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Contemporary Environmentalism and Accessibility  

As defined by Elliot (2018), a researcher and professor of environmental governance, 

environmentalism is a political and social movement centered around the protection of, and 

reversal of human impact upon, the environment. Over time the movement has changed 

significantly in its employed methods. According to Staggenborg and Ogrodnik (2015), 

Environmental Sociology professionals with the University of Pittsburgh, contemporary 

environmental movements have begun to focus more on local and individual effort. Whereas a 

decade ago environmentalists focused on large scale work and government action, today they 

champion grassroots and entrepreneurial organizations that encourage individuals to do their own 

part. These organizations seek to create sustainable community and business practices. One 

prominent path of action, and the one that this paper will focus on, involves decreasing 

consumption of single-use plastics, such as straws, food packaging, and shopping bags  

(Staggenborg & Ogrodnik, 2015; Perberdy, Jones, & Green, 2019). The issue that arises with this 

plan, however, is that it decreases accessibility for the disabled. As stated by Sauder (2017), a 

Critical Disability Studies PhD candidate who currently possesses an MA in Disability Studies, 

plastic accessibility aids are often labeled as being wasteful or for the lazy due to contemporary 

environmentalism. As a consequence, society now sits at a crossroads where it must balance 

supporting one of its most vulnerable populations and effectively protecting the environment.  

Our Plastic Problem  

  Using and improperly disposing of plastic is the root cause of significant ecological and 

medical damage. Goldstein (2018), a lawyer on environmental law at New York University who 

operates as the New York City director for the Natural Resources Defense Council, states that 

human “throwaway culture” (para. 3) has led to incredible amounts of pollution which ultimately 

damages the ecosystem in significant ways. For example, the Great Pacific Garbage Patch 
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(GPGP), a cluster of human waste approximately 1.6 square kilometers large, is expanding due 

to widespread plastic consumption (Lebreton et al., 2018). Its mass of over 320 million metric 

tons consists primarily of polyethylene and polypropylene pieces.  The harmful impact of the 

GPGP upon marine life, and the habitats they dwell in, is tremendous and chronic due to plastic’s 

inability to degrade overtime (Lebreton et al., 2018). In total, it is estimated that mismanaged 

plastic waste from coastal populations ranges from between 1.1 million to 8.8 million metric tons 

per year (Jambeck et al., 2015). That mismanaged plastic contaminates the water supply and is 

ingested by both humans and animals as a consequence (Jambeck et al., 2015). Moreover, plastic 

ingestion has been linked to significant health issues such as interrupted endocrine function, 

sterility, and obesity in humans (North & Halden, 2013; Halden, 2010).  

Where Conflict Arises  

  While it is commonly accepted that widespread human consumption of plastic is harmful 

to our planet, contention arises around proposed solutions to tackle subsequent pollution. 

Contemporary environmentalists and certain professionals have chosen to advocate to eliminate 

single-use plastic altogether. Ives (2017), executive director of the environmental advocacy 

foundation Lonely Whale, asserts that humans should discontinue use of disposable plastics, 

claiming that they are a luxury items that do more harm than good. She proposes banning plastic 

straws, which she proclaims to be a “gateway plastic” (para. 8), as the first step towards the 

eradication of plastic waste. Goldstein (2018) agrees, postulating that banning straws and single-

use plastic would be the most effective course of action on the path to extinguishing pollution. 

He affirms that straws are unnecessary and thus an easy target. Both Ives (2017) and Goldstein 

(2018) support programs such as the City of Seattle’s new plastic-free food service packaging 

requirements, which prevent local food service businesses from providing disposable plastic 
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items, such as cups, straws, to-go containers, and bags, to consumers (Seattle Public Utilities, 

n.d.).   

The disability community consistently argues against these suggestions and policies, 

however. Disability advocates counter that straws and plastic packaging are essential 

accessibility aids for many. Sauder (2017), who possesses limited hand dexterity due to left side 

hemiplegic cerebral palsy, provides the example of pre-peeled and packaged oranges. While 

many people see peeling oranges as a relatively easy and ubiquitous task, Sauder and other 

individuals with disabilities find the task to be daunting or impossible due to physical limitations. 

She explains that when stores pre-prepare and package fruits and vegetables they allow for 

healthier options to become available to her. Wong (2018), founder and director of the Disability 

Visibility Project, also details her use of disposable plastic as an accessibility aid. Plastic lids 

prevent hot drinks from spilling when she navigates using her wheelchair and plastic straws get 

liquid from her cup to her mouth because her hands and arms do not have the strength to do so 

themselves. She emphasizes that these aids must be made of plastic because of its ability to not 

disintegrate with extended use or exposure to heat. Sauder (2017) and Wong (2018) posit that 

because disposable plastic items being vital as accessibility aids, environmental initiatives that 

target them are regressive. They argue that when we take away things necessary to individuals’ 

survival, we make society available only to those with privilege. While contemporary 

environmentalists such as Ives and Goldstein have good intentions, it appears that they overlook 

an already marginalized group of people in their quest to eradicate plastic pollution. They make 

the assumption that because most people use plastic as a luxury item, all people use plastic as a 

luxury item.  
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Where We Go From Here  

  Considering the limitations that banning single-use plastic entirely creates for individuals 

for disabilities, disability advocates desire a reevaluation of environmentalist strategies (Wong, 

2018). They state that environmentalism would benefit from moving to understand the demands 

of accessibility (Sauder, 2017; Wong, 2018) . However, once accessibility is considered, it 

becomes evident that current strategies, such as those proposed by Ives and Goldstein, can be 

easily adapted to suit everyone. In dining establishments, for example, both plastic and 

biodegradable straws can be offered so that consumers can make the choice that best suits their 

situation (Wong, 2018). Seattle allows for individuals to be provided with plastic straws if they 

are necessary due to a medical or physical condition (Seattle Public Utilities, n.d.). Yet, it must 

be acknowledged that the policy does not make it mandatory for establishments to provide straws 

for these individuals (Wong) and disability advocates have voiced concern that aids may be 

denied due to the invisible nature of some physical disabilities such as multiple sclerosis and 

myasthenia gravis (Disability Rights Education and Defense Fund, n.d.).  

  An additional strategy that has been proposed is to cease targeting single-use plastic 

specifically. Environmental researchers and professionals claim that focusing instead on fishing 

industry waste would be more effective. A study from 2018 found that the GPGP currently 

consists predominantly of fishing nets, lines, and ropes (Lebreton et al., 2018). Further, in the 

Chesapeake Bay there are an average of 145,000 abandoned crab pots at any given time. These 

pots continue to capture and kill crabs long after they are left behind, significantly damaging the 

ecosystem they are present in (Bilkovic et et al., 2016). Adam Minter (2018), columnist and 

author of the book Junkyard Planet: Travels in the Billion-Dollar Trash Trade, suggests that 

rather than attacking disposable plastic waste, it would be more beneficial to start holding large 

fishing corporations accountable for the waste they produce.  
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In Conclusion  

Environmentalism now struggles balancing accessibility and its agenda. Current 

environmentalist action, as proposed by Ives (2017) and Goldstein (2018), targets single-use 

plastic items of which many are vital to the disability community. Disability advocates such as 

Wong (2018) and Sauder (2017)  argue that current strategy can be revised to become more 

inclusive of vulnerable populations. Further, researchers and environmental advocates suggest 

that addressing industrial sources of marine pollution would also allow for significant 

environmental change (Lebreton et al., 2018; Minter, 2018). Focusing on industry, they argue, 

will create positive change while also protecting the disability community.    
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