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INTRODUCTION

ZERO WASTE LIVING—
A MODERN REEMERGENCE
 OF AN OLD LIFESTYLE
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Many people find it hard to wrap their heads around how little trash my partner and I produce at home. “No way, that’s unreal!” is the most common reaction we get when people find out that our annual collection of nonrecyclable and plastic waste amounts to a quart jar.

Well, we do not live completely zero waste, as our waste-stuffed jar proves. And yes, there is more: 6.5 pounds of paper waste, 0.2 pounds of metal waste such as bottle caps and staples, a dozen bottles and jars, and kitchen scraps (which we now compost in our kitchen after we finally gathered enough courage to give the rather unconventional idea of having worms as pets a try [see p. 155]). All this waste is recycled; our jar, on the other hand, contains nonrecyclable materials (plastic is recyclable in theory, but it mostly fails to be recycled for a wide range of reasons [see p. 150]).

Whenever we talk to older folks, we get a very different reaction. They usually laugh out loud, saying to us “youngsters”: Oh, come on! Living waste-free is old news! At this point, they often start to give us practical advice: how to unclog the sink without all the chemical gimmicks, for example; and have we ever tried to just wrap our sandwich in a dish towel?

As a matter of fact, only a few decades ago, everybody lived a “zero waste lifestyle.” Of course, nobody called it “zero waste” back then—it was just the normal way of life. We have only adapted a wasteful lifestyle very recently, and one can argue that this is not progress but rather a short-sighted high with a sudden crash that will be served with a side of regret.

WE ARE COLLECTIVELY BLIND TO TRASH

Trash has become such an integral and seemingly natural part of our daily lives that we never stop to think about it. We toss the empty shampoo bottle into the trash can. We bring out the trash. The moment the smelly bag leaves our home, it is out of sight, out of mind.

Of course, we know that this trash does not simply vanish into thin air. We know about toxic landfills. Some of us already know that recycling isn’t as green as we would like to think—shipping recyclables across the globe is a common practice. We have heard about our oceans drowning in plastic. We are concerned that trash is disrupting the entire food chain and already found its way onto our plates.1 But for some reason, none of that knowledge is at the forefront of our minds when we shop, grab a coffee, or are freeing an organic cucumber from its plastic shrink-wrap.

According to the United States Environmental Protection Agency, the average American generated 1,620 pounds of garbage in 2014. This is a whopping 4.44 pounds per day! But what happens to all of it after it has been collected? In the US, only 34.6 percent is recycled, 12.8 percent is combusted for energy recovery, and the rest is landfilled.2 As a comparison, several European countries like the Netherlands, Germany, or Sweden have already banned the practice of landfilling garbage.3
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Waste management facility.
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Around the globe, countless campaigns have been run to promote recycling. However, in the end, recycling only fights the symptoms, but not the cause, of our waste problem, especially since we often take “recyclable” labels as a permission to produce waste—“It’s OK, it’s recyclable!” Wouldn’t it be better not to trash the environment in the first place and only attempt to fix the damage afterward? Not to mention that what we commonly refer to as “recycling” is in fact often only “down-cycling”—the transformation of the original material into a lower quality product that is oftentimes no longer recyclable.

If we are serious about counteracting climate change, the only way to make a difference is to reduce our impact on the environment and reframe our mind-set.

It is not about recycling more. It is about wasting less.

A “ZOMBIE APOCALYPSE–KIND OF MISTAKE”?

As we all know too well, our economy is based on growth. This means we must consume more and more in order to keep hitting those growth expectations that signal a “healthy” economy. And we do a pretty good job at keeping up. We continue buying things, even though we already have an abundance of stuff at home, stuff that is much more than we need or could ever use. If everyone on this planet consumed as much as the average US citizen, we would need four earths to sustain us!

Too bad we only have this one planet with only a limited amount of resources. Unlimited growth is simply impossible to sustain in the long term, yet it is a system by which we still operate. I argue that a system based on unlimited growth was set up to fail from the very beginning. I like to call it a “zombie apocalypse–kind of mistake”—a thoughtless error with a fatal outcome.

Things need to change, whether we accept the facts or not. Some economists call for a focus on qualitative instead of quantitative growth, while degrowth theorists envision alternative social structures to achieve economic equality with the limited resources available to us. They plead for “better” instead of “more.”


“We do not like to hear that the party is over—especially when we are privileged enough to live in a rich society.”
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—Harald Welzer, social psychologist, Europa-Universität Flensburg4

Moreover, satisfying our greed for faster, cheaper, and newer does not even seem to make us happy! In fact, the national happiness in the US peaked sometime in the 1950s,5 i.e., it only went downhill from then on. What is for sure is the fact that our hunger for more results in misery on the other side of the globe, where laborers (some of them children) are exploited to satisfy our cravings for fast fashion and cheap commodities.

