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For Mother Earth

‘Cherish the natural world, because you’re part of it
 and depend on it.’ – Sir David Attenborough
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Introduction

The dictionary definition of plastic is anything that can be shaped/formed or is pliable. Therefore, materials can be ‘plastic’ without being made of the petrochemical plastic that is destroying our precious planet. It’s ironic but modern plastic, starting about two hundred years ago, was invented to preserve the world’s natural resources. We now need to end petrochemical plastic before it ends all life on Earth! 

Surprisingly, according to the British Plastics Federation, horn and tortoiseshell was used as the first plastics in 1284 by The Horner’s Company of London. There was no further development until the 1820s when cellulose, plant-material, and vulcanised rubber, made from the Rubber tree came in. A natural latex gum named Gutta Percha, produced from the sap of the Palaquium gutta tree, and Parkesine, synthetic ivory, replacing elephant-ivory for billiard balls, started to appear at the same time. A telegraph cable made of Gutta Percha was laid under the English Channel between Dover and Calais in 1852. Co-incidentally, and much to my surprise, I discovered that one of my ancestors was a Gutta Percha Boot Moulder in the early 1900s. 

Tortoiseshell, which nearly wiped out the world’s tortoise and turtle populations was used to make combs, spectacle-frames and boxes, among other luxury items. It was mainly made from the shell of the still highly endangered, and often poached, Hawksbill Turtle that nests on beaches in Brazil. Their hard shells, that are uniquely and beautifully patterned, are given a high polish and still used today for many top end items and jewellery. It is a wonderful shell that only the turtles need!

Then came Bakelite – Polyoxybenzylmethylenglycolanhydride - the first hard synthetic plastic, in 1907. It was used for all sorts of things including casings for the first TVs. I still have a light-pull and a belt-buckle made in dark brown, passed down in the family, probably left in a drawer, and a nifty, still-working, meringue-maker in green. It was a fragile material and shattered if dropped. 

It’s utter madness that we are in thrall to the petrochemical industry and Earth-destroying plastic when wonderful natural materials are all around us and should be used once again. The tinkering of natural bioplastics by a multitude of scientists over decades has resulted in the virtually indestructible, highly toxic substances we have today. The timeline for the development of the plastics industry is extensive. I don’t want to bang on about its birth when I know so many of us are now looking forward to the demise of petrochemical plastic. If you’re interested in seeing how it all started, the full timeline can be found on the British Plastics Federation website.

Researchers at the University of Newcastle, Australia found that just opening a plastic bottle and even unwrapping a chocolate bar releases tiny particles of plastic into the air which we’re breathing in. 

No-one wants plastic in their lungs! We can’t compromise the health of the world any more by wrapping every item under the Sun in plastic. We must avoid it whenever we can until safe natural alternatives are found and used commercially. 

It’s going to be a long uphill struggle as even plastic is wrapped in plastic!

Lovely/well made, natural and sustainable are the 3 important things we should be looking for in alternatives to plastic.

I’m just as much to blame for Planet Plastic as anyone else! There, I’ve said it. Now let’s move on. Judgement never allows for growth. We will all have to pull together to heal our planet. This is a world crisis and it’s no good playing the blame game. We all caused it. Let’s all solve it. Check egos at the door! ‘As long as I and my family are all right’ is the attitude that never helps anyone. We are ONE on this planet and what we do or don’t do for each other, matters big time. 

• No, I don’t have a scientific background, nor am I an expert on plastics, but I do daily research, gathering information from multiple sources. As a concerned world citizen, I’m trying to make sense of an extremely complicated subject at an exceptionally difficult time. I apologise for any unintentional errors.

• No, I’m not 100% plastic free. I don’t think anyone can be at this point. I just take every opportunity to cut out plastic on my budget. I also live chemical free. It can be done, even on a tiny income. We don’t need synthetic chemicals, sprays or potions in our households because there are so many natural alternatives that have been effectively used for centuries. Good fresh air is better than room/fabric freshener any day.

