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10 Ways to Reduce Trash 

 

 

It's a trashy world out there.  

Did you know the average American makes 4.4 pounds1 (2 kg) of trash per day? That's 29 pounds (13 kg) 

per week and 1,600 pounds (726 kg) per year. 2 

Not sure about you, but I'm not comfortable with that kind of commitment.  

If you're ready to break free from trash and embrace a zero waste life, you're in the right place. 

Welcome to 10 Ways to Reduce Trash.  

Also, if you have any questions or comments, feel free to reach out to me: ariana@greenify-me.com. 

 

 

 

 
1 https://archive.epa.gov/epawaste/nonhaz/municipal/web/html/ 
2 http://www.wisegeek.org/how-much-garbage-does-a-person-create-in-one-year.htm 

ariana@greenify-me.com
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1. Replace plastic straws with reusable or compostable ones 

One of the biggest sources of trash on this planet definitely comes from straws. In fact, Americans use 

500 million drinking straws every day.3  

Think about that for a moment. That's 182,500,000,000 straws a year! That many straws could fill over 

125 school buses with straws every day, 46,400 school buses per year.  

And that's just straws! Talk about mind blown, am I right? We haven't even gotten to the other forms of 

waste yet. 

The sad part is, so many people are ignorant to this problem (or convince themselves they don't care). 

Chances are, if they could stand in a pile of all the straws they've ever thrown out, they'd be 

overwhelmed.  

So, how can you help? Simple: Refuse the straw.  Make the pledge to stop sucking.  

Here are a few tips to do exactly that: 

• Invest in reusable straws, or compostable paper straws. Reusable straws made from stainless 

steel, glass or bamboo are perfect. I personally have one of each and carry mine in a straw 

sleeve. I simply wash the straw off when I get home and slip it back into the StrawSleeve. Done. 

• If you have a big party or event coming up, you might want to think about getting paper straws 

in bulk. These are easy to compost and, unlike plastic straws, will at least break down if they do 

end up in the environment.  

• Every time you go out, say "no straw, please" while ordering your drink.  

• Reach out to businesses and restaurants you see using plastic straws and inform them of the 

reasons why they should switch to more sustainable options. Share with them environmental 

facts, but also explain how buying reusable straws will save them money in the long run. 

Businesses are always looking for new ways to make a profit, so why not one that helps the 

environment simultaneously? 

 

 

 

  

 
3 http://www.ecocycle.org/bestrawfree/faqs 

https://amzn.to/2B2R5ql
https://amzn.to/2B2R5ql
https://amzn.to/35l2K1I
https://amzn.to/2MsIlzd
https://amzn.to/35gPprf
https://amzn.to/35gPprf
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2.  Replace paper towels and napkins with reusables 

Do you use paper towels and paper napkins? If you said yes, then you're not the only one: In America 

alone, we currently use more than 13 billion pounds of paper towels each year. That doesn't account 

for paper napkins: If just 50 percent of America used 3 paper napkins a day, that would total 

450,000,000 napkins for 1 day.4 

As bad as all that sounds, there's also the problem with the resources wasted making these single-use 

disposables. As many as 51,000 trees per day5 are required to replace the number of paper towels 

discarded every day. And, in order to make paper napkins, 0.07 gallons of water is required to produce 

just one 0.08-ounce paper napkin. That would mean it would take 31,500,000 gallons of water to make 

the paper napkins used on a daily basis. 

Pretty bad, right? Thankfully, there's a lot you can do. 

 

Here are a few tips to help: 

• Replace paper towels with "un-paper towels". Essentially, these are just reusable towels 

snapped together you can place on your ordinary paper towel holder. They're completely 

washable and come in many different colors and patterns. You can buy these online (Etsy sells a 

bunch of them) or make your own if you're good at crafts.  

• Use hand towels instead of paper towels in the kitchen. These can be found easily in places like 

Home Goods, Bed Bath and Beyond, Walmart, etc. I've even found organic cotton dish towels at 

Trader Joes (I do recommend buying organic cotton or linen hand towels if you can). You can use 

these over and over again to wipe dishes and cutlery or dry your hands. I recommend buying at 

least 5 to 7 hand towels so you always have a clean towel fresh and ready to go. 

