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INTRODUCTION

Mayhem in Mesopotamia

A Strange Arrival

He who possesses many things is constantly on guard.

— ancient Sumerian proverb1

ON A CHILLY evening in late 2016, a few miles from the Turkish city of Adana, a Kurdish farmer named İzzettin Akman was sitting on the second-floor balcony of his concrete ranch house when a white construction truck backed up to the edge of his citrus groves, paused, then dumped a great load of trash along the roadside. Before he pulled away, the truck’s driver set a paper bag on fire and tossed it atop the garbage, triggering an outpouring of flames blacker than the night sky into which they ascended. “Ji dil?” Akman leapt up, put on his sandals, and sprinted out along his dirt driveway toward the crackling trash pile fuming several hundred feet in the distance. “Seriously?”

The trash, by the time İzzettin Akman got to it, was a hissing mass of fire; plastic is less flammable than wood or paper but burns more intensely, with a higher heat of combustion, and is at least as capable of getting swept up in a gust of wind and setting some fifty acres and six-thousand-odd orange and lemon trees alight. “Kurê qahpê!” Akman wheeled around, ran back home, located a bucket, then rushed back to the conflagration, which he began dousing with water lifted out of a stream running along the edge of the road. “Son of a bitch!”

Akman kept pouring. After about an hour, the flames started to dampen, then die, revealing with their retreat a bed of thousands of half-incinerated fragments of garbage, not unlike the way the topsoil of nearby Adana gets brushed away by archaeologists to reveal underlying tiles of ancient mosaics. Akman knelt down — disaster averted! — to examine the strange, unsolicited new arrival to his farm, turning over slices of candy wrappers and makeup containers with his fingers, before being struck by something peculiar. The writing on the packaging wasn’t Kurdish. It wasn’t Turkish either. Akman kept clawing through the still-scalding plastic, now looking for price labels to be sure. He found several. They were not in Turkish liras. They were in euros and pounds.

For decades, İzzettin Akman — a slim, middle-aged man with a face peppered by scraggly red-brown stubble — had, like generations of Akmans before him, made his living harvesting oranges and lemons and exporting them to Europe. Now Europe appeared to be sending its trash in the opposite direction, to the very cusp of his groves, where Akman couldn’t help but be bemused by the occasional charred carton of juice jutting out of the pile.

“That might have been made with my oranges,” he told me as we walked the edge of his farm, where, six years after its unceremonious dumping, the heap of garbage — a lumpy mound of ash-cum-plastic that resembled an unmarked grave coated with filthy confetti — still abutted acres of redolent trees.2

A month or so after the trash was dumped beside Akman’s property, something more bizarre happened. For the first time in more than thirty years of farming, the leaves of scores of his citrus trees started turning yellow. Then their oranges and lemons began dropping to the ground. A year later, by which time Akman’s losses had brought his family to the brink of serious financial trouble, the trees bore no fruit at all. It turned out that a truckload of garbage set alight along the side of a citrus farm, even if it burns for just an hour, can be the catalyst of much longer-term damage, the environmental equivalent of a delayed-fuse bomb. The smoke that continued to waft from the trash pile after its extinguishing hadn’t just streaked across the sky for an evening; it had killed off parts of the bee population that helps citrus trees pollinate. And the innumerable pieces of half-melted plastic that had washed into the creek that provides water for Akman’s irrigation system hadn’t merely floated away to some distant place downstream; they had broken down into billions of microplastics and contaminants that circulated toward his groves, before eventually getting sucked up into the trees themselves, crowding their roots like particles of fat in human arteries.

İzzettin Akman’s farmhouse sits just west of Adana, on the outskirts of the bare agricultural village of Küçükçıldırım, two hours’ drive from the Syrian border, in a lush plain across which snowmelt from the Taurus Mountains to the north trickles out toward the Mediterranean Sea shimmering to the south. It’s a stunning landscape; the roads really do smell of fresh oranges, the rocky outcrops are ringed with medieval monasteries and ancient fortresses, and the fertility has been legendary since — literally — as long as anyone can remember. For good reason, it was here, of all possible places on Earth, that humanity likely first made the shift from so many tens of thousands of years of a wandering, hunting existence to a settled, agricultural one. A hundred miles east of Akman’s farm sits the mysterious Neolithic mound of Göbekli Tepe, perhaps a sacred monument to that transition. And to the south of it unfurls the riverine lands that once constituted Mesopotamia, where writing was first invented, stars were first mapped, mathematics was first attempted, and civilization itself was first endeavored.

[image: Map of the area around the Syria–Turkey border, with the Taurus Mountains to the north and the Mediterranean Sea to the south. In the bottom left, a small inset shows a wider view of Greece, Turkey, Georgia, and Syria. Cities like Mersin, Adana, İskenderun and Küçükçıldırım are also shown.]

By the time I met Akman, his orange and lemon trees had begun to recover. But the land around Adana had not. The several tons of trash that had been dumped along the edge of his farm, it turned out, was no one-off. It was the vanguard of something larger, more organized, and more insane to come.

In the summer of 2017, Turkey’s First Lady emerged on a stage in the capital of Ankara and announced a grand new plan for Akman’s nation. Over the next fifteen years, Emine Erdoğan proclaimed, Turkey would be turning itself into a “zero waste” country. Sure, other countries began their pivots to a green future by slashing fuel emissions or constructing wind farms or taxing carbon outputs. But Turkey’s transition, Emine Erdoğan explained, would begin elsewhere. It would begin within the homes of eighty-five million Turkish citizens.

Turks would be eliminating their trash.