• No, I don’t live a zero-waste lifestyle, but wish I could.

• No, I don’t have any ego about what I’m hoping to achieve. The only thing I pride myself on is that I’m a kind, caring and decent human being. This is for our glorious Mother Earth, our one and only Home-planet.

• Yes, I grew up when there was very little plastic.

• Yes, I want to tell a human story. I’m trying to see the whole distressing picture. I want to make it clear how serious the situation is. (I have spent a lot of time in tears doing the extensive research needed for this book.) I want to make it clear, though, that we can all do something to help locally and globally.

• Yes, I’m learning as much as I can to educate myself and others.

• Yes, I want us to question our lives of convenience.

• Yes, I avoid anything made of artificial fibre if I possibly can.

• Yes, I hate waste and try to avoid it whenever possible by reusing, recycling, repurposing what I can and composting food scraps at home. I also have a worm bin/wormery.

• Yes, I save water and use grey water whenever possible.

• Yes, I plant for life and help wildlife thrive.

• Yes, I’m doing this for Earth, our spectacular, wonderous, awesome blue jewel of a planet, with all Her fabulous lifeforms. That includes us!

‘Unless someone like you cares a whole awful lot, nothing is going to get better. It’s not.’ From The Lorax, written by Theodor Seuss Geisel, known as Dr. Seuss.

		
		

Chapter one

Memories of life before plastic

Before plastic took over, our lives certainly didn’t revolve around household waste management the way they do now if we love the planet. The world was full of hope after the unspeakable losses of World War II. My dear parents told me that life was unbearably dreary at home during the war. There was bad news daily, deadly air raids, bad or no food because of rationing, terrible dull clothing, basic crockery with no decorations, with blackout curtains and dreary colours wherever you turned. You were constantly reminded of the dangers with the air-raid wardens shouting, ‘Put that light out!’ if only a chink of light could be seen from any window at night. Everyone was also ‘digging for Britain’ having turned any tiny piece of soil into a veg garden to feed a starving nation. 

One of my father’s jobs in the Royal Navy was to help protect food supplies coming from other countries in the Atlantic convoys stalked by German U-boats. He survived the sinking of one of the destroyers he served on but lost many friends and colleagues and everything he had onboard including all his clothing. He was picked up by an American aircraft-carrier and given a complete American flyer’s uniform, including the iconic leather flying-jacket. Mum had quite a shock when he turned up wearing this at her door on leave, but I bet he looked handsome!

In the decade after the war, thousands of prams full of smiling babies appeared on the streets after women were asked to repopulate the country. I was one of those little souls that was meant to herald a kinder brighter future. Sadly, we’ve been too easily led by those whose intention was to make money and gain power to the detriment of our once thriving planet.

One of my enduring memories in the early Sixties is playing on the bomb-sites, where the massive bombs of WWII had fallen, that were awaiting development in some towns. They were full of hidey-holes and smothered in lovely wildflowers that needed upheaval to germinate. We didn’t give a thought for the memorial of devastation they represented. To our fledgling minds, the rubble-strewn remains of lives long gone were the pure fun of pirate ships and castles. I clearly recall telling my mother, in local parlance, that I was ‘going up the bomb-site.’ This would horrify any modern mother but that is how it was at this time. We were trusted not to do anything too daft. I don’t remember being injured from playing on any of these sites. We did have to avoid the occasional rusty nail. Most of the windows and doors had thankfully been repurposed, but there were very few broken bottles or cans and, of course, no horrible plastic that is everywhere now. Any rubbish on these sites, like paper or cardboard, was organic and did no lasting harm to the environment, and was a cosy home for insects while it safely rotted down.

In the home

Most homes still had coal-fires for heating when I was a child. These proved a mixed blessing because of the stench and dense smog that hung around the towns. I remember being sent out into the back garden armed with a coal-scuttle/bucket to shovel coal from our brick coal-bunker when I was a bit older and stronger. Carrying out this task on freezing cold snowy Winter days was exceptionally unpleasant but that is what most of us had to do before gas-fires, and, later, central heating.

