sharing, learning, and acting in ways that will make the
         planet habitable and productive for future generations. We have no headquarters, no board of directors, and no budget. Through
         the Conscious Consumer newsletter, we communicate environmental and social responsibility issues. This book is but one result of our probe into
         consumerism.
      

      This book is meant to enrich your knowledge base, and to encourage you to ask questions, but not to offer easy solutions.
         I'm not interested in guilt trips. With the kind of waste I create at home and in the car, I'm no paragon. I consider myself
         the emperor of guilt when it comes to waste, but I'm willing to be enlightened. I hope you are, too. Remember, Mother Earth
         is a fragile organism, we're part of her, and we must continue to learn how best to treat her.
      

   
      
            Part 1
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      IT'S NOT EASY BEING GREEN

      There's little question that after Earth Day's twentieth anniversary, being “green” attained a certain cachet. America has
         fallen in love with environmental consumerism. A Gallup survey commissioned by Advertising Age in 1990 found that nine out of ten respondents were willing to “make a special effort to buy products from companies trying
         to protect the environment.” Those polled also said they would pay more for green products and even give up convenience to
         have them in their households. As a result, according to The New York Times, some 5,700 “green” products were launched in 1989 alone.
      

      Similarly, a New York Times/CBS News poll revealed that 80 percent of those surveyed said that protecting the environment is so important that “requirements
         and standards cannot be too high, and continuing environmental improvements must be made regardless of cost.”
      

      Nearly every survey over the past three years has said virtually the same thing: Some 70 to 90 percent of Americans are willing
         to do their part for the environment. When you look at those results, it's easy to conclude that environmental awareness is
         high and that everybody wants to help the 
         planet. But when they're actually in a store, will consumers pay more for earth-friendly products (or those labeled as such)?
      

      A Roper Organization poll found that consumers would pay 6.6 percent more for such products. But as the Year of the Earth
         melted into a three-year recession, people put their pocketbooks before their environmental concerns. In 1992, the Consumer
         Network found that customers “don't understand why they should pay more for highly touted green benefits such as less packaging.”
         Also in 1992, a survey by The Wall Street Journal found that consumers may no longer be willing to spend more for green products.
      

      A survey conducted by the Hartman Group in California went even further. After conducting focus groups with consumers, they
         found that “price, quality, effectiveness, convenience and availability were the major barriers to buying green products.”
         This may explain why, of the 70 percent of those expressing environmental concern, only 50 percent said they would make green
         purchases.
      

      But if you are in the 50 percent ready and willing to buy green, it's not always so easy to decide just what the environmentally responsible
         choices are. This book is designed to help you do just that.
      

   
      
            Chapter 1

      Green Claims; Gray Areas

      In answer to consumer demands and preferences, environmental claims have been showing up on more and more supermarket products.
         Despite the deluge of “green” products, the truth often is obscured. Companies launch messages on their packages. Environmental
         groups volley with another message through their publications and through the media. Yet another set of messages comes from
         Washington and statehouses. Whose messages can we believe? Which are helping and which are hurting?
      

      For the more aggressive retailers, green marketing has become big business. For example, Loblaw's International Merchants,
         a Canadian supermarket chain with stores in New York, Michigan, and Missouri, sold $5 million worth of its green detergents,
         diapers, and other paper products. Nearly every major supermarket chain in the United States, Canada, and Europe has actively
         promoted its environmental efforts through shelf labeling, recycling programs, and private-label recycled goods.
      

      But currently, there is little reliable, objective information on precisely what all those green claims mean. Congress and
         
         a host of state governments now have laws to regulate green claims, but they are no substitute for national legislation.
      

      Government-sponsored seals of approval have sprung up in Germany, Canada, and Japan in recent years to note worthwhile green
         qualities in consumer products (recycled content, for example). Germany's Blue Angel program singled out green products that
         were rated better for the environment than similar products. Some 3,000 products have been awarded the seal over the past
         ten years. Germany even has a law that makes companies responsible for recycling the products they sell.
      

      Canada's closely watched Environmental Choice program considers the scientific “life-cycle analysis” (LCA) of products. LCA
         is a nascent science that attempts to discover how a product impacts the environment from raw materials to manufacturing,
         transportation, and disposal. This “cradle to grave” approach will be the ultimate gauge in determining whether some products
         are less harmful to the earth than others.
      