True enough, their country’s recent track record of discarding garbage had been dreadful. Over the previous generation, Turkey had become as addicted to plastic as any other place on Earth. Its network of public fountains — a tradition dating back half a millennium to the Ottoman sultans who aspired to adorn every community of their domain with marble sebils, “kiosks” of free-flowing water — had stood no chance against the unrelenting convenience of a water bottle made of polyethylene terephthalate, or PET, introduced to Turkey in 1984 and which, by the early 2000s, Turks were purchasing in the tens of millions every day. Street bazaars that sold fruits and nuts to shoppers bearing cotton sacks had given way to supermarkets that inserted every conceivable purchase into a low-density polyethylene bag — those plastic bags that are so flimsy you can see through them — which by 2010 Turks were discarding at a thirty-five billion annual clip.3 More than 90 percent of all of this plastic was ending up in landfills, the countryside, or the sea, a travesty captured in real time in Fatih Akin’s Garbage in the Garden of Eden, in which the acclaimed Turkish German filmmaker, returning after a long absence to his grandparents’ picturesque tea-growing village in the mountains above the Black Sea, chronicles a plan to convert its outskirts into an open-air dumpsite. No one in the village wanted the landfill; the authorities schemed behind their backs and zoned it anyway; the result is the entirely foreseeable problem of plastic sloshing down into town, leading Akin to a grim — albeit self-evident — conclusion: “Trash is the global excrement of our society.” 4

That Turkey, assured First Lady Erdoğan, would soon be just another sour memory in the long history of Anatolian tragedies. Her campaign would effect a “clean Turkey” through a state-sponsored campaign that would “prevent uncontrolled waste” by collecting plastic efficiently and recycling it, resulting in a “livable world for future generations.” 5

A clean Turkey! A livable world! In the years to come, the Zero Waste Project would garner Emine Erdoğan accolades — “Zero Waste Project is not just campaign[,] it is an emotion,” gushed one Istanbul daily — and award after award courtesy of global institutions ranging from the United Nations to the World Bank.6 She would write a book on her initiative, The World Is Our Common Home, and read it aloud to Turkish children herded into the garden of Ankara’s Presidential Complex, her husband’s 1,150-room palace, whose construction had recently razed an ancient forest. The Zero Waste Project would even be deployed as an instrument of foreign policy, espoused by Turkey’s 257 diplomatic missions around the world to underscore its standalone commitment in the environmental badlands of the Middle East to combating the climate crisis. “As members of a religion where waste is forbidden and a civilization that kisses bread on the ground and puts it on their forehead, we have assumed a leading role against this threat,” vowed Turkey’s minister of foreign affairs, Mevlüt Çavuşoğlu.7

Only there was one small problem with Turkey’s self-coronation as a “zero waste” nation worthy of such international emulation. No sooner had First Lady Emine Erdoğan announced her initiative than Turkey emerged as one of the biggest recipients — and one of the biggest dumpsites — of plastic waste anywhere on the planet.

Global Waste Mismanagement

There is a gap between what the citizens know about their waste and what actually happens to their waste.

— Yeo Bee Yin, former minister of Malaysia, 20188

Just a few months after a truckload of Western garbage was set alight next to İzzettin Akman’s citrus trees, and only weeks after Emine Erdoğan pronounced Turkey a “zero waste” nation, the Chinese Communist Party informed the world that it, too, was recalibrating its relationship with trash.

It would no longer be accepting it.

Since the early 1990s, when your discarded plastic Coke bottle first emerged as a major object of global commerce, China had been the recipient of half the plastic placed into a recycling bin anywhere on Earth. If you’re reading this now, consider for a moment that hundreds and hundreds of pounds of trash that you’ve discarded over the course of your life and probably never thought about again went on to live a strange, hot-potato second existence. Dusty bags of cereal, crumpled soda fountain straws, squished Styrofoam egg cartons — for years all these things you deemed so worthless you were willing to freely dispense with them became the objects of arduous, globe-spanning, carbon-spewing journeys, getting trucked tens, perhaps hundreds, of miles from your house to a nearby materials recovery facility and there-after to a port, then shipped thousands of miles beyond that to any number of hundreds of Chinese villages that specialized in processing the contents of your recycling bin.

From the United States, much of it was transported aboard cargo container ships that had first crossed the Pacific loaded with cheap consumer goods — dog toys, key chains, selfie sticks, you name it — before returning to China packed with (what else?) the plastic and paper in which those goods had been packaged.

By the early 2000s, America’s biggest export to China was the stuff Americans tossed away. At least as much plastic was getting jettisoned out of the European Union, from self-congratulating environmental stewards like Germany, whose state recycling quotas were often reliant on a filthy secret: Much of the plastic that Germans claimed was getting “recycled” was in fact getting shipped to the far side of the world, where its true fate was far from clear.

In 2017, China may have informed the world that it would no longer be accepting its plastic waste.9 But this hardly stopped rich countries from angling to get it all as far away as possible. Many just located desperate new buyers — or unguarded borders — and continued to insist that it was getting recycled. Within months, Greek garbage started surfacing in Liberia. Italian trash wrecked the beaches of Tunisia. Dutch plastic overwhelmed Thailand. Poland would be forced to charter a special police unit to patrol for waste getting trucked in from Germany, while French cops who had once busied themselves with checking the fenders of cars arriving from neighboring Belgium for heroin became tasked instead with inspecting trunks for bags of garbage.10 Trash exports from Europe to Africa quadrupled, Malaysia became the world’s greatest recipient of US plastic waste, and the Philippines threatened Canada with war for dispatching containers of dirty diapers to the capital of Manila.

And within less than a year of Mrs. Erdoğan’s launch of the Zero Waste Project, more than 200,000 tons of plastic waste that would have headed to southeastern China at any point in the previous thirty years made its way instead to . . . southeastern Turkey.

At its most innocuous, the global waste trade shifts garbage from the world’s richest countries to those places that can least afford to handle it. At its most nefarious, the global waste trade is an outright criminal enterprise.

Turkey was to prove a showcase in both. Most of its imported plastic was arriving from the United Kingdom, whose waste brokers — the businesses that function as intermediaries between the (often) publicly funded collection of your trash and the (often) privatized business of what becomes of it — had narrowed in on an egregious incentive for exporting garbage. They received paychecks from a state that, in the wake of Brexit, struggled to find truck drivers and port workers, resulting in surging transport costs and massive delays and mounting piles of refuse.11 Just when China had stopped taking the world’s plastic, the United Kingdom threw up its hands and offloaded the task of waste management onto anyone willing to take a stab at it. In exchange for claiming to have collected one ton of household plastic for “recycling,” a British waste broker could receive up to £70. More than 250,000 waste brokers in the United Kingdom would eventually be found to be operating without legal permits, garbage parvenus looking to make quick cash off the UK’s desperate attempt to appear like a global paragon of environmentalism — and its even more desperate need to turn its plastic waste into someone else’s problem. So absurd was the situation, one journalist would endeavor to register his long-deceased pet fish as a professional waste broker. Within four minutes, Algernon the Goldfish had received his very own license to start transporting British trash.12

The best part? No one seemed very concerned about what became of all that waste. Soon, half the plastic garbage the United Kingdom insisted was being “recycled” was being shipped abroad, approximately half of it to Turkey.13

And that was just year one. Within three years of Mrs. Erdoğan’s announcement of the Zero Waste Project, more than 750,000 tons of old plastic was shipped to Anatolia from across Europe, turning the allegedly wasteless nation of Turkey into what was in fact the single greatest recipient of plastic waste on the planet. The equivalent of one dump truck full of foreign garbage was entering the country every six minutes.