It may be hard to imagine now in an era of central heating, every chimney in every street spewing black smoke. I remember wrapping my wool scarf around my nose and mouth to give myself a little protection from the choking coal-dust in the air in cold weather. We burnt most of our rubbish in our homes, further adding to the smell, including sanitary/period wear which was cotton and paper. All cardboard, paper and greasy packets also went up in flames. Sometimes you could see little pieces of burnt paper flying out of the chimneys, a potential fire-risk.

We had Pig-bins on the streets in my town, for the one and only local farm, where we deposited any food scraps. As we shopped in season, and cleaned our plates at mealtimes, there was very little waste. If I refused to eat my lunch my mum threatened to serve it cold for tea because we really couldn’t afford to waste anything. I’m pleased to say it never happened. Joking aside, we were well fed on a meagre budget in the austere 1950s. Food-rationing had only just finally ended in 1954, the year I was born. The nation had suffered this for 14 gruelling long years.

One of my household chores when I was older, most children were expected to do them, was to scrape the plates into the Pig-bin 3 doors down by the kerb. It was admittedly a ghastly smelly job but I don’t remember our aluminium dustbins ever overflowing with stinking rubbish, and they were much smaller than modern household wheelie-bins. We had no trouble with vermin or birds as the bins were secure if the lid was on firmly. They were called ‘Dustbins’ originally because the leftover ashes/dust from the fires went into them, safely. The Pig-bins were collected daily in the evening and replaced in the early morning, so the pong didn’t hang around long!

Our local schools had them as well. We even had ‘Pig-bin Monitors/Plate Scrapers’ in my secondary school. Guess who got the job?! I clearly remember standing over the bin after I’d had my lunch. As a prefect, my task was not only to make sure that every last precious morsel was scraped from the plates into a large metal bin but that none of the washable stainless-steel cutlery landed in the pigs’ dinner! 

Towns

On every high street in those days the Greengrocers were full of lovely fresh produce kept in freezing cold open-fronted shops and doled out into customers’ wicker baskets, nets or cotton bags. We could buy exactly the number of items required, and weren’t forced to buy a pack of anything. Again, no waste. 

The bakers didn’t use anything but paper and cardboard for packaging their delicious confections, free of additives and horrible soya flour. In the delicatessens, cheese was cut off the block on a marble slab, using a cheese-wire, with clean un-gloved hands, regularly washed at the shop sink. You could also request the exact amount of cold meat you wanted, that was delicately sliced by the fascinating meat-slicer machine. It was then picked up in a square of greaseproof paper and securely wrapped up in a large sheet of white butcher’s paper, which of course the butchers themselves used. 

The butchers’ shops were spotlessly clean, often with sawdust on the floor for any drips, and meat was kept on large aluminium trays in the chiller displays, with nothing wrapped in plastic. You could also buy eggs and collect them in your own repurposed cardboard egg-boxes. I’m pleased this is still done in the UK.

Delicious sweets, with no artificial additives, if they weren’t from the many sweetshops or the ‘Pick ‘n’ Mix’ in Woolworth’s and put into white paper bags, all came wrapped in paper, were in cardboard tubes, or paper and foil. Crisps/chips, biscuits/cookies and snacks also came in waxed paper and/or cardboard. Sadly, all types of packaging ended in landfill if it wasn’t burnt, as there was no household recycling at that time. At least most of it was organic, biodegradable and did little or no damage to the soil, and in some cases improved it.

Nothing tastes as good as it did, with palm oil fat and soya bean flour, very little salt, hardly any real sugar and stuffed with artificial everything else! The modern-day food industry is doing a splendid job of poisoning us, and adding plastic to the mix!

