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			Advance Praise for Trash Talk

			“As this sprightly book makes clear, it’s hard to throw something ‘away’ because a finite planet doesn’t really have an away—not even in orbit, where space junk is piling up. So we better start thinking through some new approaches!”

			—Bill McKibben, author of The End of Nature

			“Trash Talk is a brilliant, revelatory delight to read. It is an anthropological whodunit that thoroughly describes how much we extract from the living world and transform it into the dead world. Who thought a book on trash could be a page-turner. Think again!”

			—Paul Hawken, author of Drawdown and Regeneration

			“Like all of Iris Gottlieb’s books, Trash Talk is a marvel of fascinating information, relatable insights, and laugh-out-loud hilarious illustrations and commentary. You’ll be engrossed, entertained, and horrified by all the waste-related facts packed into the book, along with genuinely useful details about the world of trash that most of us know so little about. Everyone should read this book!”

			—Margaret (Mei) and Irene Li, authors of Perfectly Good Food: A Totally Achievable Zero Waste Approach to Home Cooking
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			To the garbage collectors and waste pickers of the world

		

	
		
			Introduction

			So, What Is Trash?

			By generic definition, trash is anything worthless, unwanted, or discarded.[*1]

			But what we deem trash can be drastically different from how our neighbors, other cities or towns, or countries across the world value those same objects. The classic (and overused) adage “one man’s trash is another’s treasure” is applicable beyond making yard art from scrap metal or scoring big on Antiques Roadshow from a thrifted painting. It’s relevant on a personal, global, and economic scale. It illuminates that trash is not always unanimously categorized or similarly managed across the board; for some it’s a treasure, for others it’s invisible, and for more it’s an enormous human and biological hazard. Humans don’t agree on what makes trash trash. The way we individually and collectively determine worth and value is lacking consensus. Our discord is a reflection of the global shift in wealth, labor, skill, and resourcefulness.

			Depending on who we are and where we live, our definitions of worthless, unwanted, or discarded might vary wildly. In highly consumeristic cultures, the amount of trash produced is much greater, in part because of access to products, disposable income, and single-use cradle-to-grave production. The United States is, no surprise, the world’s biggest generator of household trash. Each American generates 1.38 tons of waste annually, contributing to the global trash production of 4.5 trillion pounds per year.[1] For context, that is 22.5 billion blue whales. Or if you were to stack it, it’d be 782,608 Great Pyramids of Egypt.[2] Or 42 times the total number of humans that have existed in the history of Earth (if each person was a pound of trash). Every year.

			The production of trash is unfathomable, and yet our exposure to the amount of waste we generate is mostly from our own homes (or on the curb if you live in New York City) when we put it in a bin or toss it down the chute to be taken away in units of tied-up bags. We see what we create on a moment-to-moment basis, but not the cumulative effect of our neighbors, our cities, our countries. I see a bag of kitchen garbage fill up over the course of two weeks, add my bathroom trash to it, put it in the big trash can, and start over. I don’t think about it much once it’s out of the house.

			Throughout many wealthy nations are many layers of bureaucracy or infrastructure that obscure our trash systems, accentuating our ignorance of the magnitude of waste. In some ways, this opacity serves a practical, beneficial purpose: the less we can see it, generally the further it is from our daily lives, and the less likely it is to cause serious sanitation and health issues. A nonexistent sanitation system contributed in part to the explosion of bubonic plague that wiped out more than twenty-five million people in the 1300s. When our infrastructures properly prevent biohazards that can cause illness, opacity serves the well-being of those who have the privilege to not be near mountains of garbage or incinerators. There are many, many populations throughout the United States and other wealthy countries that don’t have the benefit of distance from trash and its hazards. I will delve more into environmental racism and the inequity around waste disposal later in the book.

			That same level of opacity also allows corporations to avoid their responsibility to generate less waste and handle the disposal of what they produce. Because much of how we handle waste is hidden, these companies can advertise false promises of doing better (“greenwashing”) and create self-generated environmental success metrics to keep the public in the dark, obscuring the true practices of big manufacturers and brands. If we don’t see the scale of what’s wrong, then we have very little ability to see what needs to be fixed beyond our small choices.