• Buy or make reusable napkins for your family. You can DIY your own napkins (without sewing) 

by getting some organic linen fabric, cutting it into squares, fraying the edges, and putting it in 

the wash to soften them. 

• If you must buy napkins and paper towels, there is some good news: You can compost both 

after you're done using them. At the least, this prevents them from ending up in a landfill or the 

environment. 

 

  

 
4 https://greengroundswell.com/paper-vs-cloth-table-napkins-which-are-greener/2012/09/05/ 
5 https://www.norwexmovement.com/9-reasons-pass-paper/ 

https://amzn.to/32dE4pS
https://amzn.to/2ATglj1
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3. Replace plastic water bottles with glass/stainless steel ones  

Did you know 1,500 water bottles6 are consumed per second? Think about all the waste that creates 

(especially since only 9 percent of plastic is recycled).7  

Water bottles are also hazardous to human health. According to a 2008 investigation by the nonprofit 

Environmental Working Group (EWG)8, some bottled water is sullied with untested industrial chemicals 

and may not necessarily be cleaner than tap water.  

Also, the plastic used in single-use bottles are mainly made up on #1 plastic (polyethylene terephthalate 

– PET or PETE). While this is an initially safe plastic, the more it gets reused (as they commonly are), the 

more likely the plastic leaches chemicals such as DEHA (a possible human carcinogen) and benzyl buyl 

phthalate (BBP), a potential hormone disruptor.9 Not sure about you, but that doesn't sound too good 

to me.   

Here's what you can do: 

• Ditch plastic water bottles altogether and get a reusable water bottle made of glass or stainless 

steel. There are a lot of brands out there worth looking into: I personally recommend S'well, 

Klean Kanteen and bkr water bottles. If you prefer stainless steel, go with S'well or Klean 

Kanteen. Bkr water bottles are glass but come with a silicone sleeve. I have a S'well water bottle 

and I love mine. 

• If you want to drink filtered water, I recommend investing in charcoal water filters. Not only do 

they work at purifying your water, but they're compostable at the end of their life. I like to add 

them directly into my plant's soil when I'm done with each stick. They add nutrients to the soil 

and break down. 

• If you must use plastic water bottles, or want to slowly phase them out of your life, make sure to 

recycle them properly. Research your state's recycling laws and make sure you're following 

them correctly. 

• If you want to take things even further, invest in a glass water pitcher. That way you can fill it up 

with tap water and filter it using bamboo charcoal.   

 

  

 
6 https://www.treehugger.com/clean-water/the-us-consumes-1500-plastic-water-bottles-every-second-a-fact-by-
watershed.html 
7 https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2017/07/170719140939.htm 
8 https://www.ewg.org/research/bottled-water-quality-investigation#.WwRnQkgvzIU 
9 https://www.annualreviews.org/doi/full/10.1146/annurev.publhealth.012809.103714 

https://amzn.to/30WFkwd
https://amzn.to/35nbIeO
https://amzn.to/35nbIeO
https://amzn.to/2VoVOwa
https://amzn.to/323c2xh
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4.  Switch to sustainably packaged, natural skin care + makeup 

Did you know the average woman in America uses 12 products daily on their body?10 Considering most 

products for beauty and hygiene are packaged in plastic, that's a lot of plastic waste per person.  

But can't you just recycle makeup or skin care products? Well, maybe. It depends on a few factors, such 

as where you live and what material your product is made from. For example, every state has different 

recycling policies, so something recyclable in Texas might not be recyclable in New York City. Also, lets 

be real: How many people actually recycle old makeup containers instead of just dumping them in the 

garbage? 

Even if you do recycle makeup containers, there's always a chance your local recycling facility won't 

accept them. The reason? Most makeup containers are made from less common recyclable plastics 

and don't have a resin number. A resin number is usually located on the bottom of a plastic product to 

determine what kind of plastic it is.  

