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SAN FRANCISCO – Walk down
the street on garbage day in many
towns, and evidence of our love af-
fair with online shopping is plain to
see. Recycling bins overflow with
boxes from Amazon, eBay, Walmart
and others. 

All those folded and flattened
corrugated cardboard boxes are a
testament to Americans’ diligent re-
cycling efforts — to a degree. 

A USA TODAY analysis of several
industry studies on cardboard use
and recycling paints a different sto-
ry. Americans are sending more cor-
rugated cardboard to the landfill
than to recycling plants compared
with past years. 

Online sales have surged in the
past five years, and cardboard use
jumped 8% in the same period, ac-
cording to the American Forest & Pa-
per Association. Yet cardboard recy-
cling has dropped. 

Last year, 300,000 fewer
tons of corrugated paper
were recycled in the USA
than in the year before,
even as domestic con-
sumption increased 3.5%, 

Online shopping has
boosted use of boxes
as recycling declines 
Elizabeth Weise
USA TODAY

Cardboard recycling down as online sales rise

SOURCE U.S. Census, American Forest & Paper Association
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Trump issued
order but hasn’t
filled posts to fix
U.S. infrastructure 

WASHINGTON – Nearly 10 months
after signing an executive order to
speed environmental reviews of infra-
structure projects, the Trump admini-
stration has failed to name key federal
officials charged with implementing
the policy.

President Trump frequently criti-
cizes the time it takes to review high-
way, bridge and other projects, and his
administration is working to cut the
average review to two years. But critics
say it is the White House itself that has
been slow to appoint some of the care-
takers of his effort.

Trump made fixing the nation’s
crumbling infrastructure a central
theme of his campaign and has de-
scribed lengthy environmental as-
sessments of infrastructure projects
as standing in the way. One study
found that the typical project takes 
six years to clear federal regulatory
hurdles.

Despite the president’s interest in
the issue, he has not selected a chair of
the Council on Environmental Quality,
a White House office that plays a major
role overseeing environmental re-
views. He has not named the head of a
permitting council charged with mon-
itoring those assessments.

Several top positions at the Depart-
ment of Transportation, including the
head of the Federal Aviation Admini-
stration and the Federal Highway
Administration, are filled with acting
administrators.

“One of the key things the White
House isn’t doing is using the permit-
ting council to knock heads together,”
said Scott Slesinger, legislative direc-
tor at the National Resources Defense
Council. “You need to put the money 

Critical
policy
jobs go
vacant

John Fritze
USA TODAY

President Trump frequently

criticizes the time it takes

to review highway, bridge

and other projects.
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High-tide flooding is happening
across the USA at twice the rate it was
just 30 years ago, according to a report
released this week. 

And this flooding is caused by rising
seas, not necessarily by a storm. As
ocean levels rise because of global
warming, flooding can now occur with
high tides in many locations.

The situation also is called “sunny-
day,” “clear-sky” or “nuisance” flood-
ing, and 27 locations across the nation
set or tied records for most days with

floods from May 2017 to April 2018, the
report said. 

William Sweet, an oceanographer
with the National Oceanic and Atmos-
pheric Administration and co-author of
the report, said Wednesday that “what
used to be uncommon is now becoming
fairly common.” 

Ben Horton, a Rutgers University re-
searcher who was not involved in the
study, called it “a warning, a shot across
the bow. Across the whole of the U.S.
coastline, we are in dire need of action.”

The report found tidal flooding was at
record levels last year along parts of the
southeast Atlantic and eastern Gulf

coasts. It examined only coastal flood-
ing, not inundation brought on by sud-
den, heavy rain or overflowing rivers.

“As they examine their risk, commu-
nities can use this information to help
better mitigate and prepare for high tide
flooding from long-term sea-level rise,”
according to NOAA.

These floods are seldom life-threat-
ening. They’re mostly caused by cli-
mate-related sea-level rise, NOAA said.

The effects of rising sea levels along
most of the continental U.S. coastline
are expected to become more severe in
the coming decades, NOAA said.