			In many other places in the world, trash is anything but invisible. It is omnipresent in the form of the e-waste and recycling that the United States and Europe ship away—waste that provides dangerous and extremely low-paying jobs. Tons and tons of discarded clothing sits in the Atacama Desert in Chile. Avalanches of garbage pose life-threatening hazards in Jakarta’s landfills. Makeshift villages are built atop landfills in Lagos, Nigeria.[3]

			The truth is there are many different facets to trash: what it’s made up of, how it’s handled, and who is impacted by it—both on personal and global levels. This book covers the historical, psychological, geographical, environmental, and class inequities around trash; and it all comes down to how we determine the worth of objects and people.

			I am not a virtuous saint of zero waste here to instruct you, reader, to do better. I sometimes know what’s “right” and still don’t do it. I have had a jar of dead batteries on the kitchen counter for two years that will most likely end up in the trash and cause a problem at the waste facility that I’ll never witness, and I will feel guilty until I forget and the batteries accumulate once again—at least until I have nothing left that’s battery operated. I don’t know what to do with empty cans of spray paint. I usually throw away plastic peanut butter jars after I let my dog gnaw on them because the amount of water to get them slightly less greasy doesn’t seem worth the trade-off for them to still potentially wind up being rejected by a recycling plant. I forget my reusable bags 50 percent of the time and usually don’t buy in bulk. I have a dog who produces waste that then goes into a plastic bag and becomes more waste. I have a stack of broken cell phones with screens held together by packing tape in my office, but can’t bring myself to go to the mall’s Apple store because it’s an all-around hellish experience. I subscribe to Vanity Fair to stay up to date on celebrity gossip.

			These are very minor waste-producing behaviors in the grand scheme of things, and on the whole I unintentionally enact a lot of waste-reducing behaviors, which I’m afforded because of my life circumstances. Often using less costs more, and I have a certain level of class privilege that allows me to make choices that reduce waste. I live in a wealthy country, work from home, have access to a range of grocery stores, have the space to compost, drive a relatively efficient car, and have no children. I rarely (if ever) buy new clothes, usually shopping at thrift stores or wearing the same thing for ten years. I don’t get takeout because I am rendered useless by the decision-making involved. Due to where I live and my class, race, and access to infrastructure, I have more choices available than many who must engage in waste production with much less safety and freedom.

			Trash is inherently and sometimes confusingly imbalanced. The more wealth you have, the more options for wastefulness are at your disposal: frequently buying new things, traveling, getting takeout, not having to reuse. This is an intentional societal display of power through the culture of disposability.[4] But in the same way that the wealthy have access to buy and dispose of more, the options to buy less are greater as well. The opportunity to grow one’s own food as a hobby requires free time; eco-friendly options are almost always more expensive than heavily packaged products; reusable water bottles assume one has access to clean water to refill them; and composting services are generally privately owned and charge collection fees.

			For those who do not have much wealth, affordable and accessible food choices often come in excessive packaging, and neighborhoods struggle with uncollected trash as a public health issue. Cheap and poorly made goods are more affordable but end up costing more in the long haul to frequently replace—and this cycle of waste can contribute to more socioeconomic disempowerment. We don’t all have the time (or interest) to join Greta Thunberg on a two-week boat trip to avoid a plane ride.

			The intention of this book is not to elicit shame or guilt around your personal choices. While those emotions can sometimes be useful for inciting change, we are just as likely to dig our heels in, shy away from, or turn our back on the topic altogether when scolded. I often give an eye roll at lists of “10 Things You Can Do to Solve Climate Change,” and I don’t want this book to be put down because it’s asking or instructing you to tackle things that feel pointless or beyond your scope of action. How we live is complicated. The choices we’re given do not set us up for success, and the systems in place are intentionally confusing. Much of the literature and education around trash encourages personal change through bubbly, action-oriented behaviors without the information about why it’s important (or useless) beyond the basic idea of climate change or virtue signaling.

