2006 NW Paper Forum

By now if you are part of any city department you’ve not only heard of but are participating in the PaperCuts Campaign.  Often when we remember that we are part of any campaign like this, it’s with some small sense of irritation.  Our good intentions mean that we have to think about the small things that would be so easy to just let slide.  Duplexing, second chance paper, print guidelines, recycling, and the list goes on.   I am hoping I can share some deeper insight with you why we are doing this.

On December 5th, I attended the second NW Paper Forum at Seattle City Hall, which was attended by folks from city, county and state governments in Oregon, Washington, California as well as manufacturers, retailers, environmentalists, and university staff.  This was the second forum and I sincerely hope there will be a third.  We heard from various people about how their corporations are meeting green goals. Susan Kinsella, Conservatree, was the keynote speaker, and gave a powerful presentation on the huge opportunities in this country to recycle paper (still so much is just thrown in the trash).   She described the devastation in Indonesian and South American forests as they are cut down to feed the largest pulp mills in the world, all for cheap paper for them and the U.S. market.

We heard from Michelle Rupp from NRG Seattle.  NRG is an insurance company that has gone almost completely paperless.  Michelle spoke of the challenges and the rewards their organization faced when the decision was made to omit as much paper as possible from their work environment.  

Obviously at the forefront of the challenges was money.  Going to paperless meant developing new software to replace existing forms.  Then challenging staff to embrace and trust in the software proved to be one of the most difficult items they faced.  The rewards were easier to see.  Increased staff productivity, less filing hours, less mess.  By going to online invoicing they saved a quarter of a million dollars.  Can you imagine a quarter of a million?  All from eliminating paper invoices.

Jim Hanna from Starbucks came and spoke of the green efforts they are pursuing.  If you look at your Starbucks cup, you’ll see a little message at the bottom.  “Printed with 10% Post Consumer Fiber.”  I had actually seen that message and thought to myself, so what?  Ten percent is no big deal.  

Well, it is a big deal.  It took Starbucks seven years of negotiating with the FDA to allow even that much PCF in a food product item.  Think about that.  Seven long years for 10% PCF.  The implications of the road ahead for those of us committed to green products are staggering.  Without corporations like Starbuck to help pave the way, much of what we hope to accomplish for a green future would meet so many roadblocks that most would give up.  A big thank you to Starbucks and those other corporations out there that have chosen to care.  

David Sarokin from the EPA spoke to us via teleconference about their Green Office Supply Product program in conjunction with Corporate Express.  They have integrated a green supply list with an online order system.  All employees can access the supply list from their own computer, and make their choices which are then routed to their supply coordinator for ordering.  All of the research has been done.  Each product on the list has been declared green.  Most products are also American made, a criterion written into the BPA guidelines.  David invited anyone to take a look at the website at 23 .  

Now let me bring you a little closer to home.  Grays Harbor Paper based in Hoquiam, Washington, currently supplies the City of Seattle with 100% recycled paper. Bill Quigg, the CEO and his crew arrived in force and very quickly warmed hearts with stories of a small town with big dreams.  

Hoquiam is a small town on the beautiful Olympic peninsula with a strong history in paper milling and logging.  In 1992 when the mills closed, it seemed very likely this small town had come to an end.  One of the towns’ main sources of jobs, and a huge driver in the local economy, the closing of the mills was a potential death sentence for Hoquiam and its residents.  

Now owned by local investors who have revamped the old worksites with new environmentally friendly equipment, Grays Harbor Paper embodies a town and a spirit to be admired.  Some would say Grays Harbor Paper is ahead of their time.  Bill and his crew have seen the future if we don’t start caring now.  Unfortunately, very few others have seen the future with the same clarity.  

There are many businesses and corporations who are looking at recycled paper, but the cost is still very intimidating to an owner with a bottom line.  An all too frequent mantra Bill hears is, “We want to, but we can’t.”  The contract the City of Seattle has with Grays Harbor Paper is enabling the town of Hoqium to continue promoting a green future and to show other businesses, “Yes, you can!”  Bill and his crew use our PaperCuts website to show business owners how you make recycled paper affordable.   We’ve become innovative without even trying.

So everytime you recycle a piece of paper, you participate, you support a community in your own backyard.  These are not unapproachable people from a paper mill states away, but a community right here in the Pacific NW.  You support their ongoing efforts to convince others one by one to make the switch to recycled paper.  You support the jobs the mill provides, and you support a community with a vested interest in keeping this world beautiful.  You support our future.

So I challenge you, when you hear someone say, “We can’t” to ask, “Why can’t we?”  To be proud of the cuts you’ve made.  To think about what more you can still do. As PaperCuts goes into maintenance phase for 2007 and the focus shifts to Green Office Supplies I encourage you to continue thinking and believing in the difference we are making.  

