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Giving up pillowy toilet paper can save
Canadian forests and the Earth

A new report says that major brands’ refusal to use sustainable materials is having a devastating impact on forests and climate. Photo by:
Brook Rieman/Getty

We're all becoming more aware about products that damage the environment. Single-use plastics,

such as straws, don't break down easily. They damage our oceans. There's also fast fashion, or

people's desire for new clothes that look like what runway models wear but are made cheaply.

Making these clothes quickly to meet the demand leads to factory pollution. 

Yet there's another product we all throw away every single day. So far, it has not been a major part

of conversations about sustainability, or products that do less harm to the environment.

"Dramatic Toll" On Forests

America's heavy use of toilet paper is worsening climate change. The main problem is the pillowy

soft kind of toilet paper. A new report by two major environmental groups documents the damage.

The report by the Natural Resources Defense Council (NRDC) and Stand.earth says toilet paper

overuse is taking "a dramatic and irreversible toll" on forests. 
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The Canadian boreal forest is especially feeling the damage. The boreal forest covers almost 60

percent of Canada and is home to 600 communities of native people. 

The huge size of the forest means it can absorb large amounts of carbon dioxide from the

atmosphere. Like humans breathe in oxygen, plants and trees take in carbon dioxide. Too much

carbon dioxide in the air causes damage, including global warming. Canada's boreal forest takes in

enough carbon dioxide per year to equal the emissions of 24 million cars.

However, about 28 million acres of Canadian boreal forest have been cut down since 1996. That's

an area the size of Pennsylvania. Virgin pulp, the key ingredient in toilet paper, accounted for 23

percent of Canada's forest product exports. The report found that major brands are refusing to

switch to sustainable materials in toilet paper. 

Americans Particularly To Blame

Americans are particularly to blame for this huge problem. They make up just more than 4 percent

of the world's population, yet account for more than 20 percent of global tissue use. The average

four-person household in the United States uses more than 100 pounds of toilet paper a year.

Major toilet paper brands have refused to use more sustainable materials, the report says, because

of Americans. Customers in the United States tend to be more concerned than the rest of the world

about ideal toilet paper comfort in their homes. This desire is largely due to decades of advertising

about toilet paper softness.

This new report is not unique. Previous reports on the environmental effect of toilet paper have

also found that American's desire for super-soft multi-ply toilet paper is very damaging. The

reports say this problem is "worse than Hummers," the large military-like vehicles, for the

environment. Hummers get very low gas mileage and are not considered environmentally friendly.

Are there any options out there to prevent this destruction? Well, in ancient Rome they used a

sponge on a stick. They would then leave the sponge in a pot of vinegar to be used again. The

Talmud, the central text of Jewish law, says to use a handful of gravel, with stones to be "the size of

an olive, a nut and an egg" for greatest effectiveness.

Environmentally Friendly Products

Fortunately, we are unlikely to have to resort to such measures. Not all toilet paper is equally

damaging, and many manufacturers are already making more environmentally friendly products

using recycled materials.

The report's authors offer a scorecard system to rate the brands that have the biggest

environmental effect. It's mostly the big brands of quilted paper that score badly. Charmin Ultra

Soft, Kirkland Signature and Angel Soft all received F grades. They contain little or no recycled

material. Other brands use recycled paper, though. Seventh Generation and Natural Value

received an A grade.

Notably, the authors say that "recycled materials are more commonly used in away-from-home

tissue brands, like those found at offices or airports, where marketing for softness is less crucial."

So try to keep this in mind when you're greeted at the airport with toilet paper feeling similar to

gravel. You can take comfort that you're saving forests.
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Quiz

1 Which two sentences from the article include CENTRAL ideas of the article?

1. We're all becoming more aware about products that damage the environment.
2. America's heavy use of toilet paper is worsening climate change.
3. The report by the Natural Resources Defense Council (NRDC) and Stand.earth says toilet

paper overuse is taking "a dramatic and irreversible toll" on forests.
4. The report's authors offer a scorecard system to rate the brands that have the biggest

environmental effect.

(A) 1 and 2

(B) 2 and 3

(C) 3 and 4

(D) 1 and 4

2 Which statement would be MOST important to include in a summary of the article?

(A) Ancient Romans were said to use a sponge on a stick that soaked in a pot of vinegar until it was reused.

(B) Americans can help prevent further damage by switching to toilet paper made from sustainable
materials.

(C) Popular products that damage the environment include fast fashion trends that lead to factory pollution.

(D) Previous reports on climate change have also noted that large military-like vehicles contribute to the
damage.

3 According to the article, WHY is it important to protect Canada's boreal forest?

(A) The forest and its inhabitants account for 23 percent of Canada's annual export earnings.

(B) The forest is roughly the size of Pennsylvania and is the last known source of virgin pulp.

(C) The forest takes in enough carbon dioxide per year to cancel out the emissions of 24 million cars.

(D) The forest provides a rich source of sustainable materials that can be used for toilet paper.

4 Which of the following MOST influences Americans' heavy use of toilet paper?

(A) the prevalence of advertising by soft toilet paper brands

(B) the lack of availability of sustainable toilet paper brands

(C) the size of their households compared with other countries

(D) the low cost of shipping raw materials from other countries