			Action-oriented behaviors can certainly be useful and function to assuage our eco-guilt (the guilt we have around not choosing the best, greenest option) but at the end of the day, the system is broken, and we as consumers have quite minimal power with our individual actions. A friend of mine has no municipal recycling or garbage pickup. When she took both types of waste to her local landfill, they had her dump both into the same pile, which would never be sorted. This is not to say that recycling never works or never happens, but knowing the realities of the infrastructure in place around you gives context for which actions do or do not help. This is by no means a get-out-of-jail-free card to take a nihilistic approach and no personal responsibility, even though it’s a tempting route to lean toward. It’s certainly easy to slip into that mindset, and I often do, but there’s a balance of not totally throwing intentional actions out the window while recognizing we are each but blips in the grand scheme of waste generation.

			Instead of shaming you or filling these pages with optimism, I hope to illuminate the real societal frameworks that, for the most part, we can’t see, so as to better understand where we fit into them, how to shift them, and how we got so deep into this global crisis. These systems range from advertising to manufacturing to class structures to ancient piles of oyster shells to bags of vomit on the moon to the mafia. Trash touches almost every facet of our daily lives, whether we are aware of it or not, and knowing more about the depths of the issue can show us where we can shift our behavior, and where it’s the responsibility of larger systems to shift in order to halt current patterns and prevent future crises.

			Context always matters, and there are extremely varied opinions when it comes to garbage. I will do my best to shed light on these topics and include different viewpoints on how these problems should be addressed. This is a rapidly shifting field of thought, and I am not an expert; but if anything, I hope context helps us all empathize with those negatively impacted by these problems, understand how we got to where we are, be angry at the right people, and navigate our personal responsibility. The situation is bleak, and this book is not a greenwashed portrayal of what’s going on. There are certainly bright spots as well as weird, gross, fascinating, and surprising facets of the garbage world, but it’s often seeing the dark underbelly of an issue that shocks us into grasping the reality of it.

			I hope what you learn will make you curious about the garbage all around you that you never noticed before.
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					[Verbatim excerpt from A Boke of Kokery]

				
			
			How Big Are We Talking?

			“Enough to fill an Olympic-size swimming pool” is a common unit of measurement, but I would hazard a guess that most people have not stood next to an Olympic-size swimming pool. And if you have, there’s a good chance you didn’t store it away in the mental measurements folder with quarts, gallons, cups, and tablespoons. It’s a pool, not a measuring cup. If you’re an Olympic swimmer, I’m sorry I won’t be using your preferred metric of comparison.

			
				A Comparison of Useless Measurements
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			The one pool-related moment that should be solidified in our collective cultural memory is the old woman swimming in spaghetti in Patch Adams, but that was a small pool in a backyard. The non-noodle-related Olympic pool is a common choice of measurement for garbage production—it holds eighty-eight thousand cubic feet. Useful? Not really. How about a blue whale, as I mentioned earlier, as a size comparison? Nope! The concept of one million? Not useful for most of us.

			In an effort to find something that’s an easily imaginable volume with which to quantify garbage production, let’s try on a semitruck container for size. We see them all the time, and they’re very big, but not so big as to be impossible to conceptualize. A standard semitrailer holds 3,800 cubic feet—twenty-three times less than an Olympic-size pool. So, those pools are really, really big.

			Globally, humans produce eight hundred thousand Olympic-size pools of garbage a year—or 18.4 million semitruck containers worth of trash. We’re back to the challenge of conceptualizing a million (much less eighteen of them), but it’s easier to recognize the sheer volume of garbage when imagining 18.4 million semitrucks clogging the highways. At about seventy-two feet in length, that’s 250,000 miles of truck. The National Highway System of the entire United States totals 161,000 miles, meaning every mile of highway in the US would be bumper-to-bumper semitrucks, with half of those being full in both directions.

			Conceptualizing the scale of trash production is one of the hardest challenges of the issue—it’s a scale too big for most of us to understand, and without really feeling grounded in the scope, it’s hard to grasp the dire nature of the problem. Throughout the book there will be measurements of scale in tons, acres, and a portal to another dimension in Oscar the Grouch’s trash can. While it’s all mind-bending amounts, the bottom line is that it’s enormous.

