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OPINION
EDITOR ¾ DAVID C. OLSON ¾ 978-338-2531 ¾ dolson@gloucestertimes.com

Letters

When former Speaker of the House Tip O’Neill said 
“All politics is local,” he was referring to how voters 
were more concerned with issues close to home than 
across the ocean. But as residents across the region 
and around the country have learned in recent weeks, 
all trash is global. As it turns out, those non-recyclable 
polystyrene coffee cups and plastic bags people have 
been stuffing into their curbside bins are going to cost 
them money in the long run.

China, which processes at least half the world’s 
exports of unwanted paper, plastic and scrap metal, 
recently banned the import of 24 kinds of solid waste, 
including most of the material it takes in from the 
United States. The Asian country told the World Trade 
Organization it made the move in order to “protect 
China’s environmental interests and people’s health.”

Chinese officials say the material coming from other 
countries is too dirty -- mixed with non-recyclable 
items and other, often dangerous trash -- to make it 
worth picking through. “Large amounts of dirty wastes 
or even hazardous wastes are mixed in the solid waste 
that can be used as raw materials,” China said in its 
letter to the WTO. “This polluted China’s environment 
seriously.”

The ban, which took effect at the beginning of the 
year, knocked the already-reeling American recycling 
industry back on its heels. Haulers already deal with 
razor-thin profit margins and unpredictable prices for 
recyclables; losing a major customer could be a death 
knell for many companies.  For decades, China has 
been a reliable market for the U.S. haulers -- America 
exports about a third of its recycling, with half that 
going to China. 

In 2016, that meant taking in roughly 13.2 million 
tons of scrap paper and 1.42 million tons of plastic, 
according to the Institute of Scrap Recycling Indus-
tries. With that market closed, there are few alterna-
tives. Rather than have material continue to pile up, 
American haulers are refusing to take contaminated 
products.

While that’s causing consternation at the curb, 
where residents are returning home from work to 
find their bins untouched, it’s also affecting municipal 
operations. So far, city and town officials have been 
loathe to blame the haulers for the backup.

“These recycling companies need to enforce the 
recycling rules, regulations policies and contracts more 
vigorously because their margin of profit decreased to 
the point where it can cost them money to be in busi-
ness,” Gloucester Public Works Director Mike Hale 
told reporter Mary Markos. “You need to make money 
to stay in business.”

The reduction in recycling collection increases costs 
for communities, said Molly Ettenborough, recycling 
and energy manager for the city of Newburyport.

Like many cities and towns, Newburyport is paid 
for the recycling that gets hauled away. That income 
-- currently $10 per ton of curbside recycling material 
-- helps offset the cost of removing actual garbage. 
The city currently pays $66 per ton for trash removal 
“and that will be going up every year for the next five 
years,” Ettenborough said.

The city’s trash-hauling contract is set to expire in 
June. Bids for a new deal, Ettenborough said, are about 
36 percent more expensive.

So what can be done?
On the large scale, local leaders are working with 

state and federal officials to figure out how to bring 
stability to the recycling market. 

“We have got to get people paying attention to this,” 
Newburyport Mayor Donna Holaday said. “I know 
Mello (the company that handles the city’s hauling) 
said they have containers filled with recyclable materi-
als that they have no takers for, so this is a real chal-
lenge and I don’t think we have any answers at this 
point.”

There is, however, one simple step residents can 
take: Stop putting non-recyclable material in your 
curbside bins. In most communities, the rules are clear 
and are readily available.

As Ettenborough said, “we need to clean up our act. 
China is an international marketplace and we have no 
control over that, but we do have control over how we 
recycle the material we have right here.” 

The hidden cost  
of poor recycling

To the editor:
As the Fuller project, 

including our new Cape Ann 
Y, draws toward the end of its 
lengthy permitting process 
with the city of Gloucester, 
we want to communicate our 
thoughts to all involved.

We have been enthusias-
tic donors from the earliest 
stages of the planning of a 
gorgeous new Cape Ann Y at 
the entrance of our beautiful 
city. We are dedicated to this 
great vision. The idea of a 
new and modern place for all 
children and adults to gather 
is a dream we all want to see 
come to fruition.