      The Federal Trade Commission (FTC) took a modest step forward in July 1992 by issuing guidelines on environmental terms widely
         abused by retailers and manufacturers. The guidelines, however, are strictly voluntary and don't carry any specific penalties
         if they're violated.
      

      You can use the following guidelines to evaluate supermarket products:

      • General environmental benefits. Unless they can be substantiated, broad environmental claims should be avoided or qualified.
      

      • Degradable, biodegradable, and photodegradable. In general, unqualified degradability claims should be substantiated by evidence that the product will completely break 
         down and return to nature. (This term has been used more cautiously after the Hefty Bag debacle.)
      

      • Compostable. Unqualified compostable claims should be substantiated by evidence that all the materials in the product will break down
         into or otherwise become part of usuable compost. (This claim was used by Procter & Gamble for a brief time in 1991 in reference
         to their disposable diapers at a time when there were fewer than ten urban composting facilities in the United States. They
         stopped the claims after regulators intervened.)
      

      • Recyclable. Claims about products with both recyclable and nonrecyclable components should be adequately qualified. Remember, if a product
         can't be recycled in your area, it's not recyclable. Putting recycling codes on products that aren't taken by most recycling
         facilities (e.g., vinyl and polypropylene) doesn't make them recyclable either.
      

      • Recycled content. Claims of recycled content should be made only for materials that have been recovered or diverted from the solid-waste stream.
         “Preconsumer” waste is not as beneficial to the elimination of solid waste as “postconsumer” waste.
      

      • Source reduction. Claims that a product or package has been reduced should be qualified. There must be some verifiable reductions of packaging,
         not comparisons to older packages of the same product.
      

      • Refillable. The claim should not be made if it is up to consumers to find ways to refill the package. Nearly anything's refillable, but
         only if your store will refill it.
      

      • Ozone safe and ozone friendly. Claims about the reduction of a product's ozone-depletion potential may be made if adequately substantiated. The Natural
         Resources Defense Council branded several products containing smog-causing 1,1,1-trichloroethane as misleading and filed a
         complaint 
         with the FTC. The NRDC claimed that more than 140 products containing the chemical made green claims. Companies cited in the
         complaint included Borden, 3M, Blair Air Products, Nationwide Industries, Kiwi Brands, Alberto-Culver, Jerome Russell Cosmetics,
         and Zipatone. These companies have since changed their claims. This chemical and fluorocarbon-related chemicals (such as hydrofluorocarbons)
         are not good for the atmosphere. Representatives of eighty-seven countries have agreed to ban these chemicals. The best products
         use spray pumps.
      

   
      
            Chapter 2

      Biodegradability: It's All a Bunch of Garbage

      If you go into a supermarket, you'll see any number of products claiming to be biodegradable or environmentally safe. The
         most popular of these are the cleaning agents. Dozens of items now claim to be biodegradable, but these claims often are not
         backed up by independent research and could be difficult to prove, since there are no official standards for biodegradability.
      

      The EPA currently has no enforceable laws that define biodegradability. According to the classic, generic definition, a biodegradable
         substance is one that, when introduced into the environment, breaks down into elements or compounds that harmlessly disintegrate.
         Using that open-ended approach, nearly anything could be considered biodegradable—including plutonium and uranium, which break
         down over tens of thousands of years.
      

      California has legislated strict standards for biodegradability and other environmental claims, but the law is tied up in
         court. Manufacturers are fighting the legislation because they think it's unfair and unrealistic. Other states are having
         similar skirmishes with industry.
      

      What biodegradability means is fairly simple: a substance 
         ultimately breaks down into carbon dioxide, “basic minerals,” and water. In other words, when something biodegrades, no man-made
         chemicals are left. Natural substances such as vinegar, baking soda, and sodium borate (borax soap) biodegrade easily. But
         with the complex chemicals that comprise most consumer products, it's one of the most difficult claims to make. Scientific
         Certification Systems has certified only a few cleaning products as biodegradable. Among them are Blue Coral household cleaner,
         Enforcer septic tank cleaner, and EarthRite cleaners. Most of the products independently certified for biodegradability are
         cleaning products, because the chemical formulations are relatively simple and water-soluble (dissolved in water). In our
         research, we were skeptical of any product not independently certified; we wanted to make sure that a third party had tested
         these products.
      

