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Foreword


In September 2013, my husband came home from work with one of the free newspapers they hand out at train stations. He pointed to an article about a family of four who lived in California. They had managed to reduce their annual trash down so much that it fitted into a quart jar (just over a litre). ‘Impressive,’ I thought as I marvelled at the fact that this was even possible. After reading about some of the simple ways they had managed to reduce their waste as a family, I felt inspired to find out more about the zero-waste lifestyle. I wanted to see if it was something I could embrace in my own way where I lived.


I have always been passionate about choosing organic (for the environment, the reduced pesticides and highest standards of animal welfare) but often felt pained by the amount of excessive plastic packaging it came wrapped in, especially in supermarkets where organic is heavily over-packaged to keep it separate from the non-organic produce. Every week I felt awful adding a mountain of single-use, mostly ‘not currently recycled’ plastic packaging waste to our bin bags. A week or so later, I visited a nearby charity shop and stumbled on a book written by the mother of the family featured in the newspaper article – Zero Waste Home by Bea Johnson. I took it home and read it with delight, racing through the pages and finally feeling like I could live in a way that aligned more closely with my values. I realized I didn’t have to produce all of this waste week in and week out – I could take charge and feel in control of my choices instead of simply accepting that waste was a normal part of our lives.


The more I thought about it, the more I understood that waste doesn’t really exist in nature. Any ‘waste’ is turned into something else, something useful to another plant or creature. Waste as I knew it was a design flaw, a failure of the imagination, or someone or something not being held accountable for their actions. Waste is created by humans and I felt uneasy contributing to the growing mountain of it through my daily actions. Almost overnight, and much to my husband’s surprise, I decided to embark on a zero-waste lifestyle.
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There was a lot of trial and error, a lot of online searches. I had to start thinking in different ways and retrain my brain. I had lived the first 30 years of my life thinking nothing of disposing of things, no consideration for where they ended up. As I began searching for low-waste options, I started to feel increasingly frustrated. As a country we seemed so far behind others when it came to finding food available to buy without packaging, locating refills or plastic-free options.


As a result, I decided to start a blog and a YouTube channel where I shared my journey – what worked and what didn’t. My aim was to not only be a point of reference for people looking to reduce their waste but also present it in a fun, entertaining and guilt-free way. I hoped people would enjoy my content whether they cared about their waste or not. I had previously worked as a TV presenter and my last job was writer and host of Anglophenia, a show for the BBC America YouTube channel. On the show I explained the quirky differences between the USA and UK, all delivered with a touch of humour. Some of the videos, such as How to Swear Like a Brit, went viral and I gathered a strong following on YouTube. My hope was that people who enjoyed those videos would hop over to my personal channel to watch me chat about how I shop without packaging.


I’m not a hippie, I live in central London, I enjoy a bath and I wash my laundry on a hotter temperature than is recommended (more on that later). The zero-waste lifestyle is a different journey for everyone, and while waste is a huge problem for the planet, berating people into doing something never works. My aim was to show that it didn’t have to be ‘perfect’ and if one or two people started refilling their liquid soap instead of buying a new bottle each month, or remembering their reusable water bottle and cloth bags before leaving the house, then I felt I was having a positive impact. It’s been exciting to see so many influencers, bloggers and YouTubers talking about zero waste and that it has become a global movement.


I’ll admit that it all seemed a little intimidating at first, especially several years ago when the majority of people had little idea of our plastic pollution problems or wider issues with waste. I have found that trying to maintain your current lifestyle exactly as it is while attempting to reduce your waste can be frustrating and leave you feeling like you’re failing. Accepting that there will need to be some adaptability, some changes in order to make it work, is key. For example, I vividly remember going into a supermarket and asking at the meat counter if they could put some chicken straight into my own container without plastic. The man mumbled something about ‘health and safety/company policy’ and I walked away (without any chicken) realizing I had to make some lifestyle changes. Shopping at supermarkets wasn’t going to work if I wanted to quit plastic packaging. As a result, I now support local shops that sell produce such as meat, cheese, beer, wine, oil and dry goods without packaging or as refills, and they are all happy to help support my low-waste efforts.