To be fair, some of the plastic waste that got shipped to southeastern Turkey really would be put to use. Its fate, however, was almost never to cycle back into its earlier form, not to become a new candy wrapper or a new makeup container but to get turned into shoddy home goods. Through an astonishingly energy-intensive and toxins-unleashing process, Western plastic was cleaned, shredded into flakes, chemically reduced, then converted into polyester, which in recent years had begun to replace world-renowned Turkish cotton as the principal feedstock of the country’s garment industry. If it wasn’t turned into carpet padding or dish towels, some of the plastic was burned in any number of Turkey’s cement factories, providing cheap — or even free — fuel for a construction industry that profited from erecting battalions of drab apartment buildings across Anatolia (not a few of which would crumble to smithereens in February 2023 after a large earthquake cracked the region).

But a lot of the plastic that headed to southeastern Turkey was too worthless or dirty to convert into a bath mat or incinerate as fuel. Its fate would be that of the garbage İzzettin Akman observed getting set alight on the edge of his farm: to get covertly dumped somewhere in the countryside and spend the next tens of thousands of years breaking down into millions of minuscule plastic pieces that would enter the sea, devastate croplands, and sprinkle hillsides.

Beginning in 2021, activists and journalists around Europe struck upon the idea of inserting GPS chips into empty bottles of laundry detergent or dishwasher soap, depositing them in local recycling bins, then tracking their movements thousands of miles to the east, to the most distant edge of Turkey, occasionally via wild odysseys that beggared belief in the dizzying amount of effort expended on moving material of such — apparently negligible — value. In one instance, journalists observed as a plastic bag dropped off at a storefront recycling bin outside a London franchise of Tesco, a British supermarket chain that liked to publicize its commitment to sustainability, got routed eighty miles from London to the port town of Harwich, from there to the Netherlands by ship, then to Poland by truck, before finally getting sent two thousand miles south to the outskirts of Adana, where it was found in an industrial yard layered with European garbage.14

A single used plastic bag! Transported three thousand miles by ship and truck! A little flickering light cast into the wilderness of globalized waste trafficking that had turned the Kurdish lands of Turkey into its latest — and perhaps most unsuspecting — victim. Suffice it to say, by 2022 so much foreign trash was getting dumped under cover of night around Adana, across valleys or along rivers or, indeed, on the edge of farms, the only way for local environmentalists to track its arrival was to monitor the region from several thousand feet in the air, with drones.

“About once a month we find a big new pile of garbage,” Sedat Gündoğdu, a marine biologist at Adana’s Çukurova University, told me.15

I said goodbye to İzzettin Akman after a few pleasant days in Adana in which spring seemed to elbow its way out of winter almost overnight, turning the city’s legion orange trees into glorious shocks of white blooms. It was only after leaving the bursting Levantine landscape behind me, while scrolling through my phone somewhere on the thirteen-hour bus ride back to Istanbul, that I stumbled upon a news article about one more Turkish government plan aimed at achieving “a significant reduction in the carbon footprint” of the country.

It was a plan focused on, of all places, the one I had just left — a slice of sun-shellacked Mediterranean coast exactly due south of Akman’s farm. In October 2021, President Erdoğan flew to Adana to lay the foundation stone for a propane dehydrogenation plant that would come to occupy a beachhead stretching the length of two thousand football fields. The Turkish Wealth Fund, which was fronting $10 billion for the “Ceyhan Mega Petrochemical Industry Zone,” insisted on its environmental bona fides: turning southeastern Turkey into a “global hub of petrochemicals” would ultimately reduce the country’s reliance on imported polyethylene, thereby freeing up Turkish capital to combat climate change in the longer term — logic that sounded almost like a mocking parody of the arguments made by advocates of the green energy transition, that accelerating carbon output in the next few years is worth the eventual decoupling from hydrocarbons it may guarantee for the rest of time.16

Adana was no longer just going to take in trash, in other words. And Turkey was no longer going to continue to feign any commitment to a “zero waste” future. Instead, they were going to throw themselves into the madhouse business of manufacturing plastic — three billion pounds of it a year, the equivalent of a hundred billion plastic water bottles. You would no longer need drones to track it. It would be right there in front of you, in full view, getting cooked into existence.

And in all this — the transformation of the Fertile Crescent, the place from which human civilization had first spread out across the globe, into one of the largest recipients of plastic on the planet, a landscape so liable to being despoiled that it required surveilling by remote-control flying robots, and a place that seemingly had no option but to open itself to the production of the very material trashing its hills and rivers and farms — it was hard not to detect a certain unnerving symbol of our age, as well as a dire warning for our future.

Trash Empire

[We] saw products as garbage even when they sat gleaming on store shelves, yet unbought. We didn’t say, What kind of casserole will that make? We said, What kind of garbage will that make?

— Don DeLillo, Underworld, 1997

In December 2020, Nature published a report detailing a cataclysmic shift in humanity’s relationship with Earth. The total mass of the world’s human-made objects, its authors explained, had come to equal the entire biomass of the planet itself. That is to say, the weight of everything created by our hands — skyscrapers, automobiles, iPads, plastic straws — was on the verge of exceeding that of all trees and all plants, all animals and all humans, indeed the mass of all living things put together.17

Let’s put this another way: You are currently living in a world in which the human ability to create garbage — or eventual garbage — has surpassed Earth’s ability to generate life.