      The degradability question has even included “brown” paper-goods makers, who have aggressively labeled common items such as
         shopping bags “biodegradable.” The National Resources Defense Council, among other environmental groups, has challenged these
         claims as well. The environmentalists cite research that shows that even “natural” materials such as cellulose—the basic component
         of paper—do not degrade in dark, dry landfill, where no microbial decomposition can take place. The environmental groups say
         that labeling products degradable misleads consumers into thinking that tossing something is better for the earth than recycling
         it.
      

      Biodegradability is determined by what happens to a product when it ends up in a landfill. When you throw something away and
         your scavenger service picks it up, what happens to it? If it's nonrecyclable trash, it either gets incinerated (not popular
         in most populated areas) or gets buried in a landfill. Environmental scientists who have studied modern landfills doubt that
         much of anything can degrade in them given their 
         lack of light, water, and bacterial activity, which are the necessary elements for natural degradation. Researchers have found
         thirty-year-old hot dogs in landfills that have mummified instead of decomposed. A landmark study by Dr. William Rathje of
         the University of Arizona confirmed this. He and his fellow “archaeological” researchers actually dug through a landfill to
         prove this fact of life.
      

      Nevertheless, hundreds of marketers have labeled their products biodegradable. This prompted a group of attorneys general
         to sue Mobil (Hefty, Kordite bags) and others over their degradability claims. Since the Mobil bags (and others making the
         same claim) are largely photodegradable—that is, they are designed to break down under direct sunlight—they cannot degrade in a dark, dry landfill, environmental
         scientists claim. Moreover, what's left of the plastic polymers in the bags—if they degrade at all—poses another question:
         Is the residue toxic? While it may be years before that question is answered, that didn't stop a swarm of manufacturers from
         claiming their products were biodegradable. Today, only a handful of detergents can make that claim, because there's more
         testing to support their claims.
      

      BIODEGRADABLE DOESN'T MEAN NONTOXIC

      Claims of biodegradability often overshadow some serious health risks. For example, De-Solv-it multipurpose remover, made
         by Orange-Sol, Inc., of Gilbert, Arizona, makes a claim of being “biodegradable and non-carcinogenic.” But De-Solv-it is still
         toxic (labeled “harmful or fatal if swallowed”) and contains petroleum distillates. Although the chemicals in this product
         may eventually degrade, in its inert form, it is poisonous. The biodegradability claim does not mean it is not toxic.
      

      
      Another odious part of the biodegradability craze is that very few of the products labeled biodegradable are also truly nontoxic,
         free of irritants, nonflammable, or noncarcinogenic. These health concerns may be even more important than the biodegradability
         claims since they involve household products that can be inhaled or come in contact with the skin. Many of those chemicals
         are believed to be “friendly” because they disinfect bathrooms, clean floors, and kill roaches. When hazardous household chemicals
         are ingested (or inhaled or touched), they can cause anything from kidney damage to nervous disorders. Some of them are all
         too familiar: Oven cleaner, bleach, ammonia, and paint solvents top the list of obvious nasties. Few people realize that laundry
         detergent, wood polish, dry cleaning fluid, and window cleaner also pose risks. Inhaled fumes or direct skin contact with
         these products may cause severe irritations.
      

      All told, the list of hazardous home and garden products is extensive and intimidating. From our increased consciousness about
         hazardous chemicals we have learned that home-environment poisons and natural poisons are one and the same. The same highly
         toxic spot remover that is flushed down the drain goes into our water supply and is not degraded very well by nature—if at
         all. Bleach, or sodium hypochlorite, for example, can produce dioxins when introduced into the environment. Most petroleum-based
         products also are environmental poisons. Hence, the introduction of biodegradable household products.
      

      The core of the biodegradability issue is to make products without chemicals known to be harmful to the environment. Although
         many of these products have recycled packaging and are “cruelty free” (not tested on animals), they are not necessarily biodegradable
         or free of toxic ingredients. Environmental impact is a matter of using the earth's resources wisely.
      