To make matters worse, most conventional makeup and skin care products are filled with 

questionable ingredients. These ingredients are bad for your health and the environment. Disposal of 

cosmetics is now the primary cause for contamination of fresh and ocean waters in industrialized 

nations. Water treatment plants are unable to break down the majority of toxins found in cosmetics and 

skin care products.  

That's why it's best to switch over to sustainably packaged, natural skin care and makeup products. 

Here are a few tips to help you out: 

• Buy natural, organic cosmetics and skin care products. Read the ingredients label thoroughly 

and research any ingredients you feel sketchy about. Try to avoid brands that use too much 

plastic packaging too: Etsy has a lot of great, all-natural, plastic-free brands to choose from. 

Anything packaged in glass, metal, cardboard, or paper is best! Here are my favorite zero waste 

makeup brands. 

• DIY your own makeup and skin care products and put them in reusable, easy to recycle 

containers such as glass or metal. 

• If you do happen to find a green beauty brand you love that's not entirely plastic-free, look for a 

way to recycle or reuse the packaging. Check your state's laws regarding how to recycle 

cosmetics and personal care products packaged in plastic. If you can easily recycle them, great! 

Make sure you clean them out thoroughly before doing so. If not, find a local drop-off center 

that will recycle the makeup containers for you. Origins accepts nearly any makeup brand 

containers, so try to find an Origins store near you. If you can't find a take-back program, see if 

the brand you like to use has a mail-in program where you can mail the cosmetic containers 

back to them. If none of these options apply to you, find a way to reuse them in DIYs – get 

creative and keep it out of the landfill for as long as possible! 

 

 

 

 
10 http://www.ewg.org/skindeep/2004/06/15/exposures-add-up-survey-results/#.WwRqiUgvzIV 

http://www.greenify-me.com/2019/08/5-zero-waste-makeup-brands.html
http://www.greenify-me.com/2019/08/5-zero-waste-makeup-brands.html
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5.  Say no to junk mail and save paper 
 

Junk mail is such a waste of paper. I mean that literally: 5.6 million tons of catalogs and other direct 

mail advertisements end up in the US landfills annually11. Worse yet, 44 percent of junk mail is thrown 

away unopened, but only half (22 percent) that much junk mail is recycled.  

 

The average American household received 848 pieces of junk mail per household, which is basically 

equal to 1.5 trees every year. That's more than 100 million trees for all American households combined. 

Those poor trees! 

 

If those numbers trouble you, and you're sick of junk mail, then you're in luck.  

 

Here are a few tips to prevent and stop junk mail in its tracks: 

 

• Most junk mail books, newsletters and coupons have a way to unsubscribe via their website. 

Just check on the physical mail and you should find a website to visit. You can also call the 

number and tell them to add your address to a no-send site. 

• Try not to give out your address or zip code too much, if you can help it. If you can leave the 

address blank on a form, do so. This will help make it much harder for retailers to get their 

hands on your information. 

• If you decide to make a charitable donation, immediately send the organization a note via email 

asking them to make sure your name doesn't go on their print mailing list or sent to other 

organizations either. 

• Sign up for a free account at Catalog Choice. They're a non-profit working to end junk mail: You 

can set up a profile with the address you'd like to remove and then search for catalogs and 

companies whose mail you'd like to stop receiving. Catalog Choice sends an automatic note to 

the company on your behalf asking that you be taken off the list! 

• Consider switching to paperless billing to cut down on all mailbox clutter. 

 

  

 
11 http://www.law.nyu.edu/about/sustainability/whatyoucando/junkmail 
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6. Ditch plastic cups and get an insulated travel mug 

 

Do you like buying coffee on the go? How about a hot cup of tea? No matter what beverages you 

enjoy while out and about, chances are it's packaged in plastic.  

