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‘We stand now where two roads diverge. But unlike the roads in Robert Frost’s familiar poem, they are not equally fair. The road we have long been travelling is deceptively easy, a smooth superhighway on which we progress with great speed, but at its end lies disaster. The other fork of the road – the one less travelled by – offers our last, our only chance to reach a destination that assures the preservation of the earth.’


Rachel Carson1


YOU, ME, EVERYBODY


Early human cultures lived in balance with nature and the seasons. We survived through knowledge passed down by our elders – how to find edible plants, where the clean water could be found and how to hunt. We took only what we needed to survive, like any other species on the planet. But now, some 200,000 years on, we find ourselves very far away from that point. The unprecedented, exponential growth of our population, the advancement of medicine and the West’s Industrial Revolution of the eighteenth century have enabled us to expand throughout the world, to live longer and demand more of the rock we call home. Even the new geological age of the Anthropocene (part of the Holocene, which began only about 12,000 years ago) is so named to define the period in which we, Homo sapiens, have had indisputable influence on the systems of the planet.


We have become the dominant force and changed the Earth and its environment – from the atmosphere to the biosphere, the water to the land – both for us and for everything that lives here. We have become self-appointed gods. And, as we all know, we’re not doing that well.


If left even slightly unchecked, global temperatures are set to increase by 3–4°C (5–7°F) above pre-industrial levels by 2100.2 Nine of the ten warmest years on record have come since 2005.3 We are living through times of increasingly catastrophic natural disasters, which have been proven to be intensified through climate change.4 We are changing our world in ways we never could have imagined or intended – and the outlook is currently pretty bleak.
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This book is not specifically about climate change and it is definitely not a scientific tome. However, everything we will explore in the coming pages is firmly rooted in science and framed with the long game in mind, which will allow us to thrive for many generations to come. So, in many ways it is completely about climate change and science.


It is definitely about people: you and me, your second cousin and the bloke down the road, the person you follow on Instagram from the other side of the world and the lady that walked behind the reporter on the international news last night. It makes no difference what political bias you have, or your gender, race or sexuality. It is about the behaviours, actions and mindsets of each and every one of us. Through our differences and our similarities, we need to find a collective way of working to support and rebuild our planet. We have a good precedent to work with: Nature and Earth have kind of been doing this for billions of years, so we have a good library of information to learn from.


Some of what we will talk about will make you sad; some of it will make you absolutely livid. But this is a book about hope. Action. And realizing that we are part of Nature, not apart from it.


‘Aha!’ I hear you cry. ‘So, this is a book about sustainability?’ Erm, no. While I have used the term five times (yes, I counted), I believe that sustaining our ‘business as usual’ approach is not good enough. You shouldn’t – and can’t – sustain something that is fundamentally broken, and our systems really are broken. In this book, we are going to investigate something new, with Nature as our teacher. We will cover a lot of ground, from economics and science to design and psychology, passing through consumer products, agriculture and zero-carbon technologies. The problems are complex, and we need to seek complex and interconnected solutions.


But this book will not teach you how to suck eggs. The very fact that you are holding it in your hand means that you already have the drive for positive change – and you are probably doing great things already. In the coming chapters, we’ll look at how we, as individuals, fit into the global landscape, how the decisions we make really do make a difference and how we can combine to demand more of our governments. We’re going to dispel a few myths, but recognize everything you already do and build upon it, hopefully filling in some gaps in your knowledge along the way and giving you some tools to help you think about how you do things. Also, there will be doodling.


There will also be lots of one particular letter, one that picks up on things that you probably already do even without realizing. Just like the weekly alphabetic theme of Sesame Street, this book is brought to you by the letter R.
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THE THREE Rs – WHERE DID IT ALL START?