Today, I am happy to say that the UK has come along leaps and bounds in the past couple of years and we seem to have a dedicated ‘zero-waste store’ popping up somewhere in the country each week. Even leading supermarkets are displaying signs in their stores encouraging people to bring their own reusable containers to the deli, cheese and meat counters, as well as remembering to bring their reusable bags. The media has done an incredible job of keeping the conversation around waste going and, as a result, we have governments around the world implementing or talking about taxes on disposable plastics and looking at better ways to hold businesses to account for their wasteful ways. I wish I could tell you that I can fit my annual trash into a small jar like some of the zero-waste-lifestyle advocates out there. But due to where I live, my limited access to composting and the fact that sometimes non-recyclable plastic packaging accidentally or unintentionally makes its way into my home, I still create some waste. I’m not perfect and I don’t believe anyone should try to be. But what is noticeably different since embarking on this lifestyle is not only the dramatic reduction in the amount of waste I produce but also the type of waste I make. The majority of it is food scraps (fear not, I’m bothering my council about introducing kerbside compost collections and they’re finally trialling it out on a few streets in my area). It is a fraction of what I used to throw out – down from two large plastic bin bags a week to one small paper bag every two weeks.


By voting for the kind of world we want with every penny spent, being considered about every choice made and action taken, making changes – no matter how small – in our daily routines, we can quickly begin to see results. I’ve also found that there’s nothing quite like living in alignment with your values – our choices don’t have to feel like life is one big compromise.






Introduction


In recent years, thanks to social media and programmes such as Blue Planet II, people’s awareness of plastic has grown, with a focus on the single-use, disposable kind being a huge area of concern. Studies are showing just how pervasive the material is, with reports of human-related debris (99.8 per cent of which was plastic) washing up on Henderson Island in the South Pacific, an uninhabited island in one of the most remote parts of the world.1 Microfibres shed from clothing in the wash and microplastics – pieces of plastic that have been broken down into smaller and smaller particles over time in the environment – are found to be contaminating both our food chain2 and the majority of tap and bottled water around the world.3


But, for me, a zero-waste lifestyle goes beyond avoiding single-use plastics and instead delves into all areas of unnecessary waste we unwittingly create each day. Products are becoming increasingly over-packaged, and much of it is unnecessary. Simply swapping one packaging material (such as plastic) for another (glass, metal, paper, card) continues to encourage our disposable and over-packaged habits while further draining resources. Sometimes products packaged this way will be the best choice and we have no option, but very often the simplest and most sustainable solution is zero packaging.
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Like many, I felt overwhelmed by the information out there when it came to statistics about our waste and the complicated and ineffective systems we have created around it. The main feedback I get from people is that the waste problem seems so enormous that they don’t know where or how to start taking action. And even if they do, will their actions matter? I believe that once we are aware of the problem, one of the most empowering things we can do as individuals is take action over the things and habits in our own lives. While we need governments and businesses to tackle waste on a large scale in order to drive dramatic change, it can often seem like we’re waiting forever to see the changes we desire come into play.


[image: Illustration]


My hope is that this book will introduce the basics and set the stage to help you kickstart your journey towards less wasteful habits. This is a lifestyle book so you’ll find very few facts and statistics. Personally, I find that they do little more than leave people feeling paralysed by the sheer scale of the problem or too confused to care. My aim is to be a positive reminder that our personal actions matter and I believe that a book about creating positive changes in habits is far more effective than a scaremongering, fact-heavy tome. You’ve got Google for that!


I’ve found that within the world of zero waste, there is a lot of focus on making everything from scratch or choosing alternatives that feel a little too ‘crunchy’ for my liking. Some people will love the idea of growing their own bathroom loofah, foraging horse chestnuts to use instead of laundry powder or making their own sanitary towels. But in all honesty, I’ve never done any of these things and I can’t imagine my mother, sister-in-law or best friends growing their own loofah any time soon.


I have written this book with close friends and family in mind. I wanted to create an easy-to-follow, step-by-step guide to adopting a zero-waste lifestyle, which focuses on simple habit swaps first and introduces ways in which to reduce waste in various parts of everyday life.
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What the Heck
Does Zero Waste Mean?


