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TEENS TACKLE THE PLASTICS PROBLEM: 
Youth challenge Alaskans to ‘rethink’ consumption during Week without Plastics 

 

April 20-27, 2008.   Reduce, reuse, and recycle:  these three words have guided Americans in 

their efforts to minimize waste for the last few decades.  Today, as global warming threatens 

our way of life, landfill space becomes decreasingly available, and consumption reaches an all-

time high, Alaskan teens are adding a fourth “R” to the mix: rethink.  

 

Members of Alaska Youth for Environmental Action (AYEA), a program of the National 

Wildlife Federation, have launched the Re3: Rethink Plastics campaign targeting this polluting 

culprit.  They want Alaskans to re-examine their use of plastics and cut down on waste.   

 

The global community has acknowledged that plastics pose problems to our 

environment and health. Americans use eighty-four billion plastic bags each year, and sixty 

million plastic bottles are littered each day.  Countries like Ireland and China are taking steps to 

ban plastic bags.  Recently, Seattle Mayor Greg Nickels unleashed a proposal for a twenty-cent 

‘green fee’ on disposable plastic bags because of their “significant energy, climate change, 

wastewater, litter and water quality impacts.” 

 

Zoe Fuller, a fifteen year old from Palmer, Alaska, is the youth chair for Re3:  Rethink 

Plastics.  She says, “Reducing our plastic waste will help Alaska’s wildlife, clean up the 

environment, and save money.”  Fuller and peers spent the winter researching plastic impacts, 

use and policies, and developed educational presentations. In March, they traveled to Juneau 

where they learned about legislation proposing a plastic bag ‘user fee.’  
 
The Rethink campaign will culminate with a Week without Plastics April 20-27, a 

grassroots effort to educate consumers about alternatives to disposable plastic bags. Week 

without Plastics was created by AYEA members from Juneau in 2004.  During this time, teens in 

communities ranging from Fairbanks to Yakutat will conduct various activities—from selling 

reusable cotton bags at stores, to tabling in schools, to drafting municipal proclamations.  

 

 The message teens are sending? “It’s not about paper versus plastic, “says Homer AYEA 

member Aviva Hirsch. “It’s about sustainable versus disposable.”  

 

In Anchorage, efforts will kick off at Anchorage’s Promise Kids Day April 19
th

 at the Egan 

Center, where teens will give 100% organic cotton bags to a several hundred youth and 
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families. On Tuesday, April 22
nd

 (Earth Day), Mayor Mark Begich will read a Week without 

Plastics proclamation.   

 

In addition, Week without Plastics is available to teens throughout Alaska as an 

exportable service project for this year’s Global Youth Service (April 25-27); a TOOLKIT made 

by teens is available at: http://www.ayea.org/takeaction/re3-rethinkplastics.html. The tool kit 

includes educational resources and  sample activities like conducting a beach clean up, 

distributing re-usable bags, or drafting a tribal resolution to reduce disposable plastic.  

 
In rural Alaska, plastic poses special problems due to reduced recycling options and 

limited landfill management.  Charlee Lockwood, of St. Michael, says, “Our village has a poor 

technique of dumping garbage. There are a lot of plastic bags blown from the dump. We need 

to make others aware of plastics’ harmful effects on our environment.”   

 

Brittany Walker, a freshman at Bartlett High School in Anchorage, emphasizes the 

importance of solutions.  “Awareness is the first step; next we need to get people to take 

action. That’s why we’re giving out reusable bags and providing alternatives.” 

 

Fuller, also a freshman, is hopeful about behavioral changes when it comes to plastic 

use. “If more people pause and think before buying, throwing away or littering plastic, then I 

will feel we have succeeded.” 

 

Hirsch agrees:  “Each bag we save makes a difference. We can bring our own bags and 

take this into our own hands.” 

 

## 

For more information on the Rethink Campaign: 

www.ayea.org/rethinkplastics.htm 

Funds for bag purchases provided by Alaska Conservation Foundation. 

 

Background on Alaska Youth for Environmental Action: 

www.ayea.org  

AYEA teens have tackled the broader issue of global warming for the past several years. In 2006, they 

collected 5,000 teen signatures from 150 villages and cities advocating for policies to reduce greenhouse 

gas emissions and support renewable energy; in 2007 teens created the ‘3-2-1 Efficiency’ campaign, 

motivating 3,500 Alaskans to sign a pledge reducing their personal energy consumption.  The Rethink 

Plastics campaign is the next step in the teens’ efforts to help Alaskans tackle the overwhelming issue of 

global warming and pollution. 

 

See next page for a sampling of activities youth are conducting around the state. 
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Week without Plastics Activities 
Anchorage  
On April 19

th
 teens will host a plastics booth for several hundred youth and families at the Egan 

Center.  Teens are joining Mayor Mark Begich on Tuesday, April 22
nd

 to announce a Week 

without Plastics Proclamation for Anchorage. Location: to be determined. Teens are also giving 

away 100% organic cotton reusable shopping bags at various schools and some store locations.  

On Friday April 25
th

, students will host a plastics booth during Highland Tech High School’s 

“Safety Fair.” 

 
Juneau  
On Tuesday, April 22

nd
 Juneau teens are hosting a booth at the Glacier Visitor Center's Earth 

day event, where they will be distributing plastics information and reusable bags.   During Week 

without Plastics, teens will host a booth in the Commons at Juneau Douglas High School with 

plastics information and reusable bags. They will also be featured in a story on "A Juneau 

Afternoon,” and will host booths at a few local supermarkets.   

 

Fairbanks  
Teens are selling 100% organic cotton reusable bags at several sporting goods stores around 

town April 18 - 19 -20.  Teens will give school presentations and submit a few letters to the 

editor to the Fairbanks Daily News-Miner.  Teens might sell bags at the Earth Expo on 4/26 at 

the Carlson Center with Interior Green Star. 

 

Yakutat  
YAYEA has reusable bags available at the Yakutat Tlingit Tribe office, available for purchase 

during business hours.  To promote the use of the bags over disposable plastic bags, folks who 

use their bags put their name into a drawing for prizes.  The last drawing had about 120 names 

for the month of March, so they saved at least 120 plastic bags from being used! 
 
Mt. Edgecumbe  
Students from MEAYEA will be selling reusable bags at various locations throughout the week.  

On Saturday, April 19th reusable organic cotton bags will be sold at Wells Fargo Bank from 10 

a.m. to 2 p.m. Bags will also be sold on Tuesday, April 22nd, Earth Day, at Sea Mart Quality 

Foods from 4:30-6:30 p.m. And again on Saturday, April 26th, bags will be sold at Lakeside 

Grocery from 12 p.m. to 6 p.m. Profits from the bags will fund further AYEA events and 

projects. 

 

Students will be asking community members to "rethink" their consumption during the week. 

MEAYEA will host a booth at the Earth Day festival at the Crescent Harbor Shelter on Friday, 

April 25th from 3:00 to 4:00 p.m. selling reusable bags and providing information on plastics. 

 

Matanuska Valley  
Valley teens will table in downtown Palmer and distributing plastics information and helping 

Valley Community for Recycling Solutions with their Earth Day event.   
 
 

 