The old-fashioned Ironmongers, obliterated by modern DIY super-chains, were wonderful shops. In these smaller but well-stocked stores you could buy anything needed for the household. There were also rows upon rows of boxes stacked on shelves full of solid iron nuts, bolts, screws and nails, etc., of every possible dimension, not like a lot of the soft, cheap nasty Aluminium ones around now. These were counted out like heavy sweets into strong brown paper bags or boxes as there were very few packs of anything. If you required 6 nails for a job, then that is what you bought plus a couple of spares. 

Every tool and household requirement imaginable was available on request. I can remember seeing all the metal buckets and dustpans hanging up on a piece of strong string outside the door. Most of these products were made in a Britain that still had a manufacturing heritage but some started to creep in from Japan, and were partly made of or in plastic. I remember the first sets of tools that were in the new plastic blister-packs or in a plastic pouch instead of a leather one. You could still buy things in plant-based Cellophane in those days but plastic was coming in fast. It was a cheaper option for retailers, and enticing for cash-strapped customers.

I clearly recall my father placing some obscure household item on the glass counter, asking: ‘Have you got one of these?’ and the brown-duster-coated male assistant scratching his head before climbing the sliding wooden ladder to root around in one of the many dusty carboard boxes on the uppermost shelf. Then returning with a triumphant smile, he plonked the ‘treasure’ in front of us with a brisk: ‘Will this do?’

It really was like the ‘Four Candles’ sketch from The Two Ronnies, so fondly remembered by fans all over the world. I loved visiting these dark and mysterious emporiums with my dear father on our Saturday mooch around the shops in my home town, and often Lewisham, where we had lunch in the wonderful old-fashioned department store Cheeseman’s. It was always a fun day out with my father, who was often too sick to go out and about much when I was growing up. He was a complicated man, a bit grumpy, older than my friends’ dads, and damaged by a bad war, but these days for me were golden. I learnt so much on these trips that most girls in the 1960s didn’t know, that has put me in good stead as a householder.

The Haberdashery, Drapers and Wool shops, so rare now, were a delight for my dear mother, who knitted and sewed nearly all the family clothes even though she’d had a high-powered professional career from the age of 40. On the rare shopping-trips with her, I loved the bright wools, and materials in huge bolts on the shelves, and looking at the reels of silk and cotton thread in such vivid colours. No wonder I became an Artist!

Now most materials for clothes-making are made of Nylon and Polyester.

Milk was delivered daily to our doorsteps in returnable glass bottles and if you were lucky your friendly ‘Milky’, who kept an eye on his elderly and vulnerable customers, could also supply eggs, cheese, yogurt, and soft drinks in returnable glass bottles. Most of us were woken up each morning by the clink of bottles on the electric milk-float and the cheerful whistle of the milkman coming up the path.

The Sixties and plastic

Plastic toys were just starting to creep in from Japan in the ‘Swinging Sixties’, usually financed by Post World War II USA. I remember two of my novelty toys from that period: a plastic-foam ‘Fred Gonk’, a quirky British character with a flat cap and braces from the film-animation and song ‘Right said Fred’, sung by the wonderful Bernard Cribbins, and my beloved ‘Jenny’ donkey made of the same material. Within a few years both had disintegrated into toxic orange dust. Even then I knew it wasn’t good to breathe that in, and had to carefully bin both of them. I dread to think what this sort of toy has done to the environment. We weren’t aware of the potential planet-polluters we had in our homes, even our beloved dolls/action figures and Teddy-bears, in these early days of plastic and chemicals.

Trendy plastic handbags and matching shoes started to appear in the early Sixties. Then plastic coats became the ‘in thing’. I had a lovely red ‘midi’ one that after years of use ‘peeled away’ and had to be thrown out. I also had some shoes made of the same strange material. There were also plastic brushes, combs, picnic-items and cleaning equipment like mops, brooms, dustpans and brushes to name but a few new products rapidly filling supermarket shelves. No food was smothered or entombed in plastic at that point. That happened a couple of decades later. By the late 1980s there was no getting away from it!