Zero waste is about reducing waste first and foremost. However, when you start to minimize the trash you create, one side effect is you will automatically begin to buy less; you will also buy more consciously, focusing on what truly makes you happy, rather than a quick high. You’ll start to focus on better instead of more.
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Designed to be trashed.
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Remember: the natural resources available to us are limited and running low. Yet we are treating them like income instead of irreplaceable capital, as economist E. F. Schumacher pointed out in 1975.6 We are wasting an enormous amount of scarce and limited resources like fossil fuel on producing disposable plastic items. Isn’t it crazy how we are wasting our dwindling resources on things designed to go directly into the trash after one use?

Furthermore, as packaging and single-use items are designed to only be utilized once, they need to be cheap. To cut costs, they must be produced inexpensively. This is only achievable by externalizing the cost, which in turn means that the workers and the environment pay for the low prices. Once-valuable resources are often converted to toxic waste, which finds its way back to us by entering the food chain (e.g., microplastics) or by polluting our groundwater. Ultimately, we are also paying for the cheap price tags with our health.

BE PART OF THE SOLUTION, NOT THE PROBLEM

Personally, I have grown so tired of the blame game. The industry blames the consumer for only accepting perfect goods at ridiculously low prices, preventing them from offering more sustainable options. At the same time, consumers say it is the industry that makes large-scale decisions, so, duh, it is the industry that needs to change first.

It is a ping-pong game without a winner, and no one takes responsibility. It is easy to feel overwhelmed, to feel that you are only one in a million who cannot make large-scale decisions. I cannot pass any laws, nor am I the CEO of a big corporation. But does this make me powerless? It does not. I for one might not be able to have a direct influence on the upstream waste created in the production and transportation processes. However, I can set an example by refusing waste at the level of the consumer.


To me, being zero waste means

starting with myself and what

I have direct control over.



I realized I have full control over my own consumption! It was about time I turned my back on this consumption craze and put my money where it would do good instead.

People like to tell me that what I do is nothing more than a drop in the ocean. But try to think about it another way. Climate change has not been, and could have never been, caused by a single person who called all the shots; it is a result of millions of people, contributing over time, one by one. One of my coworkers used to say: “You need to climb down the ladder the way you climbed it up: step by step.” It goes without saying that I would rather make a positive impact than a negative one.

There are many little things we can do to contribute. Every time we spend money on something, we create a demand and vote for more of it to be produced, whether it is our intention or not. If I buy fast fashion, more fast fashion will be produced. Our purchases tell companies that it is lucrative to continue to produce the way they do.

The good news is this also means we have the power to support businesses that do work hard to make a difference. However, note that if we choose not to be part of the system—for example, by going off the grid or becoming freegan (living off only what would otherwise be wasted) —we lose our vote. While being freegan has a true minimal impact, I personally choose to generate demand for things that I believe should one day become the norm instead of the exception: organic produce, fair trade goods, and toxin-free products that are produced with minimal waste and packaging.

Generating demand for more sustainable options can be quite the game changer. Even though there is always room for improvement, these businesses put pressure on the big players to catch up—and this is how the rules of the economic system can change little by little toward a better environment for all of us.
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The Soap Dispensary, Vancouver, BC, Canada.
Photo credit: Fahim Kassam

[image: images]

[image: images]

The Soap Dispensary, Vancouver, BC, Canada.
Photo credit: Hanno Su
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Zero waste bulk stores strive to enable their customers to live zero waste lifestyles.



Maybe it is time to stop defining ourselves as “consumers” but as members of a community. A member of a community strives for “better,” not “more.” When we stop buying more, we will suddenly find ourselves with time on our hands for the important things in life. By buying only what we truly need, we save a lot of money—which in turn allows us to afford safer, healthier, and fairer options, like organic produce!



1 Weikle, “Microplastics found in supermarket fish, shellfish,” or Smillie, “From sea to plate.”

2 United States Environmental Protection Agency, “Advancing Sustainable Materials Management: 2014 Fact Sheet”

3 European Environment Agency, “Municipal waste management across European countries.”

4 Norddeutscher Rundfunk, “Neuland.”

5 McKibben, Deep Economy, 35–36.

6 Schumacher, Small is Beautiful, 14.



ZERO WASTE
LIFESTYLE


BENEFITS OF A

ZERO WASTE
LIFESTYLE

LET’S BE HONEST

Most of us would not trade personal comfort for the “greater good.” I am afraid my husband, Hanno, and I are no exceptions. Each and every year, we always come up with the most ambitious resolutions, but we rarely stick to any of them.

