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In recent years recycling, composting and new ways of re-using our waste have been on the rise. In fact, a 
2014 EPA report compared rates of recycling from 1960 – 2014 and shows that there has been a steady 
increase in recycling and composting – from 6.6 tons of municipal solid waste (MSW) recycled or composted 
in 1960 to 89.4 tons in 2014! The chart below depicts the rate of recycling/composting for selected products 
in 2014 as well as the timeline.  

With the rise of the US sustainability movement comes a new buzzword – upcycling. Upcycling is when old or 
discarded materials are re-used in such a way that they have a higher quality or value than the original item. 
Entrepreneurs have seen opportunities for new business ventures that not only create a profit but also 
address the initiative to protect our environment. Homeowners and craft experts may see opportunities to 
save money and create something to be used in their home.  There are literally endless examples of upcycling 
but some popular ones are plastic lumber, mason jar lights, soda bottle bird feeders, and wooden palette 
furniture. In truth, upcycling has been around for years before it was given the label, but has been more 
popular with ideas being shared on Pinterest and products being sold on Etsy.  
 
There is one major guideline with upcycling that we’d like our readers to be aware of – because 
unfortunately, many creative upcycling projects can actually turn once-recyclable or reusable items into 
inevitable trash. The key with upcycling is to think of the final product’s complete life cycle, and to consider 
what will happen when your new object — and all of its components — are no longer desired in their current 
form. For example, plastic bottles cut up into light fixtures or plant holders are no longer recyclable. 
Electronic circuit boards get transformed into jewelry or attached to wood and other items that e-waste 
recyclers would turn away. It is important to understand that what makes the recycling process possible is 
that like objects are bundled up, processed, and re-melted or re-pulped into new materials. Once several 
materials are adhered that are not the same, it is often too costly or hazardous for them to go through the 
recycling process. Understanding this may help you to better choose projects that allow the components to 
once again be re-used or recycled down the line!  
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Contact us for more information at 315-788-8450  

or jefferson@cornell.edu. 
 

Visit our website at www.ccejefferson.org. 
 

Find us on Facebook at: 

Cornell Cooperative Extension of Jefferson County 

and Jefferson County, NY 4H  

 