			And next time you’re at an Olympic pool (never), you can imagine it full of twenty-three semis.

			A Note about This Book

			Before truly delving into the world of trash, I want to give a preface about the object you’re holding, including any e-readers out there. There is a certain level of hypocrisy involved in writing a book about trash, as it requires tons of paper, water, energy, chemicals, and ink to produce, and many copies of it will eventually end up in landfills (approximately 320 million books are tossed per year).[5] We aimed to print this book in the US on fully recycled paper, but due to opacity issues, concessions were made: printing in Canada using less environmentally friendly paper, though one that is certified by the Forest Stewardship Council. This book itself reflects the environmental tradeoffs ever present in consumer goods.

			It’s relatively difficult to find transparency around the true impact of publishing, in part because there are an enormous number of factors that go into any given publication, including the size of the publishing house, current supply and demand of resources, where the printing happens, how it’s shipped, what’s used to bind the spine, and if it’s in color or not. Our increased demand for online shopping and instantaneous shipping from companies like Amazon has also made it more difficult for the publishing industry to make any meaningful progress toward more sustainable fulfillment and distribution methods. Beginning in 1995, Amazon began advertising itself as “Earth’s Biggest Bookstore,” and has held that title, currently making up over 60 percent of US book sales. Publishers heavily rely on the online retailer and have little control of how their books are handled once they leave the warehouse, despite hopes that the industry can be greener.[6] There is some pushback against the increasing monopoly of Amazon’s bookselling within online shopping, with companies stepping into the ring. For example, Bookshop, a certified B Corp[*2] online retailer of books from independent bookstores, aims to pull traffic away from Amazon to directly support local bookshops around the country.[7] Over 80 percent of their profits go directly to independent bookstores and they kept many afloat during COVID-19 shutdowns. If you love this book so much and want to buy a copy online for a rat-obsessed friend (see chapter 5) or your wasteful aunt, I encourage buying from Bookshop.org if possible.

			On the production side of things: I will get more into paper further along, but it’s a huge source of pollution, political conflict, and waste. According to The Story of Stuff, in 2010, unsold books accounted for “an average of 25–55% of what gets printed depending on the genre, which are usually either trashed, recycled, or sold to a discount bookstore.”[8] They won’t tell me how many unpurchased copies of my book are sitting somewhere awaiting their fate. The process of book manufacturing is toxic, energy intensive, and destructive, even though it has become less so with efforts to source sustainably harvested paper and use more biodegradable or recyclable binding glues. Every page in this book used an estimated three gallons of water to produce.[9] Cradle to Cradle, a book about sustainable design by Michael Braungart and William McDonough, took an innovative approach to avoiding the environmental cost of paper production by using recycled plastic as “paper” to bypass organic matter in favor of synthetic material that can be upcycled again and again. The book is even waterproof, if you want to do a little research in the tub. The technology isn’t popular, but it has potential to serve as inspiration for publishers to increase efforts of reducing waste.

			Every year, thirty million trees are used to print books just for the United States, which accounts for the largest number of books published per year globally, but it’s certainly far from the entirety of the publishing world’s mark on the environment.[10] In 2018, the World Intellectual Property Organization and International Publishers Association collected data from sixty-three countries/territories about book sales and printing, finding that the United States topped the chart with 2,597 million copies sold (remember, a huge number of printed books are not sold) followed by the UK at 652 million. In 2018, the US had 3.5 million registered ISBNs (the global system of numbers used to identify books), which dwarfs the UK at 185,721, Germany at 139,940, and Italy at 137,397.[11]

			Penguin Random House, this book’s publisher, is aiming to shift toward a more sustainable model of production, using 100 percent Forest Stewardship Council (FSC) certified harvested paper. In its US warehouses, which ship out 1.2 million books per day, there is an effort to reduce packaging with more efficient systems and less plastic wrapping. The US warehouses have offset their electric use with the purchase of renewable energy credits (a tricky and oftentimes smoke-and-mirrors solution, so take that with a grain of salt).[12] In a 2018 report, the Rainforest Action Network had a very different take on Penguin’s efforts to make environmentally friendly moves, and determined that there was a serious need to catch up to the pack on sustainable accountability and action.[13]

