Garbage Project studies landfill contents
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FAIRBANKS — Unce | petformed
an imdvertent expeniment on how
quickly garbage decays incold Alaska
siils. 1% o tale with outlines famaliar
o many noctherners. building  the
cabin, shopping m case-lor sales,
stashng cans beswles the tral becouse
they "re ton heavy o carry all at once,
misplacing the eache, something
huppens.

Somenmes i1y an carly smow, or g
clever bedr. In my case it was an ear-
ly rising catskinner, come 1o put in the
driveway along the trail's approximate
route, Somewhere under s new bherm
fay four two-pound cans of coffee. 5o
much for case-lot sales.

The Jowt coffee came to mind recent-
Iy because parbage has been very
much in the headlines, Some Alaska
stores are earming poimts with the en
vironmenially conscious by returming
o plain old-Tashioned hodegradeable
brown paper bags for carrying
grocerics.

There's discussion of banning or
taxing the seermingly immortal

disposable duaper. Landiills are filling
up.

Wise folk are warning that il we
don’t shape up, we'll find ourselves
lving on o verituble plastic Alasky
Hange, true mountains of trash in-
digestible 10 the micro-orgamsms and
decny processes that return ntura)
materials 10 the soil

At least one expert is bucking the
trend. William L. Rathje, an ar-
chaeologist ot the University of
Arizona, has been involved with
something called the Ciarbage Project
since the carly 19705,

Muany archacologists are deeply -
o garhage, often disguised by clean-
sounding techmical terms like ““kitchen
midden,”” but usually they deal with
fur older material thun Rathje and his
students consider. As he reports ina
recent article in the Atlantic Monthly,
the Gorbage Project looks a1t U.S.
landfill contents and (rash Fresh from
the can.

If i's a Tair way (o study eurlier
civilizations, it's a (pir way o study
currenl ones. Yet almost as o
byproduct of the project, Rathje has

hecome knowledgeable on what 1ills

up o rmoddern ass middens, He says
the conventional wisdom is wrong.

Plastic™ It makes up about § percent
of landfill contents by weight, 12 per-
cent by volume. Foam, the favorite of
fiast-food packagers and a favorite
target of those tt"rnlimgl for a trush-free
society | makes up i thied of | percem
of landfill volume,

Ot oof eight tons of waste that the
Ciarboge Project exhumed [rom seven
landfills — in Arzona, Californis and
Hlinois — the workers found less than
16 pounds of fast-food packaging
material. And less than | percent of
the excavated trash, by weight, was
disposable dinpers.

The real culprii twmed oul 10 be
paper. Rathje's siudies have shown
that 40 1o SO peecent of everything we
throw away, by weight and by
volume, is paper. Though laboratory
work with old newspapers can
hiodegrade yesterday’s headlines in-
to an amorphous gray slime by nexi
momth, laboratory conditions do nol
prevail in landfills.

One Garbage Project trophy s a
perfecily readable 1952 pewspuper
dug up m 1989

Which brings me back to the buried
coffee. Twenmty yenrs after the
bulldozer blade interred the cans, the
roots of n falling spruce tree lifted
them into the light again. All the cans
hisd been damaged during burial; some
were creased with track and blade
marks and one had a stone imbedded
in i Rust had further pocked and
holed the cans.

The coffee itsell — tha
biodegradable naumeral product, already
ground into small, decayuble particles
— looked fine. As an experiment, |
tossed some inlo boiling water. Tt
smelled like morning.

Yet I wasn't scientist enough to
drink the stuff. It looked all right, and
it smelled all right. But still. . .So
cautiously, | threw it sway. May i
hf'mEI SOMme E:;r o an archaeologis
working in the old Fairbanks landfill
in, say, 2000 It will probably still be
there.