 

Even paper to-go cups aren't necessarily safe: Most of them are lined with plastic. This prevents 

them from being easy to recycle or compost. In fact, Starbucks alone goes through 4 billion to-go 

cups annually12, and most of them end up in the landfill. That's because these single use items are 

lined with plastic. Even in someone's home you're not necessarily safe: At parties or family 

gatherings, plastic cups can pop up like weeds. Especially if it's a big party and the host doesn't feel 

like doing the dishes (which is understandable). That said, for occasions like that, it's good to come 

prepared. Having an insulated travel mug will ensure you're ready for any situation: You can just 

keep it in your bag and use it for cold or hot drinks. It'll keep your drink cold or hot for hours (much 

longer than plastic cups ever will, trust me). 

 

Here are a few tips on ditching plastic cups: 

 

• First and foremost, find an insulated travel mug you like. You can find some online (Etsy and Life 

Without Plastic are good places to look) or search around for one you like in stores. I found mine 

at a store in my local mall: It's stainless steel, but the outside has colorful little pineapples all 

over it and it says "Live a pineapple life: Stand tall, wear a crown, and be sweet on the inside." 

So cute. My recommendation? Find one with a design you love, and go for stainless steel or 

ceramic mugs. 

• Once you find the perfect travel mug, take it with you everywhere by putting it in your bag or 

car. I leave mine in my bag all the time (unless it's dirty, then I wash it). This way, when you're 

out and about, you can just grab it and bring it with you no matter where you go.  

• Place drink orders and ask the barista to put the beverage in your to-go mug. No one should give 

you a problem, especially if you ask nicely and with a smile. No one has ever told me "no" or 

been mean to me. The most you'll get is a confused look. If you do, use this as an excuse to talk 

about how you're trying to avoid single-use plastic, or how you practice a zero waste lifestyle. 

It's a great way to spread awareness! 

• You can get hot or cold beverages in your to go cup. I particularly love getting iced tea in the 

summer, warm chai tea in the winter. It will keep your beverage cold or hot for longer durations 

of time that plastic just cannot compete with. 

• You can also use your to-go mug at family gatherings: If you see everyone using single-use 

plastic cups, whip out your travel mug and use that instead. If this makes you uncomfortable, 

ask the host if you could use a reusable cup instead and offer to clean it when you're done with 

it (and keep your word).  

  

 
12 https://www.ecowatch.com/4-billion-starbucks-to-go-cups-thrown-away-each-year-recyclable-cup-
1935687814.html 

https://amzn.to/2Vqvpy3
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7. Avoid plastic cutlery and use stainless steel/ bamboo utensils 
 

Did you know the vast majority of plastic cutlery cannot be recycled?13 That's because most plastic 

utensils are made from a type of plastic known as polystyrene1 (which is a form of Styrofoam). As you 

may already know, this plastic is very hard to recycle so most facilities don't offer Styrofoam recycling.  

 

That means, if you toss plastic cutlery in a recycling bin, chances are it will just be sorted out of the 

recycling facility and head to a landfill. 

 

As you can imagine, this creates a lot of waste. Unfortunately, many restaurants and businesses around 

the world still use plastic cutlery (every time I go to my local mall's food court I see it everywhere). 

 

Here are a few tips for avoiding plastic cutlery: 

 

• At breakfast, lunch and dinner vow to use reusable utensils you already own. More than likely 

you already have a set of reusable stainless steel forks, knifes and spoons in your home. 

• If you eat out a lot, consider investing in a utensil pouch that can hold reusable cutlery on the 

go. Some people don't like the weight of metal cutlery on the go, so you can use bamboo 

utensils if that makes you (and your bag) happier. If you don't want to purchase a multi utensil 

pack, you can either sew one yourself, or simply wrap your utensils in a cloth napkin for safe 

keeping. 

• If you somehow wind up with plastic cutlery, hold on to it and use it as many times as you can 

before disposing of it. Also, check and see what your state's laws are regarding recycling: You 

might be able to recycle it after all, depending on what you find out. 

