Where Does Trash Go?

Perhaps you are taking a walk in your neighborhood, or a stroll through the woods, and you see trash. Where does trash go if it is not picked up? Does your local government clean it up? Is it treated at a facility before entering our streams and rivers?

The truth is that whatever is on the street will enter our waterways as is, and will most likely NEVER be collected or treated. This includes trash, lawn fertilizer, animal droppings, and automotive emissions. Storm water, or water that results from a rain event, and wind pick up any debris in their path and hasten their input into our tributaries. The journey that debris takes often begins when it enters a storm drain, connects with a local stream and perhaps additional tributaries, and subsequently makes its way to the Chesapeake Bay and later the Atlantic Ocean.

To me, this is one of the most important blogs I can write and inform you of. That is because numerous surveys have shown that the majority of the American public is misinformed about this issue. Most think trash is handled by local government, perhaps in the same way our sewage is managed. There is no facility, local or otherwise, that manages our trash once it enters the storm drain. Once trash enters the storm drain, it’s on its way to fouling rivers and streams in your area, and onward to the Chesapeake Bay.

Thus I cannot stress the importance of keeping our streets free of debris. How often do we walk by that overturned and overflowing trash can, throw our cigarette butts out the window, or walk past litter?

Baltimore City is looking into purchasing a trash collector for the Inner Harbor that appears to be doing a pretty good job of collecting litter prior to entering the harbor. You can read about it here. However, this is a drop in the bucket when you ponder that the Chesapeake Bay encompasses six states and 64,000 square miles.

Trash has a negative impact on our economies, our values, and our enjoyment of the water. It decreases property values, threatens and sometimes kills fish and birds, and diminishes the livelihood of those who make their living on the water.

If you would like to get involved in a trash cleanup in your area, think about mobilizing one in your neighborhood, or contact your local watershed organization.
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