Growing up in the 1980s, I repeatedly encountered the mantra ‘Reduce, Reuse, Recycle’, at school, on the TV and in the books I read. It was quoted in the news, used in myriad environmental campaigns and I even had a t-shirt with it on. Whether we realize it or not, almost all of us could recite these ‘three Rs’: since the last century, they have become deeply ingrained in our collective mindset as ‘stuff we should all do’ to protect the environment and ‘be green’.


But where did these three Rs come from? Well, we’re not really sure, but it’s likely they originated in 1970, after the first ever Earth Day. This saw nearly 20 million Americans join together to celebrate, campaign, protest and generally raise awareness of the growing environmental issues of the time – while looking, both bleakly and optimistically, into the future.


One spark for Earth Day came from the book Silent Spring, by marine biologist and environmentalist Rachel Carson. Published in 1962, it foretold the collapse of biodiversity (and especially birds – hence the title), from the then widespread use of the insecticide/pesticide DDT (dichloro-diphenyl-trichloroethane). Used to eradicate all manner of insects, DDT accumulated in the fatty tissues of birds and animals that came into contact with the chemical, causing indiscriminate death. For many, the realization that humans could effectively wipe out an entire species – while also probably affecting their own health (DDT is now classified by the EPA as a ‘probable human carcinogen’) – was a real wake-up call.5 Silent Spring bolstered growing public concern for the environment and, along with the Santa Barbara oil spill in California and the energy of the anti-war movements, inspired Wisconsin Senator Gaylord Nelson in 1969 to put together a team to create the first Earth Day in April 1970.6
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In turn, the first Earth Day prompted the formation of the US Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) in December 1970.7 At the same time, the Resource Recovery Act was passed by Congress to shift the focus of the public and the federal government alike to the activities of recycling, resource recovery and the conversion of waste into energy. This was likely the start of the ‘Reduce, Reuse, Recycle’ mantra, which grew in popularity over the decade.


The three Rs function in an inverted pyramid. Pyramid diagrams are often used to show a hierarchy: the bigger the layer, the more important that layer is to the overall system – it is something that should be completed or attained before the next, smaller segment. We have the same with our three Rs. First, we try to Reduce the amount of resources and materials – ‘stuff’ – we use and the amount of waste we generate, then we Reuse those materials as much as possible and, lastly, when all else fails, we Recycle them. Simple. And I’m sure that all of you reading this book do this already. As I said, these behaviours are ingrained in most of us.
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It is 50 years since this first pyramid was devised, and we now have a slightly more advanced diagram, often called the ‘waste hierarchy’, with a few extra layers of action. The first two remain the same: first Reduce and then Reuse materials and resources, but now a new layer has been added – Repair, or make something last longer before it clatters into the layer below. After this, if a product’s life cycle really can’t be extended, we can Recycle it or Recover the energy from it (a fancy word for creating power from incineration – which itself has major issues we will dig into later) and, lastly, if it is an organic item, Rot it and turn it into valuable compost. At the very bottom of the pyramid, sometimes you see Rubbish, which generally means landfill, but as we are, literally, running out of space to put our crap, often this is removed. Many of you will be familiar with this diagram and practise it as much as possible.
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GLOBAL SHIFTS


The three Rs and their extension, the waste hierarchy, were part of an attempt to shift our global production systems from a linear economy to a recycling economy – considered to be a better option at the time.
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In the Linear Economy, we make stuff, we use it, we discard it – a straight line from us at the top to the bin at the bottom.


In the Recycling Economy, we make stuff, we use it, we recycle it, we use it, we recycle it, we use it … and eventually it loses its quality, or is broken, and winds up in the bin at the bottom again. However, the end point is the same, it just takes a little longer to get there. This system is similar to the waste hierarchy pyramid, and it’s essentially where we are at the moment globally.


But a new system is emerging: a circular system in which materials and resources loop around, again and again, without loss of quality, though sometimes in different forms. Everything is used, nothing is wasted, and our bin at the bottom is pretty much redundant, as we have found a use for everything we make and use. This is the Circular Economy.