I do think we were kept in the dark by the powerful plastic industries. I’m sure they could see what a plastic world would do to the ecology of the future but just kept extruding it anyway. It was an absolutely atrocious lack of forethought on their behalf and took many intrepid explorers to expose the damage plastic has done to the planet for decades. Thank the powers that be that they did!

The plastic carrier bag had just started to emerge by the middle Sixties but you didn’t see many. We had our own various types of bags to use. Plastic milk bottles hadn’t been considered until a Polyethylene Terephthalate or a PET plastic bottle was patented in 1973 by a Dupont scientist. It was only when supermarkets started popping up that these plastic milk-containers appeared alongside the glass bottles, for ‘convenience’. No-one liked them at first until they realised that they were cheaper than having a daily delivery. That, sadly, was ‘the death of the milkman’. Local dairies, most towns had one, closed after that. Not surprisingly, door-to-door is rapidly returning because of the fear of pollution, mainly from supermarkets, those vast cathedrals to plastic.

Of course, there were no revolting used plastic nappies/diapers anywhere when I was a child. (Surprisingly, a nun invented plastic ones to make baby care easier for her young mothers.) The only choice was Terry Cotton Towelling and a toilet in which to dispose of the unmentionable. There were certainly no plastic dog-poop bags ‘decorating’ the trees, or in Africa bags they call ‘Flying toilets’, I’m sure I don’t need to go into detail. Plastic bottles of pee left in lorry/truck laybys, and in our coastal towns with busy Continental traffic, were a nightmare yet to happen. The birth of plastic bottles, and thinner materials, coupled with a ‘So what?!’ attitude has been the cause of these daily horrors that now plague the entire planet. 

One of the worst apocalyptic stories now is the pollution of the lifeblood of Egypt, the incredible Nile river-system that is being poisoned and suffocated by plastic waste daily. In Cairo, there are piles of waste on rooftops everywhere and the fish locals depend on are contaminated with plastic. This situation needs urgent attention or the mighty life-giving river will die. It’s no exaggeration to say that if this isn’t addressed, the people and wildlife will starve because of plastic pollution!

Synthetics at home

Nylon, a plastic material that could also be spun into fine fibres, invented in New York and London by Dupont in 1938, started to replace a lot of natural fabrics. There were the Bri-Nylon shirts for men that could be hung over the bath to drip dry, and Nylon stockings, first demonstrated at the New York State Fair in 1939. Later in the middle Sixties Nylon tights came in. Stockings used to be expensive because they were made of Silk. Nylon was far more affordable and stretched to fit any shape. 

I remember taking my first pair of tights gleefully from their cardboard packet and wondering how something so tiny was going to fit a growing girl! The first tights were a bit of an odd shape, straight up and down. They were certainly a struggle to get into, and generally uncomfortable, but I was glad not to be wearing an even more uncomfortable suspender-belt and stockings that didn’t feel good, or seem decent, with a miniskirt!

Crimplene, developed in 1959 in the UK, didn’t crease and kept its shape when used for clothing. It was the ‘in thing’ for the iconic Sixties fashion boom. I had several dresses made of the fabric as well as the usual cotton ones. About the same time, cheap Nylon ladies’ headscarves came in and seemed to be everywhere in every colour, replacing cotton or silk. Anything made of Nylon creates static electricity. I can recall ‘crackling’ clothes and hair standing on end!

I also remember the first synthetic shirts looked shiny and felt ‘plasticky’. We all thought these various artificial fabrics were wonderful: easy washing and no ironing. There was a lot of experimenting going on. We had no idea that clothing made of plastic fibre would become the huge global crisis it is now. Only the makers knew what chemicals these ‘modern’ clothes were actually made from. It didn’t seem to matter to anyone else at the time. We turned a blind eye even though some clothing had a strange smell and could irritate the skin. How wrong we were! Later Polycotton became the new mixed material of choice and looked and felt more natural even though it’s now as much of a problem as anything fully synthetic.

