
PAPER &  
CARDBOARD 
 

DESCRIPTION: Material manufactured from the pulp of wood or other fibrous substances, into sheets of various 
thicknesses and textures, used for writing, drawing, or printing on, or as wrapping and packaging material.

GLOBAL PRODUCTION/DISPOSAL: Estimated production of 410 million tonnes globally in 20161.

COMMON SOURCES: Office paper; packaging (cardboard boxes and paper wrapping); labels; catering 
materials - single-use plates, cups and serviettes; newspapers and other printed media.

IMPACTS IF NOT MANAGED CORRECTLY: Paper sourced from unsustainably managed forests contributes 
to deforestation; Paper products account for around 27% by volume of municipal solid waste in the United 
States2 and 24% by mass globally. Decomposing paper emits greenhouse gases – methane and CO2. 

OPTIONS FOR REDUCING: Avoid printed paper processes; minimise disposable packaging and catering 
applications; replace paper towels in restrooms with high efficiency hand-dryers powered by renewable 
energy or certified ‘green power’; use both sides of paper when printing cannot be avoided.

OPTIONS FOR REUSING: Purchase paper that is already produced from recycled fibres; reuse packaging where 
possible, particularly rigid paper board/cardboard; shred used paper for reuse as a packaging/padding material.

OPTIONS FOR RECYCLING: Many paper and cardboard products are widely recyclable. Some European 
countries have achieved recycling rates in excess of 70%, and on average paper fibres can be recycled up to 
3.5 times. In developing countries, small scale paper recycling may be possible or, as a secondary preference, 
paper may be pulped and compacted into dense, air-dried fuel briquettes (combustion with energy recovery), 
which may be especially useful in degraded environments where natural fuel sources are unsustainably used.

OTHER OPTIONS (LAST RESORT): Paper will biodegrade over time in a landfill, although as noted above, this 
will lead to greenhouse gas emissions. Open burning (no energy recovery) is not encouraged, but is preferable 
to landfilling, especially in crowded settlements where land is scarce. At all times, avoid illegal dumping. 

OTHER COMMENTS: Use only paper from certified renewable forests.

There may be instances, especially in food packaging, where a paper product is preferable to some other 
type of disposable product, such as plastic or styrofoam. All have a higher environmental impact, however, 
than encouraging reusable eating ware.

Very low grade paper products, such as serviettes, tissues, hand towels and toilet roll are generally not 
recyclable, but will eventually biodegrade in compost heaps, composting toilets or, as a last resort, a landfill.

ENDNOTES
1  Confederation of European Paper Industries, 08 February 2017, Preliminary Statistics for 2016 published (news release): 

http://www.cepi.org/taxonomy/term/26.
2 US Environment Protection Agency, 2016, website: https://archive.epa.gov/epawaste/nonhaz/municipal/web/html/.

FOR MORE INFORMATION, PLEASE VISIT WWW.GREENINGTHEBLUE.ORG/WASTE-MANAGEMENT
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