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Waste Wasting Water 
Written by Krista Scheirer, Conservation Coordinator 

 
Though the United States accounts for less than 5 percent of the world’s 

population, we create about 25 percent of the world’s solid waste.1  We are the world 
leader in producing waste, and tons of our garbage gets thrown or swept into our 
waterways each year, endangering wildlife and releasing harmful chemicals into our 
streams.  Food containers, plastic bags and bottles litter parking lots and roadsides, 
where wind blows them into nearby streams.  Scrap metal from household 
appliances, construction materials, propane tanks, old mattresses and tires by the 
dozen are illegally dumped in wooded areas, usually near streams, because people do 
not want to pay to properly dispose of them.  Cigarette smokers flick butts out of their 
car windows, not thinking about the next rainstorm that will wash those butts into 
the nearest creek, where the plastic filters and cigarette toxins will poison stream life.  
Cigarette butts and filters are the number one litter item in the United States.2 

 

All of this trash can be washed away by rain to become buried in the 
stream bed, entangled in plants, or carried on to the next water body.  This is 
evidenced by the enormous trash gyres, formed by the currents, in each of the 
world’s oceans.  Almost 90 percent of the trash in our oceans is plastic, which can 
take hundreds of years to break down and can kill many animals in the meantime.3  
Animals die from ingesting our trash, by being trapped, or simply from swimming in 
polluted waters.  More than 100,000 marine mammals and as many as 2 million 
seabirds die each year from the trash that makes its way into our oceans.4  Balloons 
can be one of the most deadly items.  Released balloons fall back to Earth and block 
the digestive tracts of animals that mistakenly eat them, while the ribbon entangles 
them.    

 

How does this affect us? 
When small fish consume plastic or other trash, the toxins released by that 

trash make their way up the food chain.  Eventually we end up with our trash back 
on our dinner plates.  Besides protecting our food and the species our trash kills, we 
have another reason to stop littering our waterways:  we are running out of 
drinkable water.  Though 75 percent of Earth’s surface is water, only 1 percent of 
that is accessible drinking water, and we use it as if it will never run out.5  The water 
we receive as rain is the same water that has always been cycling on our planet, but 
each time it hits the land, there are more substances to pollute it before it reaches 
our faucets.  If we keep polluting our fresh water with trash, chemicals and other 
waste, access to clean water will be more difficult, and therefore, more expensive.  
Millions of people have difficulty finding potable water now, yet we are making 
things worse.  Water is a precious resource that many of us take for granted.  When 
we pollute our water, we destroy our own essential resources.     

 

We need to reduce the amount of waste we create, reuse our materials as much as possible, and recycle plastic, metal, paper 
and other materials whenever we can.  We need to be smart consumers and conscientious citizens.  Think about this article the next 
time you go to the super market or the next time you buy the latest gadget.  Where will each item end up?  Finally, please remember 
to properly dispose of your garbage.  
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Trash removed from the Perkiomen Creek at one 

of 45 sites during our annual Stream Clean-up! 


