Environmental Close-Up:  “Green” Advertising Claims—Points to Consider
Like many consumers, you may be interested in buying products that are less harmful to the environment.  You have probably seen products with such “green” claims as “environmentally safe,” “recyclable,” “degradable,” or “ozone friendly.” But what do these claims really mean? How can you tell which products really are less harmful to the environment? Here are some pointers to help you decide.
1. Look for environmental claims that are specific.  Read product labels to determine whether they have specific information about the product or its packaging.  For example, if the label says “recycled,” check how much of the product or packaging is recycled.  Labels with “recyclable” claims mean that these products can be collected and made into useful products.  This is relevant to you, however, only if this material is collected for recycling in your community or if you can find a place to send the material for recycling.

2. Be wary of overly broad or vague environmental claims.  These claims provide little information to help you make purchasing decisions.  Labels with unqualified claims that a product is “environmentally friendly,” “eco-safe,” or “environmentally safe” have little meaning for two reasons.  First, all products have some environmental impact, though some may have less impact than others.  Second, these phrases alone do not provide the specific information needed to compare products and packaging on their environmental merits.

3. Some products claim to be “degradable.” Degradable materials will not help save landfill space.  Biodegradable materials, like food and leaves, break down and decompose into elements found in nature when exposed to air, moisture, and bacteria or other organisms.  Photodegradable materials, usually plastics, disintegrate into smaller pieces when exposed to enough sunlight.  Either way, however, degradation of any material occurs very slowly in landfills, where most solid waste is sent. That is because modern landfills are designed to minimize the entry of sunlight, air, and moisture.  Even organic materials like paper and food may take decades to decompose in a landfill.