A zero-waste lifestyle can mean different things to different people. It originally began as an industry term but has since been adopted by those who are keen to reduce the amount of waste they produce in their daily lives. Essentially, producing no waste at all is the goal but most people who live a zero-waste lifestyle accept that it is almost impossible in a system led by convenience and a culture based on disposability. For most, it means taking a simpler and more considered approach to life, embracing habit changes and reusable alternatives to disposables. I’m generally more curious about the world in which we live and have loved reading and researching topics relating to waste, plastics and the environment. Each person will interpret the zero-waste lifestyle a little differently and that’s okay. Enjoy discovering what it means to you and finding your sustainable sweet spot when it comes to reducing your waste.




The Rs of Zero Waste


Zero-waste pioneer Bea Johnson outlines ‘Five Rs’ – Refuse, Reduce, Reuse, Recycle, Rot – which she proposes following in order, as an effective way of staying on track with the zero-waste lifestyle. I have decided to expand on these a little to include two extra Rs (Repair and Respond), which I felt were important additions to making the zero-waste lifestyle a success. Notice how recycling is almost a last resort. By refusing, reducing, reusing and repairing first, the amount of recycling to be done should be minimal.






1 Refuse


Refuse what you don’t need. Say ‘no thanks’ to freebies, gifts, flyers, samples, plastic bags, straws, junk mail, business cards (take a photo instead), napkins, tissues, receipts, goodie bags. By stopping items from coming into our lives we do not have to waste time and energy storing then decluttering them later on. Every time we accept a freebie, we’re saying ‘please create more!’. The more we refuse, the more we are voting for the kind of non-disposable world we want. It can feel a little awkward at first, but find a phrase that works for you. A simple ‘no thanks, I’m good’ or ‘you know what, I’m okay’ is enough and there’s no need to rant at someone about their wasteful practices. You may also feel that your simple action of refusing a receipt, even if one is printed automatically, is pointless but the more people who refuse them, the more a retailer will realize they have a bin full of unwanted receipts and perhaps emailing them instead would save the business money. Do not underestimate the power of refusing and the more you practise, the more natural it will become. And it’s free!
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2 Reduce


Reduce what you do need. Less is more. By simplifying what I truly need I also feel less stressed and, over time, I’ve saved money. It also means I create less waste, having reduced the need for many disposables – either by finding reusable alternatives or something that is multipurpose – or realizing I don’t actually need it. Everyone’s needs are different, so reducing is quite a personal matter. For someone who bakes a lot, an assortment of kitchen gadgets may be necessary. Assess what is used and what sits forgotten at the back of the cupboard to help decide what should stay and what should go.


By reducing the items we own, we look to rent or borrow instead of buying when we do need something. For example, my husband and I went wild camping for a night with some friends a couple of years ago. Instead of buying a tent, backpacks and sleeping bags for one night, we simply asked friends on Facebook if we could borrow theirs. We managed to borrow everything we needed for the night and loved not having to store it away in our tiny flat once we returned.
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Reducing our possessions also means we have boosted the second-hand market by donating or selling items. There is a growing number of websites and apps to help make selling items quick and easy, and it’s nice to make a little extra money on the side. Try to reduce items responsibly by donating, selling or recycling as much as possible. Some items will be beyond saving, but it can be worth putting them on a site such as Freecycle – someone may be looking for just one working part or a random item for an art project. One man’s trash is another man’s treasure as they say!
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3 Reuse


Reuse by replacing disposables with reusables. We’re lucky that there are now reusable alternatives to most disposables on the market. Reusing is different to recycling, as it encourages us to keep the item in its current form and at its highest value without the need for a process to break it down and build it up again. Reusing is actually my favourite ‘R’ in the world of zero waste. It is the turning point at which we let go of our disposables and start to embrace reusable alternatives which will be with us for the long term.