Reading Nature’s findings, my first thoughts went to Vance Packard. The son of Pennsylvania dairy farmers, Packard foresaw — maybe earlier than anyone — a world in which our obsession with pumping out new products would surpass our care for the resources that go into them. Packard was something of a seismographer of the tectonics underlying the American dream, a journalist who liked to pull the curtain back on the story of economic mobility that purported to liberate Americans from old-world hardships and identify the charlatans and chancers quietly cashing in. He remains best known for his 1957 book, The Hidden Persuaders, a cutting account of the myriad ways in which US consumers were being marionetted by a rising class of advertising executives into purchasing things they did not need — and it never occurred to them they wanted. It’s a variation on a theme — who has an interest in offering you the illusion of fulfillment? — that he would revisit seven years later in The Naked Society, an examination of how an addiction to spending was increasingly turning Americans into bundles of personal data ripe for corporate exploitation.

But in many respects Vance Packard’s most prescient work would prove to be a slim but pugnacious exposé released halfway between the publication of those other two books. In The Waste Makers, Packard proposed his own what’s-the-real-story-here interpretation of the United States’ mesmerizing economic growth in the years following the Second World War.

Mid-century America, contended Packard, was quite unlike anything else that had ever existed. Earlier societies — and one could go back hundreds, even thousands of years — had produced materials and objects that were meant to be durable, cherished, and useful to successive generations. Hunter-gatherers passed down stone tools. The Greeks and Romans reworked marble statuary as their ruling dynasties — or religions — changed. Medieval manuscripts were used, scrubbed down, reused. As Packard saw it, in the great sweep of history it largely had been the case that producing something like an article of clothing or a cup for drinking took a considerable amount of natural resources and human effort, a commitment generally worth undertaking only if that object was intended to last as long as possible.

Of course, there was no shortage of examples of objects that never did last long. But beginning in the 1920s, and increasingly after 1945, something very basic had changed. Out of the carnage of the Second World War charged an American “hyperthyroid economy” that functioned like a mangled inversion of earlier systems of production and consumption.

Postwar America, insisted Packard, had little interest in limiting waste. On the contrary, it was determined to create as much of it as possible. Packard attributed this phenomenon to “growthmanship,” an obsession with registering more and more prosperity with each new year, and measuring that prosperity in increases in economic output. This had always been a thread within the American story, a frontier people confronted with a vastness of land and an imposing scale of resources. But in the years following the Second World War this obsession was compounded by geopolitical necessity: The United States needed to demonstrate material supremacy over Soviet Communism.

“Growthmanship” had created a strange society. To sell more and more products that were being produced ever more efficiently, corporate America had resorted to something Packard called “forced consumption.” It amounted to tricking customers into buying stuff they did not want or need. Postwar industry, Packard maintained, had become as much about producing objects as conjuring up a desire for them, a psychological exercise in “artificially stimulating” Americans into new spending habits. The profits from those products derived not from crafting objects of any long-term value — this would be detrimental to the corporate bottom line — but in churning them out in increasingly instantaneous succession. “Our enormously productive economy demands that we make consumption our way of life, that we convert the buying and use of goods into rituals, that we seek our spiritual satisfaction and our ego satisfaction in consumption,” Victor Lebow, an American economist, explained in a 1955 issue of the Journal of Retailing. “We need things consumed, burned up, worn out, replaced, and discarded at an ever increasing pace.” 18

In the decade following the Second World War, the national output of goods in the United States doubled. Private consumption came to account for two-thirds of the gross national product. And whether it was a poncho or a Pontiac, the result was much the same. Increasing prosperity required increasing outputs of waste. “Two aspects of American civilization strike almost everyone,” the essayist John Atlee Kouwenhoven would claim. “The abundance it enjoys, and the waste it permits.” 19 There had never been anything quite like this, insisted Packard: a “throwaway society” in which the fate of products as trash presupposed their apparent uses as garments, containers, utensils. And for the first time in distant memory, perhaps the first time in all of history, more waste didn’t equate to a lost economic opportunity, an inefficiency gap between the resources that went into an object and those that ultimately had to be discarded. No: More waste meant more profit.

And herein may have been the most contentious argument within The Waste Makers.

Waste was, and often remains, characterized as a problem of consumption. This was backward, according to Vance Packard. Waste was a problem of production — of overproduction, to be exact.

Though Packard may have made American industry the object of his ire, within a generation, the absurdity he described — a society so hell-bent on registering annual upticks in economic growth that it thought little of resigning stupendous quantities of its own productive output to the waste bin — had become commonplace across much of the globe, emanating outward from the United States like a tidal swell. As historian Victoria de Grazia has chronicled in Irresistible Empire, her account of twentieth-century consumption, the most consequential victory of that century may not have been the triumph of liberal democracy over fascism or, four decades later, over Soviet Communism: The real victory was the commercial one, in which American mass consumer culture — armed to the teeth with the supermarket, brand-name goods, and advertising billboards — vanquished the creaking, centuries-old guild manufacturing societies of bourgeois Europe. The Cold War had turned Packard’s “throwaway society” into an imperial project. Funded by the Marshall Plan, consumer culture would synchronize American hegemony over the globe with a US-based overhaul in production itself, a revolution in which naturally occurring materials — wood, metal, cotton — would give way to unnatural, petroleum-based, synthetic ones of rubber, plastic, and polyester. The world wasn’t just going to be led by the US. It was going to produce like the US. It was going to consume like the US. And, sure enough, it was going to discard like the US.

The global balance sheet of trash today is astronomical. Humans currently manufacture their own weight in new stuff every week, only about one percent of which has been estimated throughout the world to be in use six months after its purchase.20 Our consumption patterns — resulting from the production and use of those goods and services — now stand responsible for more than half of all carbon emissions.21 Every day, the world discards 1.5 billion plastic cups, 250 million pounds of clothes, 220 million aluminum cans, 3 million tires.22 For every human being alive right now, there exists slightly more than one ton of discarded plastic out there somewhere, scattered on land or layered in the ground or adrift at sea; there is little question that most of it will outlive our own planetary presence by thousands, possibly hundreds of thousands, of years. In the ocean alone, per every human, there exist 21,000 pieces of plastic, a net mass of shopping bags and six-pack rings and bottle caps that by 2050 will exceed the weight of all fish put together and is expected to double every six years for the foreseeable future.23 Meanwhile, in just the minute it took you to read this paragraph, another million plastic bottles have been discarded and another garbage truck full of plastic has entered the seas.24

That’s the wide-angle view. It only gets bleaker when you zoom in:

