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Synopsis

Out of sight, out of mind ... Into our trash cans go dead batteries, dirty diapers, bygone burritos,
broken toys, tattered socks, eight-track cassettes, scratched CDs, banana peels.... But where do
these things go next? In a country that consumes and then casts off more and more, what actually
happens to the things we throw away? In Garbage Land, acclaimed science writer Elizabeth Royte
leads us on the wild adventure that begins once our trash hits the bottom of the can. Along the way,
we meet an odor chemist who explains why trash smells so bad; garbage fairies and recycling
gurus; neighbors of massive waste dumps; CEOs making fortunes by encouraging waste or
encouraging recycling-often both at the same time; scientists trying to revive our most polluted
places; fertilizer fanatics and adventurers who kayak amid sewage; paper people, steel people,
aluminum people, plastic people, and even a guy who swears by recycling human waste. With a
wink and a nod and a tightly clasped nose, Royte takes us on a bizarre cultural tour through slime,
stench, and heat-in other words, through the back end of our ever-more supersized lifestyles. By
showing us what happens to the things we’ve "disposed of," Royte reminds us that our decisions
about consumption and waste have a very real impact-and that unless we undertake radical
change, the garbage we create will always be with us: in the air we breathe, the water we drink, and
the food we consume. Radiantly written and boldly reported, Garbage Land is a brilliant exploration

into the soiled heart of the American trash can.
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It takes a dedicated person (or a nut!) to spend time with garbage as your companion, but Elizabeth
Royte has done just that, and she did so over a period of many months. Her new book, "Garbage
Land", is remarkably comprehensive, thoroughly engaging and downright fun.How many people
know the names of their garbagemen? The author certainly does as she relates a time where she
did a stint or two picking up garbage with the local "San Men" around her neighborhood in New
York. (yes, there are women in the "pick-up" business, too) Ms. Royte duly notes the "rejectamenta”
that leaves her home as she includes chapters from recycling, waste sites and sewage treatment
plants, to landfills, incinerators and composting. All you’ve ever wanted to know about garbage and
the six degrees of separation thereof, (and many things you've never cared to know) are contained
in this gem of a book. To say that she has done her homework may be a bit of an understatement.
Sifting through her own household garbage week after week must earn extra points as | know of no
one who would ever want to undertake something like that.While the subject is indeed a fascinating
one for her and for those of us who care to read about it, Ms. Royte is surprisingly (and refreshingly)
not overly judgmental. Is recycling good, for instance? Well, yes and no, she offers. She introduces
differing points of view and largely lets the reader decide. | must be honest and say that there are
parts of "Garbage Land" that get heavily bogged down in technical terms and statistics, (which is
why it took me a period of several days to get to the end) but the final "product” is as informative a
look as one will most likely get these days.The author is good at giving some astounding facts.
Referring to anthropology students digging through dry landfills she says, "forty-year-old hot dogs
look just like the ones currently sold in the Times Square subway station. Seventy-year-old
newspapers can still be read. Cling Wrap still clings". | laughed out loud when she mentioned that
"as late as 1892, a hundred thousand pigs roamed New York City’s streets, feasting on scraps
tossed out doors and windows by the working poor"..... Times may have changed but garbage is still
garbage.Elizabeth Royte has written a terrific book but she has also done a great service in
enlightening us in an area of our lives about which most of us would rather not know. It is an

eye-opener as well as a nose-opener. | highly recommend it.

| picked up this book the day it came out and found it so compelling -- and mind curdling -- that |
couldn’t put it down. | took it home and read it from cover to cover. Royte shows formidable skills as
interviewer, detective, researcher and wordsmith. | admire her persistence in getting this story and
telling it well. | rate it 5 stars -- right up there with several other page-turning, brilliantly researched
exposes -- "Fast Food Nation" by Eric Schlosser, "Toxic Sludge is Good for You" by John Stauber

and Sheldon Rampton and "The Whole Soy Story:The Dark Side of America’s Favorite Health



Food" by Kaayla Daniel. | cannot recommend this book enough.

Elizabeth Royte’s Garbage Land is one woman'’s journey to find out where her waste goes. She
follows her putrescibles to the landfills, her recyclables to recovery facilities, and even tracks her
poop all the way to the sewage treatment plant and beyond. She discovers that there are no easy
answers and that consuming less is the best answer to the waste problem. The reason that |
resonate so strongly with Garbage Land is that since the late '80s my wife and | have been on a
quest to reduce, reuse, and recycle to the max [although | participated in the recycling program in
Forest Hills, Pennsylvania when | was a teen in the "70s] and have run into many of the problems
encountered by Royte. Even though Whittier, California now uses the 3 barrel system [yard waste,
recyclables, and trash, with the trash barrel being much smaller than the other two], we still find the
level of our trash disconcerting AND we live over the hill from the Puente Hills landfill, now the
largest sanitary landfill in the world [enlarging the landfill has been mitigated by setting aside or
buying land for parks in the hills, so it hasn’t been a total waste]. | agree with the previous reviewer’s
comparison to Fast Food Nation - the books share a similar feel, although | find this one even lower
key in the polemics department. | finished the book over the weekend while | was at a wedding in
Mendocino County. The couple was married at the oldest organic winery in the country and their
house is equipped with a composting toilet - | ended up feeling like a piker when it came to the 3 R’s
of waste. Garbage Land is food for thought for anybody thinking about their own impact on the

planet.

Garbage Land is an entry into that recent non-fiction genre that has brought us books and
documentaries like Fast Food Nation and Supersize Me. Each address the inherent flaw of
capitalism-- that its tenets are not physicanny or environmentally sustainable-- by looking at
universally familiar subjects. While it's possible to avoid imbibing fast food, our culture, and our
bodies, makes it virtually impossible not to produce waste. Elizabeth Royte makes the brave move
to use her own actions as a catalyst to explore trash as the profit driven phenomenon that it is. Her
findings are disturbing-- as far away as we may ship our garbage, it comes back to haunt us in so
many ways-- yet the picaresqe, investigative narrative of the long, winding, sometimes heavily
secured road to the dump is surprisingly rich and even inspiring. While she makes clear that the
problem of trash is bigger than us all (it's in the culturally encouraged habit of consumption), and
that we all participate in degrees of detritus denial, Royte manages to affirm the idea that change

can begin with one less java jacket in the waste bin.
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