   
      
            Chapter 3

      The Power of a Label

      Detailed green labeling will eventually appear on nearly everything you see in the supermarket. Because this labeling will
         allow you to “vote” with your pocketbook, you will have the power literally to force companies to clean up the way they do
         business. Just take a walk down the detergent aisle and read some labels; you'll see hundreds of examples of reduced and recycled
         packaging. If consumers hadn't wanted to see those changes, they wouldn't have been made. Profit follows the most particular
         customers. Over the past few years, customers have been particular about environmental issues. Let your supermarket chain
         and manufacturers know that you want detailed green labeling on their products. (Company telephone numbers for the supermarkets
         are in chapter 18; manufacturers' telephone numbers and addresses are in the back of the book.)
      

      In the meantime, will the government regulate green claims? We are not holding our breath. An EPA spokesperson said that the
         agency is “in the process of finding out the utility of life-cycle analysis.”
      

      We've come a long way since 1990, when some 26 percent of new products made environmental claims, but 47 percent 
         of those surveyed dismissed them as “mere gimmickry.” But it will be decades before any public or private program has enough
         research behind it to say conclusively how a whole supermarketful of green products compare in terms of total environmental
         impact. That will require years of studies on everything from forest harvesting to the amount of energy consumed by the recycling
         process.
      

      A BRIEF HISTORY OF BAD GREEN CLAIMS CAUGHT BY REGULATORS

      The FTC's guidelines are good rules of thumb for you, but for manufacturers they are loosely defined suggestions. That's because
         the guidelines are voluntary and don't carry any specific penalties if they're violated. State and federal lawmakers have
         contributed various proposals and modest laws to regulate green claims, but few proposals will do the job on a national scale.
         To show how green-claims policing has evolved, you need to follow how the states and FTC have regulated product claims one
         company at a time. Following is summary of the actions. The companies mentioned have since changed their ways.
      

      November 1992

      A group of thirty-two attorneys general settled with General Electric over GE's energy-saving claims for its Energy Choice
         incandescent light bulbs. GE was ordered to pay them $165,000 and prohibited from claiming that the bulbs “save energy, reduce
         pollution, lowers consumers energy costs or otherwise benefits the environment. …”
      

      
      July 27, 1992

      Mobil Oil settled with the FTC and seven attorneys general over unsubstantiated claims of degradability of its Hefty line.
         The company stopped making the claims, because the bags do not degrade in landfill.
      

      May 14, 1992

      RMED International, maker of Tender Care disposable diapers, settled on consent agreement with the FTC over questionable “biodegradability”
         claims of their product. (See Mobil case, above.)
      

      March 26, 1992

      American Enviro Products, makers of Bunnies disposable diapers, settled over claims that diapers “will decompose and return
         to nature within 3–5 years [in a landfill].”
      

      January 3, 1992

      First Brands, maker of Glad trash bags, agreed to consent order over dubious claims that bags will “completely break down,
         decompose and return to nature in a short period of time.”
      

      August 30, 1991

      Jerome Russell Cosmetics settled over claims that its products contained “ozone safe” chemicals. They did not.

      
      July 29, 1991

      Zipatone, makers of Spray Cement, settled charges that its product contained an “ecologically safe” substance, even though
         that chemical was a Class I (EPA) ozone-depleting substance.
      

      August 27, 1990

      The Von's Companies, a West Coast supermarket chain, settled over claims that its produce was free of pesticides.

      WHY GREEN RATINGS AREN'T EASY: THE PAPER VS. PLASTIC DEBATE

      The question here is whether plastic is less harmful to the earth than paper. The argument, however, isn't that simple. Disposability
         is but one of several factors involved. How much pollution is created by each manufacturing process? Which one uses the least
         amount of nonrenewable resources and energy? Paper, which is made from a “renewable” resource such as fast-growth pulp trees,
         is expensive to recycle, creates pollution when it's made—and recycled—and doesn't degrade in landfills any better than plastic
         does. In fact, paper is one of the principal components of landfills by volume (about one-third). It can also be argued that
         because of the way old-growth and rain forests are being mismanaged, trees are not renewable resources. If trees aren't harvested
         in a sustainable way, you can't argue that wood is a renewable resource.
      