Sounds idyllic and idealistic, right? Now think about the natural world. How much waste do you see Nature producing to the detriment of itself? None. Everything Nature creates is used by another species or lifeform. We are the only species on the planet that creates waste. Let’s think about that. We may be the dominant species and have those nifty opposable thumbs, but we aren’t intelligent enough to make full use of our resources. We are the exception on Earth.


OK, the circular economy is slightly more complex than I just made it out to be. But imagine we have zoomed in on those loops above the bin: each loop has two distinct ‘wings’ – one technical and one biological – through which different types of resources can circulate.
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The technical wing refers to products like electronics, glass, metals and synthetic materials including plastics. The biological wing encompasses everything that naturally biodegrades, such as food waste and natural materials like pure plant fibres and timber. In this system, there is no waste – resources circulate through repeating life cycles. In each wing you can see some of the processes we had in our second pyramid – Reduce, Reuse, Repair, Recycle, Rot.


One of the earliest forms of this diagram, nicknamed the ‘butterfly diagram’, was created by pioneering thinkers Michael Braungart and William McDonough. Their manifesto Cradle to Cradle: Rethinking the Way We Make Things8 lay the foundations for what has become known as regenerative design, grounded in systems-based thinking. From this developed the circular economy, which, as defined by the Ellen MacArthur Foundation, seeks to ‘rebuild capital, whether … financial, manufactured, human, social or natural’.9 That sounds pretty good, right?


The circular economy seeks to change our extractive, degenerative way of living and unite humans with the natural world, in looping, regenerative practices. This may seem a little bit disconnected from where you are right now – you may not even have heard the term circular economy before. How does it relate to you as an individual, a family, or even a small business? This is something I have often pondered and one of the main reasons why this book exists. The circular economy can feel complicated and remote, led by large-scale industry, and it can be hard to engage with on an individual level. Initially, it can be hard to see where you fit in and how you can be (and likely already are) part of this new, awesome regenerative system.
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WHERE DO YOU FIT IN?


One way to begin to think about how you fit into the circular economy is to visualize a web. No, not that web – though we will discuss in later sections how the Internet is enabling the circular economy. This web, based on the spider’s web, harks back to Nature. We have already seen how we should be inspired by the way Nature works, and there is a name for this: biomimicry, a term popularized by biologist Janine Benyus.10 Biomimicry is integral to the concept of the circular economy.


Our web seeks to reframe the circular economy around more personal levels of action and interaction. Some of the strands (just like the pyramid levels) you may already be familiar with and understand – but others may be new, like Rent, Redirect and Regenerate (more Rs). As in a real spider’s web, each of these strands is interconnected. Touch one and another vibrates. Nothing, and nobody, is working alone. And having a couple of sections of web that are not complete and robust does not cause the whole thing to fail: just like our spider friends, we can patch any holes so our web is as complete, and efficient, as possible.


This is where I want you to draw on this book. Do it. Each of these strands relates to elements of the circular economy – and we will look at each of them in turn as we journey onward in this book. But first, look at each of the strands on the web template shown overleaf and think about your own web and where you sit on each of the strands. For example, if you know a lot about repairing stuff and can happily turn your hand to fixing, go ahead and mark yourself at a 10 on the Repair strand; if you know a bit, or only do it occasionally, maybe that’s a 5.


This is up to you – this is your web. If you want to fill it in another way, or even draw it on a different piece of paper, that’s fine by me, but once you have marked all your strands, join them up with one line.
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You’ll end up with something like this …
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And so, we begin our journey into the circular economy, and the Rs that underpin it. But how do we put the diagrams we’ve just looked at into a working plan, a map for the future? What decisions can you – a regular individual – make that will help us move more quickly in the right direction? Let’s find out.
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‘Binary yes-or-no choices are at the root of things.’


