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Springfield, VA– Recently I mentioned the 1967 movie, The Graduate, to a friend and she immediately exclaimed, “Plastics!”   Forget the story line about the young college graduate (Dustin Hoffman) returning to California and being seduced by an older woman (Ann Bancroft).  What has stuck from the movie in most minds is the scene in which a businessman, Mr. McGuire, pulls the youngster aside to give him advice for the future:   “I just want to say one word to you....just one word, ‘Plastics!’  There’s a great future in plastics.”
Fifty years later McGuire’s words have certainly come to fruition.   Many, if not most, of the items that you have in your sight at this moment contains some form of plastic.   Those COVID-19 vaccinations are possible because of a needle surrounded by plastic.  Your milk cartons, the computer on which I am typing and you are reading these words, cars, most items in your kitchen, your toothbrush (manual or electric)....we are engulfed in this material.  
The first synthetic plastics (natural rubber is technically a plastic) were products of cellulose, which is found in trees and plants.  It was treated with various chemicals to make the initial plastic products.  Most plastics are now made from hydrocarbons derived from natural gas, coal, and oil.  Without delving deeply into the chemistry involved, plastics are simply man-made chains of molecules strung together.  These are called polymers - this is why many plastics begin with “poly” (e.g., polyester, polypropylene).  The attraction of plastics is that they are inexpensive, lightweight, yet strong, and can be easily molded into endless shapes and products.
In spite of the enormously significant contribution to human society, plastics are now under attack from many quarters.  Because plastics do not decompose easily or quickly, we now find residue everywhere, including in the oceans, alongside highways, clogging sewer systems, in trees, and even in fish which eat plastic micro-particles thinking that it is food.  Humans are not exempt - plastic fibers are often in most foods that we eat, and have even been detected in beer!  I even saw plastic waste at high altitudes of Mount Kilimanjaro where previous hikers had the gall to toss used plastic bottles.  This litter problem is considerable if only because there are now over 350 million tons of plastic produced every year, a large proportion coming from China (basically twice as much as the U.S., the next largest producer).  Since that “Graduate” movie, it is estimated that over 8 billion tons of this non-natural material has joined us here on Earth.  In spite of government (and private) efforts to encourage the recycling of plastic products, nearly 60% end up in landfills.  Sadly, over 3% find their way to the oceans.   Researchers have found that the current greatest offenders in terms of mis-managed plastic waste are not high-income, or low-income countries, but mid-income nations, such as Sri Lanka and Malaysia.  I still have vivid memories of huge piles of plastic debris alongside roads in Peru.  These countries have sufficient money to obtain the plastic products, but not enough to develop the expensive recycling facilities.  Even more challenging is the fact that some forms of plastic (e.g., polystyrene) are non-recyclable and that recycling plants are generally not economically self-sustaining.
The convenience provided by plastic products came home to me when our county government recently outlawed the use of plastic bags to collect yard waste (leaves, grass clippings, small branches).  Instead, we have been mandated to use paper bags which are far more expensive, do not hold as much, and are more unwieldy to use.  It is unclear where this yard waste ends up after collection, but I am assuming that it ultimately reaches the incinerator at the local landfill where it is burned with all other household waste.   There is also the option of placing yard waste into a reusable container (usually a plastic trash can!) which will be emptied by the collectors.  My suspicion is that this new policy is far more virtue signaling by our politicians than an effective way to reduce plastic contamination.  
In the cosmic scope of life as we know it, plastic is going to continue to be an integral part of the human condition if only because, in most cases, there is currently no viable substitute.  If there is a remake of The Graduate, “Plastics” would still appear to be  rather solid advice.
 I thought you might like to know.
E-R