      Conversely, the plastic used in shopping bags is easily recycled, but it doesn't degrade much, either. Although there 
         are some supermarket programs to recycle it, most of this kind of plastic ends up in landfills because most communities don't
         accept it for recycling. Markets for this plastic are young, and it poses sorting problems. It also consumes petroleum (a
         nonrenewable resource) and produces a host of toxins during the manufacturing process. Is plastic the villain, then? Scientists
         can't give you a definitive answer, because there haven't been enough studies that show exactly how much energy, raw materials,
         pollution, and other waste are by-products of each process. Some manufacturers reduce waste and pollution better than others.
         But to learn the full impact on the environment of each product we use, this kind of research must be done on a massive scale.
      

      Two private groups have emerged to become “green security” police in the area of product claims. Scientific Certification
         Systems (SCS) in Oakland, California, has already certified more than 400 products for various environmental qualities and
         is expanding its program daily. It was founded by chemist Stanley Rhodes and is active internationally in developing LCA and
         environmental issues. For years SCS has also been working to reduce pesticide residues in food (through its Nutriclean division)
         and teach farmers how to grow crops with fewer pesticides. The group has sponsored free public conferences across the country
         and sits on the International Forest Stewardship Council.
      

      Green Seal, established by Earth Day cofounder Denis Hayes (who has since left the program) in 1990, has just started its
         labeling program and hopes to become the accepted standard for green labeling. Norman Dean, president of Green Seal, said
         his group's standards were created after an extensive private and public comment period. Green Seal is using the giant insurance-industry
         testing concern Underwriters Laboratory to verify specific claims of the products 
         receiving seals. Although business leaders are allowed to sit on the Green Seal board of directors, no directors may represent
         any consumer products company. Standards set by Green Seal will be reviewed every three years. An advisory committee of scientists
         and other experts works with an Environmental Standards Council to draft final standards and monitor the program.
      

      At the time of publication, Green Seal had established thirty-five product standards and certified five products. The products
         are certified for recycled-paper content (CARE, Project Green, and AWARE bath and facial tissues) and made by Ashdun Industries
         of Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey. Green Seal certified the paper for 20 percent postconsumer waste. The group hopes to certify
         more products in the future and to begin labeling products with an Environmental Report Card in 1994.
      

      To date, SCS has been focusing its efforts on certifying various packaging and content claims. They do so by inspecting factories
         and other aspects of manufacturing. They've certified, for example, that certain garbage bags contain recycled paper or plastic
         products made from post-consumer waste (PCW)—the stuff that you and I throw out. PCW is a term you'll hear a lot more about.
         When manufacturers use PCW in packaging, they're diverting refuse from our trash bins back into packaging. This is called
         “closed loop” recycling. Preconsumer waste, on the other hand, consists of trimmings and mill waste. It's material that probably
         wouldn't go to the landfill anyway. The difference between the two types of waste is important, yet few understand the distinction.
         According to an Environmental Research Associates poll, 75 percent of Americans claimed to know the meaning of “preconsumer
         waste” (waste that doesn't come from consumers). But in fact they didn't know. That's one of 
         the things Green Seal and SCS will be monitoring in their attempts to monitor companies' claims. SCS, for example, has had
         a team of scientists testing produce for pesticide residues and moving farmers away from pesticides. Rather than set standards
         for manufacturers to meet, SCS checks plants to validate claims.
      

      SCS has also formed an alliance with industry groups, manufacturers, environmental engineers, and private institutions to
         test and certify environmental claims. It recently teamed up with the Home Center Institute and the National Retail Hardware
         Association to independently review environmental claims on a wide variety of consumer products for some 15,000 stores across
         the country. The program stresses a partnership in verifying green claims on the manufacturing and retail levels. SCS has
         done a similar service for West Coast supermarket chains.
      

      By working with retailers, SCS hopes ultimately to improve the environmental quality of merchandise and provide a standardized
         comparison-shopping guide for all certified products. The approach is similar to the Department of Agriculture program that
         provides research and information to farmers while inspecting and certifying meat and produce.
      

      The idea behind the SCS program is to allow consumers to inspect a wide range of environmental claims and be able to compare
         similar products the way you would compare two melons. SCS is developing an Environmental Report Card that will show you a
         complete environmental dossier on each product. That way, you can compare similar products for their “greenness” and what
         kind of toxins are created in the manufacturing process. For example, a can of paint with an Environmental Report Card would
         tell how much carbon dioxide and smog-producing volatile organic compounds are released into the air when you use the paint.
      