Life was hard and far from perfect

I certainly don’t look at those times through rose-coloured specs. I’m ashamed to say we were too easily seduced by plastic, but it was a better world of well-made and hard-wearing, with no built-in obsolescence. Unfortunately, the downside was that most people smoked everywhere. I spent a great deal of time with streaming eyes and a tickly throat that made me cough. I clearly remember not being able to see the screen at the local cinema, because of the sickly pall of smoke around me, and feeling ill on public transport. The stench of coal, the dirtiest fossil fuel, and cigarette smoke filled the air wherever you went. Even doctors smoked during consultations! 

Clothes, hair and curtains reeked of both and what should have been white ceilings were often tinged yellow. Even at home I wasn’t saved from it because my father smoked like a chimney and stank like an ashtray. In Winter we had to stay warm by the living room fire, having to put up with him chain-smoking in what mum called ‘his dirty corner’. He had nicotine-stained fingers and beard. I think most of his wages went up in smoke. 

Cigarette smoke contains a lethal cocktail of over 7,000 chemical compounds. These include arsenic, formaldehyde, hydrogen cyanide, lead, nicotine, carbon monoxide, acrolein, and other poisonous substances. Over 70 of these have been proved carcinogenic, causing cancers. Why would anyone want to willing poison themselves?!

Both my dear parents passed from smoking-related diseases even though my mother hadn’t smoked for years, everyone smoked in the services during WWII. My mother probably developed heart disease and finally cancer from passive smoking, that for decades she was unable to get away from in our home or at work, where she shared an office with another chain-smoker. My father passed horribly of bronchial pneumonia because his lungs were so congested even though he had finally stopped smoking 10 years earlier. All I can say is thank God for the smoking bans in the UK. No-one from younger generations can even imagine how bad it was coupled with coal-smoke everywhere. We should be thankful that with these necessary bans we can all breathe a little better in public spaces. 

In those days, cigarettes came in metal foil with a paper backing in cardboard boxes with a flip lid. Later on, they were in a Cellophane wrapper too, which was at least biodegradable. Now they are packaged in plastic and have plastic filters. Some of these are made of recycled plastic but that’s no better. There is far less smoking in the UK now but Worldwide cigarettes and their packaging are one of the major polluters. Mindlessly flicked fag-ends/butts find their way into global river-systems and oceans every second to poison and kill wildlife. 

Cape Town in South Africa, sickened by the toxic unsightly pollution on its beaches, placed discarded telephone-poles cut to size and painted to resemble giant cigarette butts in prominent spots. Their aim was to discourage cigarette-smoking and raise awareness of carelessly-discarded cigarette-ends. The initiative was called ‘Kiickbutt’ in Africans.

I love this idea. Maybe I should make something similar to discourage the regular ‘flickers’ who queue in the early morning for the Post Office/General store next door, along with the sign: ‘I, and the planet, don’t want your butts!’

The good news in the USA is that legislators in some states are hoping to bring in bans. These are led by the, in my humble opinion, more enlightened state of California that is thinking of banning products with single-use filters made of cellulose acetate. This could force cigarette companies to take responsibility for the environmental impact of all their products. It would be a huge step towards a cleaner and safer world for all life, and maybe result in fewer smokers. 

There are cigarette-butt recycling schemes in Canada but I don’t see recycling any type of plastic as the ultimate solution to the world crisis. There are so many types that can’t even be recycled. Recycling plastic is just downcycling and delaying inevitable global pollution.

Money matters

Growing up in the UK, our money was mostly paper and not the majority of plastic it is now with debit/credit cards and plastic notes that are meant to last for decades. They will, but are slippery, don’t easily stay in purse or wallet, jump out of tills and will make the plastics industry happy for a long time to come. I was horrified to see these were the solution to ‘tatty’ paper notes that didn’t last. Plastic notes could create complications down the line when they need to be incinerated. Maybe the idea is to recover the energy but that will not help slow down plastic production, and might even ramp it up again.