Contributing: Associated Press

‘Clear-sky’ flooding worsens in U.S. as sea levels rise
Doyle Rice
USA TODAY

White House starts anti-opioid
ad campaign aimed at youth

The White House launched an anti-
opioid advertising campaign targeting
young people Thursday. The Trump
administration declared the epidemic
a public health emergency in October. 

Actors in the new public education
campaign re-enact the actual stories
of young adults when they were in the
throes of opioid addiction. 

It was created by the Truth Initia-
tive, which helped bring down ciga-
rette smoking among young people
over the past 20 years with its ads.

Texas school district where 10
were fatally shot adds police

The Texas school district where
eight students and two teachers were
fatally shot last month has increased
the number of police officers and
guards on campuses.

The Santa Fe Independent School
District said the increased security
presence began Wednesday at the dis-
trict southeast of Houston.

Yellowstone head says Trump
administration forcing him out

Yellowstone National Park’s super-
intendent says he’s being forced out
after disagreements with the Trump
administration over how many bison
the park can sustain.

Superintendent Dan Wenk last
week announced he intended to retire
March 30, 2019. He said Thursday that
he’s been informed a new superinten-
dent will be in place in August.

Wenk said he wasn’t given a reason,
and the only dispute he’s had with
Interior Secretary Ryan Zinke was over
bison. Ranchers in neighboring Mon-
tana, where Zinke served as a con-
gressman, have long sought reduc-
tions in bison. Wenk says the current
population is sustainable. 

Sweden truck attacker convicted
of murder, receives life term

An Uzbek man who drove a stolen
beer truck into a crowd in Stockholm
last year, killing five people and
wounding 14 others, was convicted
Thursday of terror-related murder and
given a life sentence.

Rakmat Akilov had said he wanted
to punish Sweden for joining a coali-
tion against the Islamic State militant
group.

Weather, danger halt search for
survivors at Guatemala volcano

Rescuers suspended search-and-
recovery efforts Thursday at villages
devastated by the eruption of Guate-
mala’s Volcano of Fire, leaving people
with missing loved ones distraught.

Conred, the national disaster agen-
cy, said weather conditions and still-
hot volcanic material were making it
dangerous for rescuers.

Prosecutors also ordered an investi-
gation into whether emergency proto-
cols were followed properly, as many
residents were caught with little or no
time to evacuate.

From staff and wire reports

IN BRIEF

Cardboard
overruns
landfills 
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Corrections & Clarifications

“We believe every person that enters
the country illegally like that should be
prosecuted,” Sessions told conservative
radio host Hugh Hewitt on Tuesday.
“And you can’t be giving immunity to
people who bring children with them
recklessly and improperly and illegally.”

Critics said the policy has created a
self-inflicted crisis, similar to one in
2014, when more than 70,000 unac-
companied minors flooded over the bor-
der with Mexico, overrunning holding
facilities and courtrooms.

U.S. Rep. Filemon Vela, D-Texas,
spent the past week along the border,
meeting with church officials and immi-
grant advocates. 

He said he requested information
from the Department of Homeland Se-
curity, which oversees immigration
agencies, particularly on the status of
the children.

“It’s a mess,” Vela said. “This is es-
sentially an unaccompanied-minor cri-
sis manufactured by the president of
the United States.”

Officials have not released exact fig-

McALLEN, Texas – The govern-
ment’s new “zero tolerance” policy to-
ward undocumented immigrants and
its tactic of separating families at the
border have taxed the immigration sys-
tem, from overflowing holding facilities
to crammed courts.

This is especially evident in the
eighth-floor courtroom of the U.S. Dis-
trict Court of the Southern District of
Texas in this border town, the busiest in
the nation for illegal crossings. 

Wednesday morning, 72 shackled
defendants shuffled into the courtroom,
filling nearly all six rows of wooden
pews. Handcuffs were removed during
the hearing, but their ankles remained
shackled together. 

They had all been charged with a fed-
eral misdemeanor for crossing into the
USA without papers. Thirteen of them
had been separated from their children,
some as young as 6 years old. A hearing
of similar size was scheduled for later in
the afternoon. 

