
S U S T A I N A B I L I T Y   
April 2010 

Nearly 70% of what we throw away could be recycled.  Yet, 
there it is in our garbage and it gets hauled away to the land-
fill.  Then what happens?  How long does it takes for garbage 
to decompose?  It depends on factors such as oxygen levels, 
temperature, and the presence of water.  Many landfills are 
now sealed with plastic to keep water out, lessening the 
chance of harmful chemicals leaching into the ground water.  
But the absence of water increases the decomposition time. 

Take the Quiz About the Rotting Truth 

Sustainability Tip of the Month 

City of Burnsville 

1. Piece of cotton fabric 

2. Styrofoam cup 

3. Plastic grocery bag 

4. Plastic bottle 

5. Tin can 

6. Cigarette butt 

7. Cardboard 

8. Wooden furniture 

9. Newspaper 

10. Aluminum Can 

A. 200 to 500 years 

B. 13 years 

C. 2 to 5 years 

D. Never 

E. 2 to 4 weeks 

F. 450 years 

G. 500 to 1,000 years 

H. 2 months 

I. 80 to 100 years 

J. 5 months 

Trashed Item Decomposition Time 

Match the trashed item to the correct decomposition 
time, then check your answers below. 

1. Piece of cotton fabric—J. 5 months 
2. Styrofoam cup—D. Never 
3. Plastic grocery bag—G. 500 to 1,000 years 
4. Plastic Bottle—F. 450 years 
5. Tin can—I. 80 to 100 years 
6. Cigarette butt—C. 2 to 5 years 
7. Cardboard—H. 2 months 
8. Wooden furniture—B. 13 years 
9. Newspaper—E. 2 to 4 weeks 
10. Aluminum can—A. 200 to 500 years 

Answers: 

Making choices 
Now that we know how long it takes for material 
to decompose, it’s important to make sure that 
we reduce our negative environmental impact by 
recycling whenever possible and buying recy-
cled content products.   

The above quiz and answers previously appeared in the Dakota Electric Questline newsletter and is used with permission— 
http://members.questline.com/Article.aspx?userID=140013&articleID=12095&NL=7485 

There is no ‘away’ 
Throwing out garbage, put-
ting it by the curb, taking it to 
the dump -- try as we might, 
we can never really make 
garbage disappear. When we 
throw garbage "away," it just 
goes somewhere else.  It usu-
ally goes to a landfill and 
stays there for a long, long 
time. 
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