Food in plastic

I can hardly believe that the plastic bottle/container/food packaging nightmare actually started when I was still at school. The USA embraced it long before the UK and it wasn’t so obvious here. It sneakily crept up on us. Before we even realised it, the whole world was plastic. 

I worked in a supermarket after school on Thursday and Friday evenings and all-day Saturday and have memories of the different plastics coming in. There was still a lot of real Cellophane, made of plant fibre, and cardboard packaging as well as the usual tins and jars. However, tins were not coated inside with a thin layer of plastic, as many are now, to prevent corrosion. The shelf-life of foods wasn’t long. Everything was used up far more quickly. There was no such thing as ‘Best before’. Common sense was regularly used along with the Eyeball, Sniff and Quick Fingertip Taste Test.

A ‘Best before’ date is only a quality guide. Use your own judgement with the aforementioned test to see if the product is still good to eat. Many foods are still good months or even years later.

‘Use by’ date is the safety mark there to protect us, and should never be ignored. Some foods do expire and go bad, causing sickness, and should not be eaten after this date. Peanut butter, because it contains oil that will spoil, is a good example.

Plastic tubs

We first saw the container/tub type of plastic food-packaging in the UK after the home fridge-freezer became more common. (Ice-boxes with blocks of ice delivered by the ‘Iceman’ were used before refrigeration.) Plastic pouches appeared in the new freezer shops from the late 1960s for frozen fruit and veg, with the first plastic tubs being developed for margarine, ice-cream and yogurt. Before that ice-cream was only doled out from a metal freezer, or extruded from a tap, from ice-cream vans that plied the streets daily, or in sweetshops with a chest freezer. You could often buy a block in carboard from the same shops. Plastic free, cardboard-packaged blocks are still available from some UK supermarkets. Most are Vanilla and used for wafers. For variety you can add something fruity or chocolatey to the bowl to avoid buying fancy ice creams in plastic tubs. Fortunately, once washed and dried cardboard and carboard tubs can be recycled as long as there is no plastic lining. Check recycling details on the products first.

It’s about time ice cream producers cut out these ubiquitous plastic boxes that we’ve collected over decades and have piles of sitting in cupboards and drawers. Any plastic tub can be reused or recycled but that is not the way we cut out plastic. Avoiding it as much as possible is the only answer until natural and sustainable alternatives are commercially viable. 

Schooldays

Most schools when I was growing up served a proper meal with water at lunch time. If they didn’t have a kitchen onsite, food was transported to the school in large aluminium containers with lockable lids. If children didn’t have the school lunch, they took a sandwich in a tin or reused brown paper bag, with an apple, orange or banana. Sometimes there was the delicious treat of a Lyon’s Individual Fruit Pie in its cardboard box.

We didn’t need extra drinks as there were school fountains to quench our thirst. I found my way to a wall-fountain whenever I asked to go to the toilet. They were a bit busy during breaks but nobody needed to carry a water-bottle. That everyday habit originated in the USA from hotter states where regular hydration is essential. In the early days pop bottles were glass, and paper straws were used. Plastic straws turned up after WWII. Some drinks companies that used glass bottles here in the UK had a deposit return scheme that boosted many a child’s pocket-money. I believe it was the same in the USA. 

We must return to this sort of scheme if we’re to clear up our filthy streets littered with cans and plastic bottles. Many countries, like Norway, Italy, Germany and Japan, have successfully introduced machines for this purpose in airports, stations and other public places. Although I don’t believe they will reduce plastic production, they will prevent littering with the incentive of the small reward for their return.

Street-food except for fish and chips in newspaper, ice cream in a cone, and coffee and tea at a stall in ceramic cups, was unheard of when I was a child. No-one walked around with a box of food, drinks-bottle or plastic-lined coffee cup in their hand because there were no such things. Eating in the street was heavily discouraged by most parents, and should be once more to keep our towns and cities clean. Hand-washing when having been out and about was also the norm. My dear Mum’s firm instruction to ‘Go and wash your hands!’ rings in my head to this day.