This new Y is what 
Gloucester and all of Cape Ann 
needs. Our communities need a 
place for all -- a place to social-
ize, a place to grow, a place 
where we all come together 
regardless of our means. Our 
new Y will be that place, a 
place we have long deserved.

Like any great idea, it hasn’t 
been easy. With more than $16 
million raised to date, the Y 
is rapidly approaching the 
$20 million needed to com-
plete this vision. We are ready 
now to get our new Y under 
way. During this same period, 
the Y has endured a very 
lengthy permitting process 
with the city of Gloucester, 
with some key deliberations 
remaining. These decisions 
are all that stands in the way 
of beginning the construction 
of our great new Y.

If this goal of ours as donors 
is deferred too long, or aban-
doned altogether, it would 
discourage our donor involve-
ment in future philanthropic 
projects in Gloucester at a 
time when good new things 
can happen here.

This great new Y and the 
other components of the 
Fuller investment will be 
wonderful for our commu-
nity. Let’s all work together, 
and get the dream fulfilled. 
Let’s break ground soon,

MOLLIE AND JOHN BYRNES
BETH AND LINZEE COOLIDGE
BARBARA AND DICK WILSON

Gloucester

Let’s break 
ground soon 
on a new Y

To the editor:
In his recently filed budget, 

Gov. Charlie Baker increased 
funding for climate adaptation 
and resiliency, continuing to 
lead on managing the unavoid-
able impacts of climate change 
(“Baker budget boosts local 
aid, education funding,” Jan. 
25). The additional support 
will deploy and administer 
science-based data, technical 
assistance for communities 
and businesses, and incentives 
to adopt best management 
practices. Supporting smart 
climate programs enhances 
the health and safety of our 
most vulnerable communi-
ties, avoids costs associated 
with extreme weather events 
and provides solutions for the 
commonwealth. We look for-
ward to collaborating with the 
Legislature to support Gov. 
Baker’s proposed increase in 
funding and also enacting the 
comprehensive adaptation 
management plan legislation 
that would codify Baker’s exec-
utive order on climate change 
into law. It’s time for the Leg-
islature to follow Baker’s lead.

JACK CLARKE
Director of Public Policy

Mass Audubon
STEVE LONG

Director of Government Relations
The Nature Conservancy in 

Massachusetts

Follow Baker’s 
lead on  

climate change
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“The Singularity” is 
something that most people 
have not heard about. The 
concept was first proposed 
by the Princeton mathema-
tician John Von Neumann 
in the 1950s. What he said 
was that the singularity 
is an “event horizon,” the 
moment beyond which 
“technological progress 
will become incomprehen-
sively rapid, complicated,” 
unknowable and irrevers-
ible. And that technology 
will be changing at a rate 
where humans will achieve 
some unbelievably good 
things. But, at the same 
time, they could lose con-
trol. With the result being 
significant unknown, nega-
tive consequences.

At the time that Von Neu-
mann made his observation 
(the 1950s), it was difficult 
to visualize what techno-
logical development sce-
nario could lead to such a 
point in time. Now, however, 
such a future is quite clear 
to many scientists and engi-
neers. And we could hit the 
singularity relatively soon. 
Possibly in the lifetime of 
many current residents of 
Cape Ann.

The singularity will 
occur because information 
technologies, especially 
artificial intelligence (AI), 
have been improving their 
capabilities at an exponen-
tial rate of increase, and 
will continue to do so to 
the point where Von Neu-
mann’s prediction comes 
true.

To clarify, if a technology 
was improving at a linear 
rate, in 30 years it would 
be 30 times better. But, if 
the rate of improvement is 
increasing exponentially, 
say doubling every year, the 
technology becomes one 
billion times better in 30 
years.