Before the policy was enacted in May,
the court saw 20 to 30 immigrants a day
charged with crimes, said Azalea Ale-
man-Bendiks, an assistant federal pub-
lic defender with the court. Today, that
number hovers around 150. 

“The numbers are just staggering,”
she said in an interview with USA TO-
DAY. “I don’t know how much longer
we’re going to be able to keep up with
this flow.”

Last month, the Trump administra-
tion began stepping up criminal prose-
cutions of people crossing the border il-
legally, charging nearly everyone who
crosses over without proper documen-
tation with a federal misdemeanor. By
doing so, under law, children entering
the USA alongside adults fall under the
care of the Office of Refugee Resettle-
ment, or ORR, while those criminal
cases are pursued.

U.S. Attorney General Jeff Sessions
said the policy is intended to deter peo-
ple from crossing illegally into the USA.

ures on how many children are held
alone and how often they’re reunited
with their parents. 

The Department of Health and Hu-
man Services, which is responsible for
the minors, did not reply to several in-
terview requests. 

Since mid-May, Aleman-Bendiks
said, more than 430 children have been
separated from their parents in the Mc-
Allen sector. 

At Wednesday’s hearing, she asked
each of the 13 defendants who had been
separated from their children to stand.

None of them had criminal records, and
one had been deported. 

Aleman-Bendiks said she had asked
the ORR for lists of the children to help
reunite the families but hadn’t received
a reply. 

The defendants were given a phone
number to call to inquire about their
children, but they didn’t have access to
phones in their holding facilities, she
said. She feared some of the parents
would get deported without their sons
or daughters and asked the court for
help. 

“This is a tragedy that is happening
right before this court,” Aleman-Ben-
diks said. 

Magistrate Judge Peter Ormsby said
he sympathized with the families, but
his court didn’t have jurisdiction to or-
der the agencies to release information. 

“I trust and hope you will be reunited
with your family members,” he told the
defendants. “But I also hope you under-
stand that the reason you were separat-
ed is that you violated the laws of the
United States.”

‘Zero tolerance’ policy crams courts
Hundreds
of
immigrant
rights
advocates
rally at the
Federal
Building in
Lower
Manhattan
against
U.S. border
policies.
SPENCER

PLATT/GETTY

IMAGES

Children taken from
arrested immigrants

Rick Jervis
USA TODAY

“This is essentially an

unaccompanied-minor 

crisis manufactured by 

the president of the 

United States.”
U.S. Rep. Filemon Vela, D-Texas

and the people on the ground to get
these things done.”

Administration officials said that
work is underway and that progress is
being made. A dozen departments and
agencies signed an agreement in April
committing to the two-year goal and a
system in which one agency will make
decisions about each project.

David Bernhardt, deputy secretary at
the Department of Interior, said he is
aware of at least five projects Interior of-
ficials are considering under an expedit-
ed review, including solar and wind en-
ergy developments. He declined to
name them specifically.

Bernhardt said the department,
which reviews projects planned for fed-
eral lands, took steps to reduce the
length of reviews, such as cutting the
number of days to approve required
public notices from three months to

about 15 days.
“The president enables us to deliver

results and is willing to accept out-of-
the-box thinking,” Bernhardt said.

Critics say the administration has
not produced a list of projects consid-
ered “high priority” and say developers
are waiting for more detailed guidance
on how the sped-up process will work.
Many point to a lack of permanent
officials.

Trump named Kathleen Hartnett
White to head the Council on Environ-
mental Quality last fall but withdrew
her name in February after she failed to
gain traction in the Senate. The office
oversees implementation of the Nation-
al Environmental Policy Act, the Nixon-
era law that requires environmental as-
sessments of major projects. The White
House didn’t name a replacement.

The president has not named an ex-
ecutive director at the Federal Permit-
ting Improvement Steering Council, an
entity created by a 2015 law aimed at
speeding approvals. Trump’s executive
order allows the council to designate

certain projects for faster review and
charges it with helping agencies meet
the two-year goal.