 

  

 
13 http://vivbizclub.com/2010/08/20/plastic-cutlery/ 

https://amzn.to/3147WDU
https://amzn.to/2OA0uOc
https://amzn.to/2OA0uOc
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8. Reduce packaging waste with your online orders 
 

Ordering packages online can be quite wasteful. When you order clothes, makeup, or other items 

online they usually come in carboard boxes filled with bubble wrap, Styrofoam peanuts, and other 

hard to recycle shipping packaging.  

 

Here's how to ensure your package comes with minimal waste: 

 

• At the bottom of every online purchase, there's usually a place for notes to the seller. This is the 

area you should write your request for plastic-free shipping: Just ask for paper tape, a cardboard 

box and brown paper (instead of plastic film/bubble wrap) with an emphasis on no plastic. 

Usually, the company will be happy to accommodate you. If you're purchasing through amazon, 

you can also utilize their frustration free packaging service to help you reduce as much 

packaging waste as possible. 

• Once you get your plastic-free order, here are a few zero waste ways to use the packaging: 

- Brown paper: Compost it, recycle it, use it for gift wrap, cut it up and draw/write on it or use it to 

ship another package. 

- Box: Recycle it, ship something else in it or give it to someone who will reuse it. 

• If you wind up getting stuck with some plastic film wrap after all, don't fret. There might be a 

local store near you that recycles and collects plastic film. Usually the curbside collection will not 

accept it, but most grocery stores have a spot in the front where you can recycle plastic film 

(and plastic bags, for that matter). Check and see if there's a plastic film recycling program near 

you and bring it in. 

• If your online shipment comes with a bunch of plastic, despite your wishes, save it and bring it 

to a UPS store or other shipping location. They'll take plastic shipping materials like Styrofoam 

peanuts and bubble wrap off your hands and reuse them. This way, at least they won't have to 

buy new plastic shipping materials (which is a further waste of resources). You save them a buck 

and help out the planet a little more.  

  

https://amzn.to/2IJN6BC
http://www.plasticfilmrecycling.org/
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9.  Avoid food wrapped in single-use packaging 
 

Lots of the food sold at grocery stores comes in plastic bags, plastic film – plastic everything. Every 

time I go to the supermarket I'm bombarded by individually wrapped cucumbers and lettuce in 

plastic bags. It doesn't stop at food either – items like disposable razors (already made from plastic) 

are also packaged in disposable plastic bags. The waste is just insufferable.  

 

Did you know containers and packaging alone contribute over 23 percent of the materials 

landfilled in America?14 Some of those discarded materials are food-related containers and 

packaging. This sort of waste is often found frequently littering beaches and other waterways. Fish, 

birds and other wildlife can be harmed by ingesting plastic debris from packaging.  

 

 Here's how to reduce the amount of food packaging waste out there: 

 

• Go for fresh produce that's package free. Most grocery stores sell produce pretty much naked 

(aside from rubber bands, but those can be reused, and produce stickers, which can't). Invest in 

some reusable produce bags to put your fresh produce in, instead of the single use plastic bags 

you have to rip off the roll. Find out if you have a farmers market near you – they don't put any 

produce stickers on their food and are generally more accepting of produce bags. 

• If your favorite snacks or foods come in single-use plastic, consider finding a sustainable 

solution. For example, instead of buying nuts in single-use plastic bags, locate your local bulk 

store and fill up a mason jar with their bulk nuts. Or, if something pre-prepared comes in plastic 

packaging (like salad, kimchi, chips), learn how to make it yourself from scratch instead. Be 

innovative and creative!  

• Invest in a nice reusable tote bag you can take with you grocery shopping. If you plan on 

avoiding food packaged in plastic, you might as well go all the way. I recommend getting at least 

two big tote bags. You can stash these in your car if you're afraid you'll forget them when you go 

to the grocery store. Or, you can leave them in a kitchen drawer that's roomy enough. When 

you're done putting all your produce into the produce bags, you can just load them up into the 

tote bags for the trip home. No plastic bags needed! 

• Another way to avoid food packaging waste is by packaging your lunches more sustainably. 