To Guatemala, a country that has had to resort to blockading the delta of its Río Motagua — a body of water that contains three percent of the world’s plastic pollution — with two-story wire barricades to prevent a thousand tons of trash from entering the Caribbean Sea each month.25 To India, where a garbage mountain in a landfill east of New Delhi gains thirty trash feet in elevation a year and now tops out higher than the Taj Mahal.26 To Norway, where in 2017 the digestive system of a beached goose-beaked whale was found to be stuffed with more than thirty plastic bags and other forms of garbage, including chicken containers from Ukraine, an ice-cream wrapper from Denmark, and an empty package of potato chips from Great Britain.27 To the Galápagos Islands — one of the few ecosystems in the world that has been spared major human intrusion — where researchers from a UK-based environmental watchdog recently concluded that you can now never be more than seventeen inches from a particle of plastic.28 To the Maldives and the island of Thilafushi, which was once not an island at all but a collection of sandbar formations — until 1991, when the country’s environmental ministry designated Thilafushi a “landfill” and began layering bales of trash across its dunes at a clip of 330 tons per day, resulting in what is now a mass of aggregated garbage the size of twenty-five aircraft carriers, replete with methane bottling plants, cement factories, and an incrementally lengthening perimeter of plastic.29 And finally to the planetary exosphere, where the preponderance of satellite and rocket debris has now become so dense as to have come perilously close to reaching something known as the Kessler syndrome — the threshold at which it will no longer be possible for rockets to enter space owing to the overaccumulation of human-produced debris in Earth’s low orbit.30

But at the same time, just as trash was piling up around the globe in terrifying quantities, something else started happening. For it was not just new notions of consumer culture that began sweeping across borders in the second half of the twentieth century.

Trash itself started to move.

Toxic Terrorism

Garbage. All I’ve been thinking about all week is garbage. . . . I mean, we’ve got so much of it. You know, I mean, we have to run out of places to put this stuff, eventually.

— Sex, Lies, and Videotape, 1989

The story of İzzettin Akman’s farm prompts a simple question: How did we get to a world in which a plastic bag placed in a recycling bin in the United Kingdom becomes the bane of a Kurdish farmer three thousand miles away in Turkey?

The problem Vance Packard unpicked was one in which waste, however great in output, and however deliberately produced, nevertheless stayed in the country in which it was discarded. Not anymore. Over the last forty years, trash disposal has morphed from a local problem into a global one. Sure, there’s a long history of waste being bought and sold. And there’s a twentieth-century story to be told about the growing geographic and psychological displacement between waste generation and waste disposal. But in the 1980s something peculiar started happening. Instead of going to your local landfill, some of your trash started traveling across national borders and even oceans. It went from being your detritus — something you dropped into the nearest bin and never thought about again — to your national export. And not waste per se but waste movement became incomprehensibly profitable.

This wasn’t like other globalization stories that burst forth from the dusk of the Cold War. It wasn’t like networks of organized crime, which emanated out across Eastern Europe and beyond with the Soviet Union’s fall. It wasn’t like the black-market caviar trade that sprung forth from the mountains of the war-torn Caucasus, or the hijacked-automobile and sex-trafficking businesses that surged with the dismemberment of Yugoslavia. This was a globalization story hiding in plain sight in which the engine of profit became you. Over the last forty years, great quantities of your garbage has been quietly relocated, at a profit, to the poorer countries of the world, often ending up in states that not so long ago released themselves from Western imperialism, only to find they have been turned into receptacles of Northern consumerism.

Let’s play a game. You come from a poor country. I come from a rich one. The place where you were born has little money and less opportunity. But it has a bunch of real wealth. There are forests, mines, cotton fields, oil palms, millions of acres of fertile soil. Your only problem is that it’s difficult to make use of it all. Long before you or I can remember, my ancestors acquired much of it. And somehow, generations later, even after my people have agreed to leave, your economy is still predicated on shipping your resources to me. It’s an injustice, I concede, so let me offer something back to you. I can’t let you have your trees, no, but what if I were to sell you . . . all this old junk mail that may have been made from them? I can’t let you have a gold industry of your own. But what if I sold you . . . these used cell phones that possess minuscule traces of gold that could have come from your land? I can’t offer you your cotton fields. But how about these . . . secondhand clothes?

Fair deal, right?

For hundreds of years, European empires enriched themselves by treating the Southern Hemisphere as a place from which they could take what they needed. This hasn’t drastically changed, but US growthmanship has instilled it with a mischievous new dimension. In the 1980s, the so-called Global South increasingly became a place from which you not only took things but put them, too, because these things were either too expensive, too dangerous, too unsightly, or too great in quantity to discard within your own borders. Poor countries no longer just propped up your living standard; they also cleaned up your environment. Today’s waste trade occasionally operates by covertly spewing loads of dumpster trash across the coasts and hills of African and Asian and Latin American nations. But most of the time it works through some version of what I previously described, a chameleon attempt to convince the poorer countries of the world that the things you throw away — and which are often made of materials that have been appropriated from their lands — are invaluable economic opportunities they should pay for.

Almost immediately this was recognized as wrong. “The words ‘toxic terrorism’ and ‘garbage imperialism,’ I think, are words that will be increasingly heard in foreign countries if we don’t do something about it,” a US congressman insisted to his colleagues three months before the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989.31 And yet over the next decade, as a new world began to open up, a world of free-ranging capital and untrammeled commerce, something odd happened. Outrage over trash’s export continued, yes. Efforts to ban its movement were signed by dozens of nations, yes. Yet the waste trade kept getting exponentially more massive. What had begun in the 1980s as the sporadic trafficking of dangerous but rather obscure forms of industrial residue — old asbestos, expired pesticides, spent airplane fluids — had, by the 1990s, transmogrified into the hourly movement of almost everything you can possibly imagine. Trash didn’t merely globalize. It became a globalization pillar. Slimy plastic spoons, broken TV remotes, raggedy clothes — to this day, every day, thousands of cargo containers of it get dispatched thousands of miles around the world.