The position does not require Senate
approval.

Sens. Rob Portman, R-Ohio, and
Claire McCaskill, D-Mo., sent a letter to
the White House last year expressing
concern about the delay. They wrote
that “a lack of clear leadership from the
top” hampered progress on improving
timelines.

Signaling the importance of the is-
sue, Trump signed an initial executive
order four days after his inauguration
setting out broad goals for speeding
reviews.

The administration sought input
from governors about projects that
should be expedited. Six governors re-
sponded with several projects each, but
administration officials could not say
whether any but one were put in a queue
for expedited review.

Ciara Matthews, a spokeswoman for
Republican Gov. Greg Abbott of Texas,
said the governor’s office had not heard

back from Washington about his re-
quest and declined further comment.
Ali Bay, a spokeswoman for California
Gov. Jerry Brown, a Democrat, referred
questions to the Trump administration.

One project listed by a governor that
has received attention from the admini-
stration is a roughly $1 billion effort to
connect the Mississippi River to wet-
lands in the Barataria Basin of Louisi-
ana. The timeline for that project was
shortened in April by nearly two years.

Analysts were skeptical of how wide-
spread success has been. 

“To date, there has been very little
impact, if any at all, on permitting time-
lines and overall environmental review
times for infrastructure projects,” said
Christy Goldfuss, former managing di-
rector of the Council on Environmental
Quality in the Obama administration,
who is with the left-leaning Center for
American Progress. “The Trump ad-
ministration has tried to govern through
press releases and announcements but
has done very little to exercise their ex-
isting authority.”

Infrastructure
Continued from Page 1B

according to the AF&PA. 
Without enough cardboard sent to

recycling centers to be used to create
new boxes, manufacturers may need
more timber. Recycled content and
timber each make up about half of
what’s in a corrugated box. 

“We need those boxes to come back.
The alternative is trees,” said Bill
Moore of Moore & Associates, a recy-
cling industry consultant in Atlanta.

From box-store baler to the curb

For all our efforts to flatten boxes
into recycling bins, consumers aren’t
that good at recycling cardboard. 

Many of the cardboard shipping
boxes used to go to retail stores. Work-
ers at your local Kmart, Sears or Target
would load the flattened boxes into a
machine that bound them into bales
that the stores could resell for $74 or
more a ton. Grocery and big-box stores
recycled 90% to 100% of their card-
board, Moore estimated.

Consumers aren’t as efficient at it.

About 40% of Americans either don’t
have access to or don’t sign up for curb-
side recycling, said Betsy Dorn, director
of RSE USA, a sustainable-packaging
consulting firm in Orlando.

Few recycle all their cardboard, often
because it’s a hassle. The city of Char-
lotte asks residents to tear or cut it into
pieces that fit loosely into recycling
carts and tells people not to fold it.

Nationally, consumers send back
25% of their cardboard for reuse, Dorn

estimated. 
China — a big buyer of U.S. corrugat-

ed boxes — is being pickier about what it
buys. It will no longer accept bales of
cardboard that are contaminated.

“China has stopped buying, and the
recyclers in the United States can’t find
enough buyers, so some of that goes to
landfill. And that’s not eco-friendly at
all,” said Hanna Zhao, a senior econo-
mist who follows global recovered-pa-
per markets for RISI, a forestry consult-
ing firm in Bedford, Mass.

Online shopping’s ripple effect

Online retailers are dealing with the
problem. Ten years ago, Amazon intro-
duced 100% recyclable packing, so
products can ship in their original pack-
aging. That reduced the number of box-
es by 500 million over the decade. 

Walmart increased its number of box
sizes from 11 to 27, to use the least
amount of cardboard. 

Those moves haven’t help improve
recycling rates. 

The problem is expected to become
more urgent. E-commerce will make up
25% of all retail sales by 2025, according
to ABIresearch, suggesting more boxes
could go from doorstep to trash.

Cardboard 
Continued from Page 1B

Garbage companies are starting to
rethink the size of their recycling bins.
ELIZABETH WEISE/USA TODAY