			One example of successful, transparent efforts toward sustainability is Hachette Livre, a French publishing company that very clearly states their practices and statistics. With a commitment to use sustainably, legally harvested paper, 91.5 percent of their books in 2018 were printed on FSC paper, and their distribution centers are equipped with balers and shredders to do in-house recycling rather than shipping their recycling to an offsite facility.[14] It’s excellent and important that companies like Hachette are working toward a net neutral or net positive effect on waste production, and their transparency is equally important. Sharing honest reports about internal successes and flaws creates accountability when a company’s dirty laundry is aired.

			Books are valuable tools for learning and entertainment, and I am by no means arguing against the printing and selling of physical books. They’re wonderful and important and how I make a living. Buying paper books is something that I love doing and do often. I’m historically a very slow reader and I hated pleasure reading until my twenties, so having a full bookshelf brings me a sense of satisfaction—making up for all those grumpy years of not reading. I get most of my books secondhand, many of which come from online secondhand sellers, Bookshop.org, Little Free Libraries, or thrift stores. I (sometimes) loan out books to trustworthy friends who won’t steal them forever, and I keep a list of who has what—my own self-operated library.

			Book printing and distribution practices are often heavily waste generating, but there is plenty of room for improvement with the technology and infrastructure there to accomplish it. Although consumer choice often matters less than we’d like it to, book buying is one realm in which individual choices can actually make an impact. Buying from Amazon hurts the industry with unnecessary packaging (a book surrounded by plastic in a box ten times bigger than the book), unrealistic shipping expectations that make transportation inefficient, and reduced customer bases for independent, local booksellers.

			For those who prefer to read digitally, how does your e-reader stack up to paper books? At first glance, it might seem like they are more eco-friendly, as no trees were harmed in the making, and your library can be infinitely full without producing anything physical—no glue or ink or forests involved. The New York Times put together a step-by-step journey of e-reader production to compare its material and energy consumption to paper books.[15]

			Here’s how the numbers shake out:

			
				[image: 40-50 books, 33 pounds of minerals, 79 gallons of water.]
			

			What’s required to produce one e-reader:

			
					
					Thirty-three pounds of minerals—some toxic and some benign, but still energy consumptive to mine and refine

				

					
					Seventy-nine gallons of water

				

					
					One hundred kilowatt-hours of energy (generally fossil fuels)

				

					
					Sixty-six pounds of CO₂ emissions

				

					
					Seventy times greater adverse human health effects than paper book production

				

			

			Forty to fifty books need to be e-read to even out the fossil fuel, water, and mineral usage of e-reader production with the production of paper books, and one hundred books need to be e-read to even out the carbon emissions of e-reader production.

			To produce one paper book requires:

			
					
					Two-thirds of a pound of minerals

				

					
					Two gallons of water[*3]

				

					
					Two kilowatt-hours of energy

				

					
					One hundred times fewer greenhouse gas emissions compared to e-readers

				

			

			A landfilled paper book will release twice the amount of emissions (as methane and other greenhouse gases) in the landfill compared to the emissions generated to produce the book itself.

			So, if you’re a heavy reader, an e-reader might be a better option than buying new printed books. However, the most ideal options are to buy used books from local thrift stores or bookstores, or utilize your local library—both of which require little to no environmental repercussions, outside of transport to and from the locations.

			If you no longer want this book (no hard feelings), consider giving it to a friend or donating it to an organization, library, or used bookstore.

			
				Skip Notes

				
					*1 The words garbage, trash, rubbish, waste, and refuse are used interchangeably, but there are historical differences between the terms. The earliest appearance of the word garbage was in a recipe for a meal of chicken giblets and organs in A Boke of Kokery, a cookbook from fifteenth-century Britain. Historically, garbage has referred to organic matter: kitchen scraps, yard waste, or other “wet” materials. Trash, by contrast, is any “dry” refuse: paper, plastic, or cans. Refuse and rubbish are (very British) catchalls, which include wet, dry, and any other discarded items ranging from couches to cell phones to concrete. Because it’s not common practice to use these words separately anymore, they will be used interchangeably throughout the book.