One result of all of this? Offshoring our consumption footprint has only encouraged waste’s proliferation. The more trash rich countries have sent away over the last forty years, the more trash they have continued to produce. And yet few citizens of the Netherlands or Canada would necessarily know to see it like this. For the waste that travels across the globe and often inflicts irreversible environmental damage is not the trash that — to so much chagrin — goes into the garbage bin and then the local landfill. It’s the stuff you place in the recycling bin in the conviction that doing so is helping the planet. Recyclability is no lie, but in the 1990s you were encouraged to “recycle” all sorts of objects — electronics, batteries, Styrofoam, Tetra Pak, plastic everything — when their ability to be effectively or infinitely resurrected was difficult or downright impossible. Systemic overproduction was reframed as a narrow matter of personal ethics: As long as you chose the recycling bin, nothing was wrong. Yet much of what you have been led to believe was getting “recycled” over the last generation has never been helping the planet. It has the opposite effect of what you have imagined. It functions as a Trojan horse of pollution, redistributing material packed with toxins onto poorer corners of the world, all while allowing wealthier nations to engage in what has essentially become a morality performance — replete with blue bins and chasing arrows and pithy slogans — that absolves consumerist guilt and dissuades self-examination about why we insist on producing as much as we do.

Another result? Across much of the Global South, enormous and complex trash economies now dominate. Like the arrival of the potato in Europe, or the reintroduction of the horse into the Americas, the impact of sending millions upon millions of pounds of foreign synthetics — new and used — into lands with no history of or capacity for handling them is a story we might only fully come to understand decades from now. But already it’s no exaggeration to say that across much of the equator today, waste — gathering it, sorting it, burning it — has come to replace thousands of years of farming as the default occupation of humanity. Urbanizing often entails entering slums and eking out a sub-existence by scaling scrap networks; of the world’s fifty largest dumpsites, all but two are to be found in developing nations, informally employing many millions.32 And, again, this occurs not because most of these countries are necessarily poor. On the contrary, it occurs because many are rich, in minerals and metals and cropland and fresh water. That those very places full of such desirable resources came to be repositories for your unwanted garbage is not some happenstance irony. They are interconnected stories that can be traced back to the later years of the Cold War.

Many books have been written about trash. It’s an important topic, one that often stands as proxy for value systems and how societies writ large function. How often is your trash collected? Is it managed by the state or outsourced? To whom is it outsourced?

If the handling of its trash points to certain deeper truths about a society, what does the globalized movement of waste have to tell us about our world today?

This is a book about why your trash started to travel between continents and how the seemingly pedestrian act of throwing something away spawned an earth-spanning exchange that functions like a fun-house-mirror inversion of the globalized economies of extraction, production, and consumption. Forty years after it first began crossing oceans, it’s hard to imagine a more incisive barometer of international hierarchies and inequalities than the question of who must accept waste and why. And, to be clear, the question is not one of mere aesthetics. By this century’s end, the stuff we discard will have emerged as the greatest unchecked contributor to climate change. Sending shiploads of it — millions of tons of sequestered carbon injected with countless toxins — to poorer nations amounts to a pitiful evasion of responsibility by those countries that have the greatest obligation to rein in their material outputs and confront a climate crisis overwhelmingly of their own making.

But before I continue, a confession. I began my investigation into the geopolitics of garbage probably not unlike the person reading these words: unclear as to why the waste trade exists and how it quite concerns me, beyond a vague premonition that trash from a rich country probably shouldn’t be mashed into a twenty-foot cargo container and dispatched to an impoverished country. I still cannot claim any credentials as an environmentalist. I have little expertise on the complexities of how the chemical byproducts of natural gas get cracked into polyethylene terephthalate and then proceed to produce a see-through bottle of Gatorade. I still eat meat but avoid plastic when I can, even as I remain skeptical about what role — if any — individual morality plays in addressing the world’s plastic pandemic.

But after innumerable flights, nineteen bus rides, fourteen train journeys, six ferry voyages, countless taxi trips, and the odd rickshaw jaunt; after a night in a one-star Guatemalan hotel that featured squadrons of cockroaches scrambling along my floor in concert with several geckos slithering across my walls; after dispensing six thousand shillings to a pair of police officers in Nairobi who pulled me out of my taxi and into a frightening cell for not having my passport on my person (“We’ll purchase something nice for our wives!”); after learning to never wear shorts to an interview in the balmy highlands of Java and to always sip your tea and nod amiably when being hosted in the frosty innards of Turkey; and after two years spent roaming five continents loaded with jaw-dropping jungles and waterfalls and volcanoes and beaches and deserts and archaeological ruins, precisely none of which I saw, living instead out of a backpack and frequenting only the most hideous and putrefying landfills and ports and slums all those places had to offer, here’s what I do know:

Globalized garbage is a bizarre, illogical industry. The companies that generate the bulk of what you consume — Coca-Cola, Nestlé, Apple, Samsung, Procter & Gamble, Unilever — are household names, crossword-puzzle clues, publicly traded entities. You know them. You may own stock in them. You may know someone who works for them. You may work for one of them yourself.

The companies that reach down into your recycling bin and rinse out the last rancid drops of profit? It’s not just that you haven’t heard of many of them. It would be almost impossible to do so. They are postboxes in Anaheim or Hong Kong. They are kinship networks of Nigerians and Indians and Lebanese and Chinese. They work out of slapped-together warehouses in Port Klang or Dar es Salaam. They change names from one month to another. They don’t have websites. They have WhatsApp numbers, Google Translate, a cousin in Newark or Croydon. Sure, when it comes to most major commodities, such as steel or oil, the market is lorded over by legendary trading houses such as Cargill or Trafigura. But when it comes to the biggest commodity of all — everything humanity tosses away — you tend to be dealing with grifters and hustlers. They learn market prices by scrolling through internet forums. They can examine a container of dirt-caked plastic or battered copper wiring and have a good sense of where it came from — and where it should be sent next.

“In the world of scrap, all you really need is a smartphone,” Nathan Fruchter, a former Glencore scrap steel trader based in the post-Soviet republics, told me.33 “The most important thing is knowing who to know,” I was told by Patty Moore, one of California’s biggest plastic traders.34 “When you think of the trash trade, think of the drug trade,” Teodor Niţă, a Romanian state prosecutor who tracks waste shipments from Western Europe, explained to me. “Only trash moves from rich places to poor.”35

They owe their existence to globalization. But in many ways they operate in defiance of it, wedging open legalistic loopholes in international trade clauses, exploiting the murky definitional differences separating “waste” from “scrap” from “resources,” and prospering off the fact that, sure enough, of the forty thousand cargo containers that will get loaded or unloaded in the ports of Shenzhen or Rotterdam today, a fraction are opened and fewer still are inspected. In a world in which we seem to possess a preponderance of data about what goes where, even the broad-brush parameters of the waste trade remain anyone’s best guess.

