Burn Barrels and the Environment

· Executive Summary –

This project attempted to identify reasons why people disposed of certain waste materials largely through burn barrels or wood stoves, to determine whether there was a correlation between burning and availability of garbage service, distance to services, requirements for mandatory service, and to identify public attitudes, awareness and perceptions of the associated health and environmental risks of garbage burning.

A survey was conducted by Zenith Research Group of Duluth, Minnesota, between December 27, 1999 and January 11, 2000. Telephone interviews were conducted with 760 residents of northeast Minnesota and northwest Wisconsin; 380 people in each state were interviewed which provided individual scientifically reliable margins of error of 

+ / - 5.0% and a combined error rate of + / - 3.55% at the 95% confidence level.

The survey determined there is moderate concern in the region about the environment. Overall, 34% of the people surveyed believe there is “not enough” concern about protecting the environment in the area; 10% actually believed there was “too much” concern paid to environmental protection. Wisconsin residents were more likely to believe there is “not enough” concern than respondents from Minnesota.

“Convenience” was the number one reason people surveyed gave for burning garbage; slightly less than 45% of all respondents cited this as their reason for burning. While it may be possible to draw some conclusions based on service levels - 78% of Minnesota residents interviewed said they presently have garbage collection compared with 64% of Wisconsin residents – even an increase in service may not eliminate all burning based on the “convenience” response. Overall, 27% of the respondents – 18% in Minnesota and 37% in Wisconsin – indicated they currently use a burn barrel or similar device to burn their household or yard waste. Overall, 39% of the respondents in both states said they burn on a weekly basis.

It’s clear people in areas without regular or any garbage collection believe burning is a viable option to get rid of their household and yard waste. People between 56 and 65 years of age were the most likely to indicate they burn garbage, claiming it’s something they’ve always done and offering little concern that what they are doing is a problem of any kind. Surprisingly, people with a post secondary education were also more likely to burn and almost a third of the households with annual incomes of between $41000 and $50000 admitted to the practice. Burning garbage is a commonly accepted practice among cabin owners – 32% said they burn on a regular basis.
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Of those people who indicated they currently burn, 35% expressed strong resentment to stopping the practice and indicating there was nothing that would cause them to stop. Resentment was particularly strong on the Minnesota side of the border where 57% of the people interviewed indicated there was nothing that could be done to cause them to stop burning.  There appears to be an attitude of disbelief that burning presents a problem – if it’s something we’ve always done, what’s the problem? In fact, only 35% of the people surveyed indicated they believed burning was a problem and these people tended to be younger, women, of higher income levels with greater levels of education and non-burners. 

Among all respondents – both those who burn and those who do not – 77% believe it releases pollutants; slightly fewer respondents believe burning can cause some health problems and even fewer believe burning can lead to contaminated groundwater through toxin release. A relatively small number of respondents actually believe burning is illegal and this may lead to the attitude that “nothing will stop me”. An effective educational media campaign might lead to increased awareness about some of these issues.

One notable point that came out in the research related to current media coverage of the fire danger in the entire region to a dry winter season. Seventy percent of the people in Minnesota who responded believed careless burning caused 40% of wildfires while 79% of Wisconsin residents believed careless burning caused 20% of that state’s wildfires. And, overall, the number one concern expressed about garbage burning was fire danger, even ahead of air pollution. Considering the amount of news coverage about the risk of serious fires this spring and summer, this fact should also be considered in any public awareness campaign. The unfortunate fire risk presents a good opportunity for greater awareness of the issue and the chance to sell a “don’t burn” message. 

Of the people who admitted to burning garbage, 17% said they would be willing to stop if they believed the points about health and environmental risks plus fire danger brought out in the survey were true. Again, however, Wisconsin residents were more likely to stop than residents of Minnesota ( 22% vs 3% ).

People who were willing to admit they engage in garbage burning aren’t always convinced the practice is illegal and, in some cases, it’s not. However, even amidst the confusion, a public awareness campaign could address and stress the illegal nature of burning and the fines resulting from breaking the law.

The Department of Natural Resources was most often cited as the agency they would call most often for answers about burning issues. Also mentioned were pollution control agencies and local governmental offices, but none were mentioned as often as the state’s DNR offices.
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Getting the message about burning and its health, environmental and fire dangers will demand a multi-tiered effort using a variety of media sources. While more of the people indicated they viewed television as the most effective way to disseminate information, it’s clear there will need to be sustained news coverage on electronic media and through daily and weekly newspapers in the region to be thoroughly effective. In addition, strong consideration must be given to informational and educational brochures distributed across the region through targeted direct mailings.

Overall, the survey results indicate people who burn garbage are comfortable they are not violating any regulation and that they are in control of their burning. It appears they have not yet been reached, or have not believed – any of the widely delivered messages concerning health and environmental issues about burning.