				

				
					*2 According to bcorporation.net, B Corp certification designates “that a business is meeting high standards of verified performance, accountability, and transparency on factors from employee benefits and charitable giving to supply chain practices and input materials.”

				

				
					*3 This is to make the pulp slurry that is pressed into paper. Depending on how water consumption is measured, some sources measure up to three gallons of water per sheet of paper.

				

			

		

	
		
			Part 1

			Our Trashy History

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Ancient Systems

			
				“Probably from the moment when Adam and Eve were finished eating their apple and wondered what to do with the core, we have wrestled with what to do with our refuse.”

				—Larry VanderLeest, Garbio: Stories of Chicago, Its Garbage, and the Dutchmen Who Picked It Up

			

			We have what we have on Earth—it’s a finite, closed system, and all the materials we are going to have are already here, so the thought exercise of how these materials have physically and psychologically shifted into what we toss out is an interesting one. Where was all the material before it got to a landfill? At what point does something lose its association with the natural materials used to create it and become easier to discard? Once something is printed on paper? Once ceramics are glazed with wild colors? Once it’s hard to tell if furniture is made of wood or plastic imitating wood? How do we decide what trash is a metric of human success and what trash is a metric of human failure?

			Writing this book made me think about museums full of artifacts from ancient peoples around the world—Egyptian sarcophagi from the 2600s BCE, Chinese glazed pottery dating back to 1600 BCE, Mesopotamian glass objects from 4000 BCE, the sunken Dokos ship from ancient Greece resting on the ocean floor since 2700 BCE. It brings the question: What defines trash? Must it be intentionally discarded, or can it also be what is left behind, willfully or not?
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			When we think about ancient materials, we usually think of them as natural, from the earth. And if they’re from the earth, they must easily be returned to it by decomposition, leaving little evidence behind after a period of time. Clay remains clay, stone remains stone, metal remains metal. But the process of extraction and transformation can completely change the properties of those materials and objects, rendering them permanent artifacts rather than circular resources in an ecosystem. Glass is a good example. When glass is made by humans rather than naturally by volcanoes (obsidian) or lightning, it’s formed by heating silica-rich sand to a liquefying temperature of 3,090°F to produce a chemical transformation that can never be reversed. I would hazard a guess that almost no one thinks of sand as garbage, but once it changes forms it instantly becomes a manufactured, nonbiodegradable material. It is estimated that it takes one million years to degrade, but it could potentially take much longer (if not infinity) to break down, as no person has been alive for one million years to document the process.

			If eyes are the windows to the soul, then trash is the window to the past. Some of the oldest evidence of human activity, ritual, innovation, diet, and population size of a community comes in the form of middens, or ancient garbage dumps. Humans are unique in our linear production of waste; in all other biological systems there is a symbiotic relationship among organisms to take care of waste. Scavengers feed from picked-over carcasses, feces decompose and serve as fertilizer, a squirrel’s abandoned acorns sprout oak trees. At a certain point, humans tipped out of the natural rhythm between cyclical waste creation and the environment’s use for it. Our garbage is at a peak moment of crisis, but “our species faced its first garbage crisis when human beings became sedentary animals.”[1] Any time we settle somewhere, we leave remnants of our existence there. From early arrowheads and tools to pottery shards and glass, it turns out plastics aren’t the only permanent markers of our propensity to create and discard.

			Middens can be found almost everywhere that humans have congregated over the course of history, and exist today in the form of carbon-rich deposits from organic matter or collections of discarded tools and vessels. These sites are often recognizable because the layers of earth are darkened from carbon-rich material decomposition—food scraps, animal parts, or human burials.[2] I haven’t ever rotated my compost and I’ve only added a couple pathetic handfuls of dried leaves in the past two years, so I have a pretty good sense of what the rich dark sludge left behind for millennia would look like.