James Gleick11


‘No.’ Maybe the simplest and bluntest of all the words we learn as a child – one we often throw back defiantly, and loudly, to an adult when we don’t want to do something. Go to bed. No. Please clean your teeth. No. Stop feeding your brother mud! No. (OK, maybe that last one was just me.) This tiny word speaks volumes about our intention, independence and ability to choose, in any given moment. We are taught that ‘no’ usually accompanies a negative thought or action and ‘yes’ accompanies the positive alternative.


As we emerge from our teenage years and into adulthood, saying yes still often attaches itself to the positive: something exciting to do, a new box-fresh gadget or a salted-caramel cupcake. We don’t like saying no, and saying yes is a reward. Some say this is a crisis of willpower, but saying no and refusing is deeply entwined with negativity from our earliest memories.


Being told we can’t do something makes us more inclined to puff ourselves up and retaliate in the opposite way. This is the no of denial.


And this is why I believe a lot of environmental appeals have been ignored by many of us over the years. At every turn, we are told we need to say no to all manner of things, and not only things we have been allowed to do all our lives, but things that excite us: driving, eating meat, flying to far-off sandy beaches every summer. We have the ability to say yes, so we dig in our heels and we carry on. Why should someone else tell you how to live your life? They’re not the boss of you! Why should you stop doing something when everyone else is doing it? Why should you be denied? Why should you say no and, actually, what difference will it make?


While we may see tropical rainforests burning as they are cleared for palm-oil plantations, or shed a tear at videos of orangutans climbing onto the arms of mechanical diggers in fear and desperation as workers rip down their homes, when it comes to it, how many of us say no to the biscuit that contains that same palm oil? How many of us even check the back of the packet and make the connection between that distant forest with the distressed orphan primate we saw in our social-media feed and the contents of our shopping baskets?


I’m not trying to lay on the guilt; this is definitely not entirely our fault as individuals. Through mechanization and complex, speedy, global supply chains we have become so detached from the origins of products – from food to electronics to clothing – that, often, we have no idea where they come from, what they contain or how they reached the shelf. Of course, no supplier is going to emblazon their products with eye-catching phrases like ‘Contains rainforest destruction!’, so we are in the dark unless we endeavour to turn the light on. As individuals we often think that we are powerless to change anything. What is one small action of biscuit denial in a population of nearly 8 billion people anyway?
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There is a vast amount of data (which we will talk about) that clearly shows that we all need to change our daily actions and say no to a lot of things to ensure our survival – from the big stuff, like our transportation, to the small stuff in the biscuit aisle. To stand even a chance of remaining within the globally accepted 1.5°C (2.7°F) ‘safe level’ temperature increase above pre-industrial levels, we need to drastically change how we live.12 A lot of this will involve saying no.


Even though we may not realize it on the surface, no is not just about denial, no is actually a very positive word. For instance, my parents saying no to my request to stay out late as a teenager was rooted in a desire to keep me safe.


That was a no born from love. Similarly, saying no to an after-work meet-up with people you don’t really know means you can take the dog for an extra-long walk instead, soaking up the evening sunshine and getting some exercise. This is a no based on understanding your own wellbeing (and that of your dog). Saying no to the new ‘free’ phone upgrade you are ‘entitled’ to means that you are saving money, as well as the precious resources that go into making that new phone. Saying no can be good on so many levels and, in some ways, it’s the pinnacle of what we can do. Saying no to the future of a blazing planet with fresh-water shortages, famine, disease, toxic air, depleted oceans, razed forests, biodiversity collapse and poverty sounds like a pretty good set of things to say no to. No. Not on our watch, right?


Some would argue that the greatest tool in our arsenal is our ability to refuse, to choose whether or not to consume a particular product or to allow a particular action to continue.


None of our lives are the same, however, and what I have the ability to refuse in the UK is not the same as for people in many other countries of the world. Some people’s choices, and therefore opportunities to refuse, are limited due to government restrictions, religion or even income. There are no rigid rules when it comes to adopting the circular economy, and no ‘one size fits all’ solution, but if as many of us as possible are pulling towards the same goals, our decisions can lead to greater results.