The European Anti-Fraud Office estimates illegal waste trafficking to be more profitable than human trafficking, while the United Nations recently came to the conclusion that over the last thirty years, the global trade in plastics has been 40 percent higher than previously believed — meaning that for every two pieces of plastic thought to have been transported around the world since 1992, the first year such statistics got tracked, there have in fact been three pieces, a revelation that turns what was once a trillion-dollar annual business into something more valuable than the global weapons, timber, and wheat trades — combined.36 As for Interpol, in 2017 it devoted thirty days and the considerable heft of its resources and expertise to attempting to understand where exactly your garbage goes. More than forty countries participated. Dozens of ports were monitored. Highways were surveilled. Countrysides were patrolled. The greatest revelation? Not the hundreds of instances of waste caught illegally entering West Africa and Southeast Asia or the tens of millions of dollars in undeclared profits. No: It was the fact that almost no waste trader anywhere in the world appeared compelled to disguise or hide what they were sending.

“With the illegal lumber or ivory trades, countries are losing commodities,” Joseph Poux, who coordinated the Interpol investigation, told me. “When waste exits their borders, they tend to be losing a liability. The incentive is to just let it go. We are talking about an unbelievably massive business.” 37

Such was the strange, evasive, unbelievably massive business of globalized garbage I set out to try to understand. And to do so, I thought it best to attack in depth. A different country, a different form of waste, a different story of how and why it got there — and what it seemed to be doing to our planet.




PART ONE

Toxic Tropics




1

BANANA REPUBLIC

When the trumpet sounded

everything was prepared on earth,

and Jehovah gave the world

to Coca-Cola Inc., Anaconda,

Ford Motors, and other corporations.

The United Fruit Company

reserved for itself the most juicy

piece, the central coast of my world,

the delicate waist of America.

— Pablo Neruda, “United Fruit Co.,” 1950

PUERTO BARRIOS MAY be Guatemala’s biggest port, but it is an unassuming and squalid place, a hot concrete town comprised of a thousand or so low-slung homes crowding a gridiron of unpaved roads. From Guatemala City, you reach it by a seven-hour bus ride through the Sierra de las Minas, the final stretch of which features mile upon mile of Dole and Chiquita cargo trucks backed up along a one-lane highway that coils its way from the haciendas of the interior to the Caribbean coast. Each shipping container bears a refrigeration system and is emblazoned with a mattress-sized replica of that small sticker found on the bananas at your local supermarket; some may also contain cocaine, or so many Guatemalans claim. Where the highway meets the sea, at Puerto Barrios’ waterfront, no more than a mile or two long, you encounter port workers whiling away the last of the sweaty afternoon sipping on bottles of Gallo beer. Iguanas sun themselves on wooden docks extending out over a porcelain-blue sea splotched with brown runoff that might be sewage. Mangy stray dogs sniff outsiders and chase them for sport.

Puerto Barrios exists because of the banana. Or, better put, Puerto Barrios exists because just over a hundred years ago Americans became obsessed with eating bananas. As late as the 1880s, few Americans had ever seen the fruit. Yet by century’s end, tariffs on its importation from Central America and the Caribbean had been slashed and the fruit had turned into a national craze. A chaotic scramble began to ship it north. In 1901, a Boston-based firm called United Fruit Company homed in on the opportunity offered by Guatemala. Previously, US merchant ships had mostly sailed to Central America and purchased bananas by the crate from dockside merchants. United Fruit Company struck upon a different idea. It decided to set up its own plantations in Guatemala and raise the crop itself.

Guatemala possessed almost none of the infrastructure needed to support United Fruit Company’s novel scheme, though. And so, in exchange for sprawling land concessions from Guatemala’s ruling class, the company agreed to finance and construct most of that infrastructure itself. Over the next decade, with the help of President Theodore Roosevelt’s Army Corps of Engineers, United Fruit Company connected Guatemala City to the shipping lanes of the Atlantic with a 180-mile-long railway. It built suspension bridges. It dug mines. It founded Guatemala’s first postal service and set up its first major radio and telegraph services.

Before long, United Fruit amounted to, as one Guatemalan observer noted, a “country within a country.” 1 The biggest landowner in Central America’s largest nation, it employed more workers than almost any other company in the Western Hemisphere. And as for Puerto Barrios, by 1930 it had blossomed into the biggest port in Guatemala, though it would be hard to say it was Guatemalan in any true sense. A company headquartered three thousand miles away owned its wharves. It owned its warehouses. It owned its lone hotel, where scenes of The New Adventures of Tarzan would be filmed in 1934. And United Fruit of course owned the fleets of refrigerated steamers that chugged out of Puerto Barrios’ harbor bearing more than five million bunches of bananas to the United States every year.

Puerto Barrios is a set piece in how a certain type of colonialism worked in the twentieth century. Even in their apparent willingness to help bestow the tools of development and progress upon poorer countries, countries like the United States were typically only ever rigging up a system of exploitation, extraction, and exportation whose beneficiaries proved to be their own financiers, industrialists, and consumers.

Go to Puerto Barrios today and it’s hard not to get the sense that suspiciously little has changed. There is still no train in Guatemala that can transport anything other than bananas or coffee beans from the country’s interior to its coast; for Guatemalans, there is the bus. And a town still lacking any reliable sewage system, consistent electricity supply, or clean drinking water continues to huddle in the shadow of the monstrous scaffolding of six-story industrial cranes that spend all hours of the day and night plucking up cargo containers of bananas — now the most consumed fruit in the United States — and stacking them atop bulk carrier ships bound for Delaware and New Jersey. The banana bosses, needless to say, still reign. For United Fruit Company never really ceased to exist. In 1984, it just renamed itself: Chiquita Brands International.

Puerto Barrios may be one example of colonialism at work. But I endured the seven-hour bus ride to the port to behold a bewildering, latter-day attempt at another.

In 1992, ninety years after United Fruit Company first arrived in Guatemala, the country’s newly democratic government made plans to construct a separate port twenty miles farther up the Caribbean coast. It was designed to do the exact opposite of what United Fruit had undertaken at the beginning of the century in Puerto Barrios. The port, which was to be zoned at a section of seaside jungle known as Cocolí, would be built to receive something from the United States. And that something was toxic sewage sludge.