			Shell Mounds

			One of the most common types of middens are shell mounds: huge deposits of shells found along the coast that are evidence of an abundance of shellfish available to coastal peoples thousands of years ago. These shell mounds often give insight about the sustainability of indigenous people’s harvesting practices, as shown by the consistently large size of the bivalves (generally oysters)—evidence that they were allowed to grow to maturity and were not collected prematurely, preventing overharvesting.[3]
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			Shell mounds can be found around the world on coastlines, and due to the high alkalinity of shells, they have an amazing ability to preserve objects (both organic and not) lodged inside, providing a clear window into the past behaviors of the people who created the mounds. Sometimes shell mounds were used as burial sites or places of ritual, and often were big enough to define coastal landscapes. Hunt Revell, cofounder of Shell to Shore, explains that “humans have been gathering around oysters for ten to twenty thousand years, and the idea of the gathering place being the trash heap means this is one place people stayed for a while.”[4] A mound that was demolished in Emeryville, California, was 30 feet tall by 350 feet wide,[5] and a preserved Japanese mound in Miyatojima is 2,600 feet long and 650 feet wide.[6]

			Unfortunately, a huge portion of shell mounds around the world have been destroyed by erosion, colonization, and human development. These archaeological sites are extremely important to gaining understanding of the people who lived there, and they hold importance today to the tribes and populations who still live on those lands. There is a push to preserve some of the remaining middens in an effort to learn about ways of sustainable shellfish harvesting and the histories of populations that no longer exist, and to give ownership back to those whose ancestors lived in those places. On discussing the narrative that the earliest humans “chased the big boy mammoth across the Bering Strait from Russia to Alaska and spread across the modern day US,” Revell shares findings that “some of these shell mounds on the West Coast from Washington to Chile have been around longer than the Clovis arrowheads found in Mammoth Park,”[7] meaning that shell-mound-creating populations potentially predated the popular notion that people first came to the modern-day United States over the Bering Strait.

			
				[image: ]
			

			Ancient indigenous groups might have set large rocks out into the ocean to cultivate oyster beds at a distance such that the bivalves were reachable and wouldn’t wash out with the tide, but far enough to be in their ideal growing environments—thus creating “little gardens on the coast.” Evidence of such ancient sustainable marine farming practices might indicate, Revell suspects, that these groups “weren’t as nomadic as we think, because it’s a really sustainable food source rather than you gotta go chase the mammoth and feed your family for the year.”[8]

			
				——————

				WHAT HAPPENS TO OUR SHELLS TODAY?

				While the destroyed middens cannot be restored, there is work being done to recycle oyster shells to rehab depleted oyster beds, build infrastructure to mitigate erosion, and encourage healthy oyster populations for ecological health and water quality. When Revell started Shell to Shore, an oyster recycling and marine ecosystem rehabilitation organization based in Athens, Georgia, his goal was to tackle systemic flaws and explore possibilities of using recycled oyster shells to rehab coastal ecosystems and reduce waste. Revell’s belief is that an oyster shell “isn’t trash, it’s a self-sustaining organism. This shell is not alive, but it’s part of what creates oyster reefs. Not only that—it can be repurposed for all kinds of other things, so there is absolutely no reason this should be going into a trash can.”[9]

				Oysters are a good example of the global food system creating problems that both serve and harm the environment and local populations. Shipping food (in theory) allows for products to reach any corner of the globe, some of which is necessary to feed populations with little food access. But sometimes it is motivated by unnecessary decadence—like oysters in Nebraska. This doesn’t serve to alleviate food scarcity, and by virtue of its habitat, oysters can never be local unless the ocean swallows about fifteen hundred miles of the West Coast. To accommodate the excessive demand for a slow-growing species, farmed oysters have become a huge business, much like many species of fish and shrimp. However, farmed oysters get shipped further and further inland all over the country, creating hundreds of thousands of new shells that wouldn’t have been in the ecosystem naturally—that then need to be disposed of.

				The practice of sustainable harvesting has more benefits than just providing a stable, renewable food source; intact oyster beds prevent erosion and keep water quality high. Oysters
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