THE TWO FORMS OF REFUSING


A decision to refuse generally takes one of two forms: saying no to a thing or saying no to an action. I’d like you to think of both of these from a personal perspective. This may be hard. Sometimes we go along with what everyone else is doing, because that is what we generally do as a species. Even though we like to think of ourselves as individuals, historically, being outside our tribe put us in danger, leaving us unprotected from predators; being banished from villages was a punishment.


We were stronger as a group, we trusted the group, and in the 200,000 or so years since the evolution of Homo sapiens, not much has changed. We are wary of stepping outside the collective bubble, but sometimes it can benefit us to do so.
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REFUSING A PRODUCT – THE IMMEDIATE NO


This is quite obvious. When faced with the option, we can choose to refuse a particular item: a single-use plastic bag at a checkout; a cheap dress that is likely to have come from overcrowded factories using slave labour; toys for our kids that have more plastic packaging than product. Saying no to a thing means you are not bringing that thing into your life – and, therefore, you do not need to consider how to dispose of it, recycle it, repair it or even look after it. Saying no can make your life simpler and your wallet fatter. Of course, I’m not advocating a life of no-possession Spartanism (unless that speaks to you), but realize that you can choose. Where it gets really interesting is how quickly refusing something – like a disposable coffee cup, plastic bag, single-use plastic water bottle – can become a society-wide accepted refusal.


REFUSING AN ACTION – THE GRADUAL NO


Refusing to allow an action to continue, as a way of protecting the greater good, is a more abstract and gradual way of saying no. This can take the form of an open, public stand of defiance against a larger force – for example, campaigns, protests, petitions, and grassroots community-action groups. Every day, destructive oil-sand pipeline construction is blocked by activists; there are protests against the destruction of indigenous people’s sacred lands; and campaigners boycott global beverage companies because they create millions of single-use plastic bottles with little regard to their recovery (and these will, frequently, end up battered and fragmented in our oceans, being fed by unsuspecting seabirds to their offspring, who will ultimately perish due to lack of nutrients or blockages in their guts). Everything in our current extractive and exploitative way of life is linked – the pipeline carries the oil that becomes the plastic bottle – and largely to the detriment of our natural world. Refusing to allow something to continue is incredibly powerful in creating change.


Saying no often leads to some kind of change. Large or small, easy or hard, immediate or gradual, change will allow us not only to survive, but to thrive. As Joshua Fields Millburn says in Minimalism: A Documentary About the Important Things: ‘There’s a template out there, you can call it the American dream or keeping up with the Joneses or whatever. That’s just a template; it’s not the template.’13 We have the ability to refuse the current template, and we have the ability to make great and positive change. ‘No’ might be the most positive word we have right now.
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‘Out of clutter find simplicity; from discord make harmony; in the middle of difficulty lies opportunity.’


Einstein’s three rules of work14


On the surface, we all know what ‘Reduce’ – the first of the original three Rs – means; it’s not really the most encouraging word in our vocabulary. Having less of something is not particularly aspirational, so it is not surprising that this approach to sustainability has often been skimmed over in favour of others. If you don’t want to reduce something, don’t worry, you’ve got reuse and, of course, recycle ready to roll. But recycling should be our last resort. Reducing is definitely harder, but it can have a greater impact.


Reducing the stuff we own can be difficult. As the neuroscientist and psychologist Daniel Krawczyk says, ‘our brains are wired to collect’.15 In humanity’s earliest times, having plentiful food, water and shelter meant that your tribe would flourish; any reduction could, literally, spell disaster for your survival and the survival of your offspring. It is little wonder, then, that even in our times of plenty we are loath to have less of anything; indeed, having more – more food, more possessions, more wealth – has signalled not only the ability to survive, but the ability to thrive and attain a higher level of status. It makes sense, therefore, that the more you have, the more you want.
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