      
      LIFE-CYCLE ANALYSIS MEANS INFORMED SHOPPING

      With LCA, labels on supermarket products will tell you how much pollution the manufacturer generated in making the product,
         and the overall costs to the environment relative to an industry standard. Such labels will also indicate whether one product
         is better than another in terms of environmental impact. Will these factors affect your purchasing decisions?
      

      LCA is such a powerful information tool that the very presence of the labeling will force manufacturers to clean up their
         operations. Fortunately, this science is widely accepted internationally. More than ever, scientists will be able to tell
         “who's been naughty or nice” based on how manufacturers make something—and not simply on what they claim.
      

      In Europe, some $20 million has been spent on research into LCA. Great Britain, Switzerland, and Germany lead the pack in
         adopting LCA guidelines. Other groups eyeing LCA include the United Nations (Agenda 21), the European Economic Community,
         the International Standards Organization, and the U.S. EPA. Great Britain, for example, is using LCA to develop packaging
         guidelines. U.S.–based companies are also pursuing LCA. They include 3M, Coca-Cola, Scott Paper, Procter & Gamble, and Benckiser.
         The EPA has even issued rules on how to conduct proper LCA studies.
      

      If governments and companies are interested in LCA, it's because consumers are the driving force for this information. A survey
         by Gerstman & Meyers found that 85 percent of those polled say there is “too little environmental information” on product
         labels. Some 72 percent want better environmental 
         labeling because a scant 15 percent believe green claims.
      

      There's little debate over the credibility and scarcity of green information on products. But what exactly do we want to know
         about a product? LCA will tell us how much a single product—and our use of it—hurts the earth. Engineers will measure and
         report gallons of water used, wood consumed, fossil fuels burned, pollutants emitted, and atmosphere-warming carbon dioxide
         released. Even better, we'll know from the label how it compared to similar products in an industry. Sometimes, when two identical
         products are made by two different manufacturers, one company pollutes much more than the other. This information will affect
         your product-buying decision.
      

      For example, let's look at your refrigerator. Most older fridges are energy “hogs,” consuming as much as 25 percent of the
         electricity in your home. Generally, the older the refrigerator, the more power it consumes. This is because their motors
         run constantly to keep your food at a constant temperature. These appliances are also designed inefficiently, with the heat-producing
         (compressors) components of the fridge located at the bottom of the unit. Heat rises, of course, constantly warming up what
         you're trying to keep cool. In addition, most refrigerators contain CFC coolants in the cooling coils and the foam insulation.
         These CFCs leak out over time and devour protective ozone molecules. But that's another issue. LCA includes what consumers
         do with products. If we use things beyond their peak operating efficiencies (cars, refrigerators), they tend to use more energy
         and pollute more. LCA will address these problems as well.
      

      Let's try a comparison that LCA provides of a “standard” with a “state of the art” refrigerator bought in the Midwest. 
         The difference is dramatic. Here are some preliminary estimates prepared by SCS.
      

      
         
            	Environmental Burdens
            	Green Fridge
            	Standard Fridge
         

       
         
            	Water
            	3,527 gallons
            	6,188 gallons
         

         
            	Total energy used
            	165 mil. BTUs
            	289 mil. BTUs
         

         
            	Ozone-eating chemicals
            	0.5 lb.
            	1.5 lbs.
         

         
            	Carbon dioxide
            	48,270 lbs.
            	84,684 lbs.
         

         
            	Hazardous air pollution
            	173 lbs.
            	303 lbs.
         

         
            	Unclassified waste
            	3,132.72 lbs.
            	5,496 lbs.
         

      

      You don't need a science degree to see that a refrigerator that pollutes twice as much as another one probably is hurting
         the earth. Here's another issue that isn't even in this label: You'll pay more to use the standard model. The EPA currently
         requires manufacturers of refrigerators and other major appliances to post stickers estimating how much energy they will use
         in a year. The greenest models always use less energy. In the process, they create less pollution from the mine to the landfill.
         But keep in mind that every product uses up resources in its manufacture and use, so there's no such thing as a perfect green product.
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