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Waste Paper for War 
Today nearly all of us recycle at least some items to save space in our landfills and reuse natural 

resources. We may think of recycling as something that started with the environmental movement in 

the 1970s. But recycling became a necessity during World War II when sources of raw materials were 

occupied by the Axis powers or constricted because of war necessities.  

The war effort made great demands on many raw materials, including paper.  

All record-keeping was done on paper, and massive military forces used a lot of paper.  

Paper was also used in containers for war materials and food. Shortages of manpower and 

transportation decreased the amount of wood pulp brought in from Canada. With so much paper going 

toward the war effort, lack of paper for food containers threatened to create a food shortage in the 

United States.1 

In the 1940s, paper, glass jars, and tin cans dominated the grocery aisles. World War II created a great 

demand for plastic, but nearly all of it was used for war materials. Plastic packaging did not become 

common for consumer goods until after World War II.2 

Paper drives had been going on before 1945. The monthly drive in January 1945 by the Boy Scouts had 

collected 60 tons of paper just in the city of La Crosse.3 The local Committee for Victory, however, stated 

that less than half of the homes in La Crosse were contributing paper.4 

The need for paper was so critical that the effort to collect waste paper for recycling was being 

expanded. Up until now, just the Boy Scouts had conducted monthly paper drives. Starting this month, 

the La Crosse County Salvage Committee enlisted the help of all elementary and junior high school 

children in the county. With children going door to door, the collection would be easier for residents and 

more comprehensive.5 
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