Life was far from perfect but it was simpler. Something we must return to if we want to save the world from our horrendous consumerist waste. The responsibility lies with each person on Earth. If we want a healthier, safer planet for all living beings, we can’t let our arrogance and cavalier attitudes to world problems rule us anymore. 

As Albert Einstein said: ‘The only thing more dangerous than ignorance is arrogance.’ 

We can return Planet Plastic to Planet Earth if we all pull together. The habit of replacing something because it’s old or out of fashion or because we need some ‘Retail therapy’ has to end. Our children must be taught to value all things and not constantly look for something ‘better’ or the latest trends that give them momentary pleasure. 

‘Keeping up with the Joneses’ with a new kitchen or bathroom, or replacing things in the house because they are the wrong colour or style, must end too. We can always paint, refurbish, replace cupboard doors and worktops in the kitchen instead of ripping the whole lot out and putting in an entirely new one. Bathrooms can also be upgraded without getting rid of everything. 

We can’t subject our beleaguered planet to any more unsightly and toxic waste that is endangering and killing life across the globe.

I put anything still good but unwanted outside my house with a ‘Free’ note on it and it’s usually gone within minutes!

You are very lucky if you live in an up-and-coming area that is becoming more eco-friendly as it evolves but the truth of life in the UK is more complicated at present.



• Most of us don’t have a farmer’s market or zero waste/plastic free business nearby. 

• Some of us don’t have the wherewithal for an organic and plastic free fruit and veg service. 

• A lot of us reside in small towns with rapidly-disappearing local shops.

• Some of us don’t drive and depend on infrequent local transport.

So, life for the plastic-free warrior can be hard without online shopping, but we can all do something today. 

Reducing our reliance on fossil fuels, petrochemicals, and avoiding plastic wherever possible, are the first steps to healing Mother Earth.

All life is precious and vital to a healthy, diverse and abundant planet. 

We must fight to protect Her, whatever the cost!

		
		

Chapter two

Plastic, a global problem

‘There is absolutely no logic in wrapping something as fleeting as food in something as indestructible as plastic. Plastic food and drink packaging remains useful for a matter of days yet remains a destructive presence on the Earth for centuries afterwards.’ - Sian Sutherland, Co-founder of A Plastic Planet

One Australian school experimented with removing its trash cans in 2019. The students had to take home any rubbish they made and dispose of it responsibly. This is a great idea. Once you see your mostly plastic rubbish, and have to carry it around all day, habits will rapidly change. We must also avoid buying anything that has the word DISPOSABLE on it and investigate the end of life of anything that doesn’t display vital information on how to correctly recycle or ultimately safely dispose of.

The refill revolution

Refilling is becoming the ‘new thing’, after a brief resurgence in the 1970s, when you risked falling into large bins of flour and cereal! This method of dispensing goods is mostly found in zero waste and plastic free highstreet shops and even in some more enlightened supermarkets. Thankfully, this has been upgraded for the new century with strict hygiene rules and regulations that didn’t seem to be present in the past. Refilling from large plastic hoppers and bulky containers is not ideal but it is a start and saves on single use plastic overall.

In 2020, one of the large UK supermarkets teamed up with well-known brands to offer refill points at one of its stores. The trial proved popular with customers. I’m not certain this will work in every supermarket once it’s scaled up unless we have whole supermarkets dedicated to refilling.

We may need this way to shop for cereals, nuts and pulses, etc. Fortunately, flour and oats still come in paper. As I mentioned, in the past Cellophane was common but lost out to plastic. If we want the same sort of convenient see-through packets, we must go down the plant-material route again. Personally, I would like to see a total rethink on all packaging, see-through or not.

I believe shopping in general is going through a complete overhaul. Our highstreets will soon look very different. There will be far fewer chain-stores/retail outlets, because I believe their day is over. Space will be used more effectively for local communities and projects to help improve the environment. I envision more wildlife-friendly and greener towns full of independent plastic free and zero waste shops, tool, toy and tech libraries alongside repair and clothes swap shops.
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