Guatemalan bananas were heading north. Now American shit was to head south.

By 1992, Guatemala could already boast a bleak history as the serial target of toxic waste dumping by US cities and corporations. “Our heads were spinning with all the incoming allegations and rumors,” Erwin Garzona, who tracked hazardous waste shipments into Central America for Greenpeace in the early 1990s, told me.2 In 1985, a firm out of Miami had attempted to offload wastewater on a section of coastline not far from Puerto Barrios; it was to be dried on concrete platforms near the port and turned into powder, then used as crop fertilizer. A year later, a decrepit Liberia-flagged vessel called the Khian Sea approached Guatemala with unsolicited plans to dump along its beaches more than 30,000 pounds of Philadelphia’s incinerated garbage — the sooty remnants of “cigarette butts, old shoes, dead batteries,” according to the Associated Press.3 In 1987, the city of Los Angeles propositioned the opposite, western coast of the country to take in 125,000 tons of its sewage sludge, to be strewn across Pacific swamplands that US taxpayers would “rent” in exchange for $14 million a year.4 “We have reviewed the proposal and have no objections,” the US Embassy in Guatemala City claimed at the time. “One can imagine that shipping sewage sludge . . . will incite some unfavorable press in Guatemala. With this caveat, we have no problem.” 5 Even by the early 1990s it was not uncommon for well-to-do Guatemalan families with large coastal estates to be propositioned by US waste management firms with contracts to import trash and bury it on their land.6

Cocolí was to be something else. The sludge entrepôt-to-be was to take the name of a beautiful local waterfall, Las Escobas (“The Brooms”), so called for the limestone grooves through which its waters tumble. It was to receive shipments of waste not sporadically but regularly, with the sewage originating from a handful of US cities, including Miami and Galveston, which had arranged to pay Guatemala’s government handsomely to accept it. From Las Escobas, the sewage was to be pumped inland, parallel to the Rio Dulce, before getting deposited along the shores of Lake Izabal, a preserve for endangered manatees.

[image: Map of a section of Guatamala, surrounded on three sides by Belize, Honduras, and the Carribean Sea. Cities like Puerto Barrios, Livingston and Cocoli, Lake Izabal, and the Amatique Bay are also shown. A small inset in the bottom right shows a wider view of Mexico, Guatamala, Belize, Honduras, and El Salvador, with the Pacific Ocean and Carribean Sea on either side.]

Already by the spring of 1992, according to Prensa Libre, Guatemala’s largest-circulating newspaper at the time, plans were afoot. Five caballerías, or about a thousand acres, had been cordoned off for Las Escobas’ construction. Two hundred Garifuna families — members of an Afro-Caribbean minority — who could trace their roots in Cocolí back “more than sixty years,” had been asked to relocate from four surrounding villages, “losing their homes and the farms they need to survive,” and were herded to Puerto Barrios to start new lives; as compensation for the loss of their property, the families had been promised monthly public-sector salaries in cash, which had already begun arriving at the port in state helicopters.7 All the same, reported the investigative Guatemalan magazine Crónica, “the peasants claim to have been subjected to harassment and request an investigation.” 8

There is no road to Cocolí; it can only be reached by sea. On a steamy May morning I hired a boat from one of Puerto Barrios’ fishermen and motored north toward the border of Belize. You would be hard put to locate a more gorgeous place on Earth. The shoreline of Izabal Department, the swampy region of Guatemala that abuts the Atlantic, leaves an impression on all who see it. You could be on the set of one of those Corona beer commercials. Find Your Beach. Howler monkeys skip across the tops of palm trees that form a curtain-like backdrop to a miles-long ribbon of sand so pristine it looks like it must have been imported from a golf course. After about an hour, I nosed my boat into the small triangle of jungly headland known as Cocolí. At the shore, several shirtless Garifuna men were hacking away at brush with machetes. They agreed to let me disembark in exchange for a few quetzals, though claimed to know nothing about a curious plan dating back thirty years to convert the ground beneath their feet into an American septic tank. I spent the last of the morning walking around the coast, meandering through acres of palms, contemplating the land’s near-miss fate.

That the port of Las Escobas was never constructed is largely the result of one improbable figure. In June 1992, the then-governor of Izabal Department, a former social worker named Lilian Vásquez de Guzmán, leaked the details of the waste importation scheme to the Guatemalan press. In a staggering litany of allegations, De Guzmán pointed her finger at the very top of Guatemala’s new democracy. The mastermind and greatest potential profiteer of Las Escobas, she claimed, was Jorge Serrano Elías, who had been elected president of Guatemala eighteen months earlier on pledges to bring human rights to a country that had spent the greater part of the previous half century waging war on its own indigenous populations. Serrano had agreed to build the port at Cocolí because he stood to personally pocket tens of millions of dollars, or so claimed Governor De Guzmán. The allegations triggered months of reputational crossfire in the pages of Guatemala’s newspapers, with Serrano in turn shooting accusations of corruption and backhanders back at De Guzmán. Eventually plans for Las Escobas’ construction were cancelled — though not before the governor, fearing for her life after men began tailing her around Puerto Barrios, was forced to flee Guatemala. Three months after De Guzmán was running one of her country’s most important provinces, she was working the afternoon shift at a pharmacy in New Jersey.

Thirty years later, by the time I met De Guzmán, she felt safe enough to be back in Guatemala, in no small part because Serrano himself now sat in exile in Panama City, barred from returning to the country he once presided over, owing to allegations of titanic corruption — unrelated to Las Escobas — while serving as president.9 Now seventy-six, De Guzmán was frail. At a modest house in the outskirts of Zacapa, a dusty agricultural town under the thumb of the cocaine cartels that sits a hundred miles inland from Puerto Barrios, small dogs jumped in and out of her lap as we chatted next to a swimming pool filled with stagnant green water. De Guzmán stood by her claims with undiminished alacrity. Las Escobas was a double crime, she insisted to me, shuffling yellowed newspaper clippings with wrinkled fingers. A small clique of Guatemala’s richest men had planned on getting richer by poisoning their own land and people.

“Wouldn’t you have tried to stop it?” 10
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