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INTRODUCTION:
Figures on plastic use and consumption are staggering. A half century ago, 
virtually no plastic was even produced; today globally we produce more than 
320 million tons annually. Some 40 percent of that is for single-use items like 
food and beverage packaging. In the U.S., every citizen purchases an average 
of 346 plastic bottles and uses 365 plastic bags annually. Just nine percent of 
the plastic we use is recycled. The rest ends its life as expensive waste, taking 
up limited landfill space, or worse, these plastics end up in local streams, rivers 
and ultimately our oceans. Studies show that some 18 billion pounds of plastic 
waste flows into our oceans each year—the equivalent of five grocery bags of 
trash sitting on every foot of coastline around the world. The problem of plastic 
pollution is immense, but in Fulton County, leaders this year took a step to stem 
the tide of plastics when commissioners adopted a resolution to phase out the 
use of single-use plastics in county facilities. In doing so, Fulton County became 
the first local government in Georgia to enact such efforts.  

THE WATER BODY:
To view the impacts of plastic pollution, one need only travel down the streams 
that feed the four major rivers that drain Fulton County—the Chattahoochee, 
Etowah, Flint and South (a part of the Ocmulgee River basin). On the 
Chattahoochee and Etowah, you’ll see disturbing flotillas of plastic bottles 
and other trash. On the South River near Moreland Avenue, riverside trees are 
festooned in plastic bags washed downstream during rain events. On the Flint 
below the Atlanta airport you’ll find similar scenes. This plastic waste is ingested 
by fish and other wildlife leading to sickness and death and fouls the beauty of 
the rivers where we fish, float and boat. If not removed from these rivers, the 
plastic is bound ultimately for our oceans. Together, the four river basins 
that drain Fulton County provide 98.8 percent of metro Atlanta’s water.     

THE CLEAN:
These days, it takes some political will to take a stand against plastics. 
In recent years, the Plastics Industry Association and the American 
Progressive Bag Alliance have convinced 12 state legislatures to adopt 
laws prohibiting local governments from banning plastics. In 2015, they 
tried to do so in Georgia but failed.
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So, it was to be expected that in April when the Fulton County Commission adopted 
a resolution put forth by Chairman Robb Pitts aimed at eliminating single-use 
plastics in county facilities by year’s end, the industry groups would pounce. 

They did. The commission suspended the resolution in May, but by July, after 
hearing from stakeholders, it unanimously approved a new version of the resolution 
that called for a phased approach to eliminate plastics beginning Jan. 1, 2020. 
While other states and municipalities across the country have adopted even bolder 
efforts to curb single-use plastics, in passing this resolution, Fulton County became 
the first in Georgia to do so. 

“The goal is to phase out single use plastics and other single use materials,” 
said Kenneth Darisaw, Energy & Sustainability Manager. “We want to make sure 
we are taking the approach of a circular economy.”

The commission sent copies of the resolution to all municipalities in Fulton 
County urging them to take action as well, and already, other communities in 
the area and around the state are calling on Fulton County administrators to 
learn from their approach. 

Targeted will be plastic cups, straws and some office supplies, which will be 
replaced with non-plastic alternatives where viable. 

In cases where plastic cannot be replaced, the resolution calls on those plastics 
to be either compostable, 100 percent recyclable or created using recycled 
material.

The resolution will impact some 5,000 county workers and reduce waste at 
some 200 county properties. 

“The final adopted legislation achieves the goal of making Fulton County a 
leader in environmental responsibility,” said Board of Commissioners Chairman 
Robb Pitts. “Clearly, we hope other jurisdictions will adopt legislation to 
improve our environment through a team effort between government, 
communities, and industry.” 

Kenneth Darisaw, Energy & Sustainability Manager, Fulton 
County, 404-612-8762, Kenneth.Darisaw@fultoncountyga.gov
Ellis Kirby, Deputy Chief Operating Officer for Infrastructure, 
Fulton County, 404-612-8762, Ellis.Kirby@fultoncountyga.gov
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Top: Currently, only about 23 percent of plastic 
bottles are recycled in the US. Top left: Spilt-
body garbage/recycling trucks enable Fulton 
County contractors to pick up both garbage and 
recyclables at county facilities. Above: Flyers 
circulated by Fulton County’s sustainability 
office touting plastic alternatives are among the 
first steps the county has taken to reduce the 
use of plastics at its facilities.