We have a well-known 
example of an exponential 
increase in a technology’s 
capabilities. It’s called 
Moore’s Law. Gordon Moore 
was the co-founder of Intel, 
the company that makes 
the microprocessor chips 
used in personal comput-
ers. In 1965, he observed 
that the number of transis-
tors in a dense, integrated 
circuit doubled every year, 
while, at the same time, the 
price declined significantly. 
Moore projected that this 
rate of change for price/

performance would con-
tinue. The projection pro-
vided by “Moore’s Law” has 
proved to be accurate for 
several decades. And the 
result has driven the amaz-
ing advancements we have 
seen in digital electronics, 
like personal computers 
and iPhones. And all at 
remarkably low prices.

When I was a student 
at the Harvard Business 
School in 1968, we had 
access to a massive main-
frame IBM computer that 
was housed in a large, air-
conditioned room and cost 
millions of dollars. Today, 
my Apple iPhone is 120 mil-
lion times more powerful 
in terms of raw computing 
power than that IBM, has a 
myriad of easily accessed 
applications, and only costs 
a few hundred dollars.

Ray Kurzweil, who lives 
in Wellesley, is the director 
of engineering for Google, 
and is a well-known MIT 
scientist and entrepreneur. 
This recognized “genius” 
is the author of several 
books on the coming sin-
gularity. For decades, he 
has studied the data on the 
technological developments 
of artificial intelligence and 
demonstrated in his books 
that AI has, indeed, been 
improving at an exponential 
rate, analogous to Moore’s 
Law.

Kurzweil believes that the 
next major improvement in 
computer technology will 
come from work that is cur-
rently underway, to under-
stand in fine detail, how the 
human brain works. By the 
mid 2020s, he says, we will 
use that knowledge to build 
an effective model of human 
intelligence, and apply it to 
computers. Kurzweil then 
projects that computers, 
and their AI software, will 
be at the level of human 
intelligence by 2029, only 12 
years from now. That devel-
opment will set the stage 
for the singularity.

This key achievement, 
where we will be able to 
talk with a computer and 
not be able to tell if it is 
another human being or 
not, will be followed by con-
tinued exponential growth 
in computing capacity and 
capability. By the early 
2030s, Kurzweil says, the 
amount of non-biological 
computation will exceed 
the “capacity of all living 
biological human intel-
ligence.” He goes on, “I set 
the date for the singularity 

— representing a profound 
and disruptive transfor-
mation in human capabil-
ity— as 2045.” And that is 
only 28 years from now. 
This is when AI will reach 
the superintelligence level, 
and where it will be difficult 
or impossible for present-
day humans to predict the 
impact on our civilization. It 
will be the singularity.

At this point, the super-
intelligence will be able 
to develop its own “next-
generations”, and do 
these developments at an 
increasingly higher rate of 
speed. This “runaway reac-
tion of self-improvement, 
resulting in an intelligence 
explosion”, as I.J. Good said 
in 1965, is where humans 
could lose all control, and 
become less important 
to the AI. This state is 
what is most feared by 
the AI critics such as Elon 
Musk, founder of Tesla, 
and Stephen Hawking, the 
well-known astrophysicist. 
The analogy is a human’s 
relationship with ants. 
The insects are left alone, 
unless they get in the way 
of some human goal, and 
then they are eliminated.

Not all AI experts agree 
with Dr. Kurzweil on 
the date of the singular-
ity. A few think it will be 
sooner than 2045, many 
think it will be much later. 
But, almost all agree that 
the singularity is indeed 
coming, and we need to 
be ready when it does. 
Other than stopping all AI 
research until we figure it 
out, which is very unlikely 
to be done, no one knows 
what to do to prepare.

An exception is Ray 
Kurzweil. He believes 
that, by the time of the 
singularity, humans will 
have many non-biological 
processes going on in their 
bodies and brains that will 
link them with the super-
intelligence. As a result, 
there is not going to be a 
clear distinction between 
human and machine. The 
bottom line, he says, is 
that it won’t be “us versus 
them.” Instead we will 
be one human-machine 
civilization.

Some futurists have 
observed that the super-
intelligence that emerges 
after the singularity will be 
“god-like.” Let’s hope that it 
is a god we can live with.

Anthony J. Marolda is a 
physicist and resident of 
Annisquam.

Waiting for the singularity
Anthony J. Marolda
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