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Back to School Ideas


As parents and adults help their students get ready for the up-coming school year, New York State Department of Environmental Conservation educator Debbie Jackson has a check list to guide purchases toward less waste and more recycling.  Some of the tips have links to the NYS DEC website, a source for environmental information.


In Wayne and Yates Counties, the Western Finger Lakes Authority has an educator available to come to school, scout, and community groups to talk about waste reduction and recycling.  The staff educator, Marjorie Torelli said, “Most people know the familiar words associated with the three-arrow recycling symbol.  They may just need some reminders or tips to help put the words reduce, reuse, recycle into practice.”  Ms. Torelli is also available to work with groups on an on-going basis to implement and develop recycling and composting projects.
As the familiar chant directs, to REDUCE waste, in many cases by reusing, is the first and most important choice.  Here are some examples: 

· Reuse school items left over from last year – scissors, pencils, binders, crayons, markers, etc.  (Saves money too!).

· Bring a steel or Bisphenol A (BPA)-free water bottle for drinks instead of single-use bottles.

· Reuse the backpack from last year, but if your student needs a new one, look for PVC-free backpacks.

· Use both sides of paper.

· Look for products that aren't sold with a lot of packaging, and try to think of ways to reuse the packaging that comes with what you buy, or recycle the materials if possible. 
· Pack reusable lunches – use a lunch box or canvas bag, use reusable containers for sandwiches, bring utensils, etc.  Check this website - http://www.dec.ny.gov/docs/materials_minerals_pdf/lunch.pdf
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· In your reusable lunch box, pack nutritious snacks and drinks.

· Look for bulk food items to pack in your reusable lunchbox.  Try to stay away from single serving items.

· Use rechargeable batteries in your electronics.

Next, of course, comes - RECYCLE : 

· Look for post-consumer recycled content in paper, binders, pens and pencils.  Ask the store manager if you don't see it. If the store does not carry recycled content products, suggest to them that they should.  Or search the web for products made from recycled materials

· Encourage your school to buy recycled products, i.e. copy paper, paper towels, toilet paper, tissues, etc.

· Encourage your school to institute a good recycling program or expand the recycling program. Check this website - http://www.dec.ny.gov/docs/materials_minerals_pdf/schoolhb.pdf
Included in the concept of recycling is COMPOST, nature’s very best recycler:

· Try composting your school’s food scraps and yard wastes (leaves).  Check here for more information - http://www.dec.ny.gov/docs/materials_minerals_pdf/compost.pdf
· Try vermicomposting in your classroom.   Check here - http://www.dec.ny.gov/docs/materials_minerals_pdf/rw.pdf
Along with reducing overall waste, reducing toxic waste is very important.  Some materials, like Bisphenol A (BPA), have been in the news lately as something to avoid.  Another material to avoid because of its toxic nature is vinyl.  For toxic reduction look for nontoxic pens, markers, art supplies and other supplies.  Also, look for non-vinyl lunch boxes, since vinyls may have high levels of lead in them.


Some other ideas for waste and pollution reduction include taking the bus to school, car-pooling, biking or walking.  Remember to use compact fluorescent light bulbs for you desk to save energy.  CFLs can be recycled at some home improvement stores.


For more information, check the DEC website or call or e-mail Marjorie Torelli at the Western Finger Lakes Authority, 800.724.3867 or mtorelli@co.wayne.ny.us.
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