There can be an upfront cost associated with reusables which may put some people off but personally I have found that by investing in reusable items I love, I am far more likely to remember to use them and I have saved money over time. For example, one of my earliest reusable purchases was a menstrual cup to replace disposable sanitary pads and tampons. It cost me £22 but it will last me 10 years. It’s estimated that the average menstruating person spends between £5 and £13 each month on tampons and sanitary items. Even if we take the lowest amount, my menstrual cup will have paid for itself within the first five months, meaning that every month after that I make a saving for the next decade. Remembering a reusable water bottle instead of purchasing disposables on the go is another great example of how savings can really add up through the year. But the biggest win of all in my eyes is the amount of waste saved. By choosing reusables instead of disposables, we are creating more sustainable habits.
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Choosing reusables doesn’t have to be expensive, and often we have suitable items sitting in our cupboards at home. But try to resist hoarding every reusable item possible, especially if it’s not needed. Squirreling away 50 glass jars when you only really need 20 is a waste and means others cannot benefit from the materials. By refusing and reducing first, there will be fewer items that need reusing. Shopping second-hand, borrowing or renting are all great ways to encourage reuse.
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4 Repair


Repair and care for items to keep them in use longer. I could have easily added ‘repair’ to the section on ‘reuse’ but I felt it deserved its own paragraph as I firmly believe it plays a vital role in changing our relationship with stuff. Sadly, it is often more affordable to buy a new item instead of having an old one repaired and there are fewer businesses offering a repair service. But where possible, I choose to invest in items that come with repairability built into their design. For example, my jeans are not only made from organic cotton, but they also come with a free repairs service for life. Investing in items that can be repaired not only supports businesses that are taking responsibility for their products, but often means we can save money in the long term as well as resources.


If your sewing skills are anything like mine, then using repair services is a great idea as it means we are supporting skilled locals and keeping their craft alive. Instead of investing in a new winter coat each year, I like to take mine to the local tailor and have the lining replaced if torn. I also believe that repairing builds a magical kind of loyalty to our things. By caring for them, we are far more likely to love them for longer.
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In the near future, I would like to see all companies offer repairs as part of their business model. This would boost customer loyalty and mean that companies actually take responsibility for their products. They would all begin to design with repairability in mind.






5 Recycle


Recycle what you cannot refuse, reduce, reuse or repair. While many people promote recycling more as the solution to our wasteful ways, we should really aim to recycle LESS. I do believe that recycling plays a vital role in reclaiming materials and keeping them in use, but too often it is used as the first port of call when actually we should look to reduce our disposable habits and the amount of packaging that comes with it. Not all recycling is created equal either. Plastics, for example, often end up getting ‘downcycled’, meaning they are turned into a lesser-quality material that cannot be recycled – essentially recycling delays it from landfill but it will still end up there eventually. Aluminium and glass, on the other hand, can both be recycled infinitely without losing quality while card and paper can be recycled several times and then composted. So if I must buy something with packaging, I look for materials such as metal, glass and cardboard which have a higher chance of being made into a similar product.


Purchasing products made using recycled materials is a great way to create demand for recycled materials. If there is no demand, then the materials have little value and may end up being wasted regardless of whether or not they can technically be recycled. But be careful when it comes to products made from recycled plastic. This may seem like a nice way to close the loop but it often creates more problems down the line. For example, I am seeing more and more clothing items proudly stating they are made from recycled beach plastics. Not a bad idea until you read that those materials will shed tiny plastic microfibres in the washing machine. Those microfibres have been shown to end up in our food chain and tap water, as they slip through filters and out into the ocean where they are consumed by sea life.4 Not so great after all! Also consider if the item made from recycled materials can in fact be recycled itself. Mixing materials that cannot be separated means the item will probably end up in landfill.


Inevitably, there will always be a need to recycle, even in the zero-waste lifestyle, but I’ve found our recycling bin only needs emptying once a month compared to once a week. Recycling systems differ from place to place – sometimes even neighbouring areas collect completely different materials, with one accepting all recyclables in a single container and another requiring you to seperate them first. Familiarize yourself with what is accepted in your local kerbside collection service; if there are items that are not collected, find out if they can be taken to a recycling facility nearby or sent to a specialist company. For example, when decluttering I sent wine bottle corks and old scratched CDs to companies who actively recycle them into new products. Items such as cooking oil, metal razor blades and batteries (although I use rechargeable ones now) all have to be saved and taken to a larger recycling facility near me.
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