Instead of putting your sandwich in a plastic zip lock bag, buy a metal tiffin or a glassware 

container with snap-on lids. Opt for a reusable lunch bag instead of a brown paper bag (or 

worse, a plastic one). Bring a reusable water bottle with you instead of a plastic disposable one. 

Carry reusable cutlery in your bag, wrapped in a reusable cloth napkin. All these things add up 

and help out the planet. 

• Store food leftovers in beeswax wraps, or cover them with cotton bowl covers. You don't need 

plastic wrap or aluminum foil to get the job done. You can also store leftovers in glass jars, 

glassware, or metal tiffins. 

 

  

 
14 https://archive.epa.gov/region9/organics/web/pdf/reducing_wasted_food_pkg_tool.pdf 

https://amzn.to/2B0HNes
https://amzn.to/2LZJCyC
https://amzn.to/33g9BaR
https://amzn.to/2KJtVbs
https://amzn.to/2KJtVbs
https://amzn.to/35k9XPz
https://amzn.to/30VX9M0
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10.  Divert food waste by composting 
 

One of the best things you can do for the environment is learning how to compost. When food is 

thrown into the garbage, it's sent straight to a landfill where it will not decompose the right way, 

thus producing methane (and other greenhouse gases). Methane gas is 84 percent more potent 

than carbon dioxide.15 That's why it's so important to cut back on methane gas emissions: 

Composting can help do exactly that! 

 

Here's how you can compost at home: 

 

• Start by knowing what to compost and what not to compost. Some example of what you can 

compost are food scraps (egg shells, nut shells, ends of fruits and veggies, etc.), coffee grounds, 

hair, paper (paper napkins and towels), dust, etc. These are all biodegradable. 

• Next, decide how you'd like to compost by determining how much space you have to do it. I live 

in an apartment with my folks, so worm composting is definitely out. Instead, we collect all our 

food scraps and keep them in a compost pail. The compost pail is made from stainless steel and 

comes with a charcoal filter that blocks out odors. We never have any problems with bugs 

either, as the pail's cover keeps them out. It also has a little handle, making it easy to carry 

about. At the end of the week, we take our compost pail to the farmers market and dump it out 

there. They use it to make compost and sometimes give out free compost in exchange. 

• That said, you can compost directly in your apartment if you really want to. Just get a large 

plastic or ceramic container at your local department store. Poke holes in the lid and base of 

your container (if it's plastic) and place a tray beneath it to catch any drainage. Cut up some 

strips of old newspaper and soak them in water. Use half of the strips to coat the bottom of the 

bin. Pour soil over the paper and drop in worms: The bin should be one square foot for every 

pound of worms you add. Now, add in your scraps. As mentioned earlier, fruit and vegetable 

scraps work well, along with egg shells, paper, coffee, tea leaves, paper, etc. Do not add any 

plastic, animal waste, meat, dairy or bones. Each time you add scraps to your compost pile, 

cover it with more soaked paper strips. Once your bin is full and the contents have decomposed, 

you can use the soil for gardening, or give a bag of the soil to someone who does garden. 

• If you have a home with backyard space, consider investing in a composter you can keep 

outside. The Jora JK400 Composter has dual chambers which speeds up the composting process 

and allows you to keep adding new materials to one compartment while the other matures. It 

converts kitchen waste to compost in as little as two weeks and has a volume of up to 106 

gallons. This is perfect for large families, schools, or restaurants who produce a lot of food 

waste.  It's got a rodent proof design, seals away odors and is fully pest resistant so you don't 

have to worry about it attracting any animals to your yard. The best part is it's easy to rotate: 

You simply turn it by hand after adding waste. This adds air to the mixture, providing oxygen 

vital to microbial activity, speeding up the composting process. You can add raw and cooked 

food scraps (including fish and meat) to this composter because it's designed to keep away 

pests. Even adding light pet waste (from a rabbit or hamster) is okay.  

 
15 https://www.edf.org/methane-other-important-greenhouse-gas 

https://amzn.to/2Vrr4ut
https://amzn.to/2MqAW3n