Sometimes, I feel a bit like a fraud when people praise me for my efforts. To be perfectly honest, I have a hard time not hitting the snooze button in the morning (I know, I know). Yet we stuck to a zero waste lifestyle despite being notoriously easily distracted. It is perhaps more accurate to say that we slipped down the zero waste rabbit hole because of all the benefits that come with such a lifestyle that we wouldn’t want to miss for the world!

BE HEALTHIER

Despite the fact that plastics leach harmful substances, like bisphenol A (BPA) and phthalates, almost everything comes wrapped in a layer of plastic nowadays—be it a cucumber, shampoo bottle, or even a carton of water. These substances are suspected causes of cancer, early puberty in girls, infertility in males, hyperactivity, and neurological conditions. They are also linked to obesity and type 2 diabetes. I found it shocking to learn that BPA is commonly traceable in urine, according to an article in the Canadian Press.7

Single-use plastics, brand-new plastic items, and new clothes are especially prone to leaching an alarming amount of harmful substances and toxins. Becoming zero waste reduces your exposure to these toxins tremendously.

Aggressive chemicals in cleaning products and the cocktail of chemical compounds in cosmetics will cease to be an issue as well when you live zero waste—you will most definitely start using natural remedies instead (if you suffer from atopic eczema, like I do, this will be a great relief). You will also gradually replace processed and junk food with nutritious, real, and even organic food.

SAVE MONEY

At first glance, a zero waste lifestyle seems elitist. Going to the farmers market or buying organic is indeed more costly. However, in total, our expenditure is a lot less compared to before we went zero waste, even though we only buy organic produce today.

We save more money in other areas than the amount we spend on organic food. It makes sense, too. Entire categories—for example, pretty much all drugstore items—simply disappeared from our budget list. Here are a few things we learned.

[image: images] We consume less. We only buy what we need, and we usually only buy to replace and not add to our inventory. Whatever impulse buys we allow ourselves to indulge in also become a lot more wallet-friendly—instead of buying a piece of clothing on impulse, we buy broccoli that was not originally on our shopping list.

[image: images] Many conventional items are a lot more expensive than they appear. Cleaning products, cosmetics, and makeup are actually quite expensive! We have simply gotten used to the price tag. Processed food is more expensive than preparing the very same thing from scratch. Junk food will cost you in the long run in the form of health issues and doctor’s bills.

[image: images] Quality over quantity. There is a German proverb that says, “Whoever buys cheap pays twice.” Buying high-quality items that are made to last a lifetime might be more expensive at first, but it will pay off in the long run.

[image: images] Reusables instead of single-use items. Single-use items like wipes, tissues, paper towels, tinfoil, or wax paper are designed to be tossed. This means we have to keep buying them over and over again our entire lives. Swapping these for reusable alternatives will save money in the long run.

[image: images] Go for tap water. Did you know that bottled water can cost up to five hundred times more than tap water (based on your utility bills), even though it is less regulated? Not to mention that the plastic bottle has leached BPA or phthalates into the water by the time you are drinking it.8 Hard water is, in fact, water with a high mineral content. You can easily find out if you live in a state or area that has hard water by checking your local water supplier’s website. Your appliances might not like hard water, but you should. In fact, hard water is, by definition, water rich in minerals. Drinking hard water contributes to our calcium and magnesium needs, as the United States Geological Survey points out.9

[image: images] Less (stuff) is more (money). Having a lot of belongings can be costly. We need to store, maintain, and repair it all. If you are renting a storage unit, moving houses, or buying more items to organize and accommodate your stuff, you are probably very aware of the fact that ownership costs hard-earned money.

[image: images] Pay less for trash collection. Many US municipalities charge by the amount of trash they have to pick up. Get a smaller trash can or use fewer bags and save money.


TRACES OF LEAD IN HOUSEHOLD PLUMBING

According to the American Water Works Association, 6.5 million lead pipes are still in use—and not only in old buildings. Many cities and areas across the United States still use old lead service lines. Some cities, like New York City, treat their water to reduce the amount of lead that dissolves into the water by adding phosphoric acid and monitoring and adjusting the pH level. If you live in a building built before 1985, you can easily check if your pipes contain lead. If the pipes are dark grey, can be scratched easily, and the scratch looks silvery—it is a lead pipe.



OEBPS/Images/arrow.jpg





OEBPS/Images/f010-01.jpg





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
SHIA SU

LERO WASIE

E LIFE NACKS TO DRASTICAL
REDUCE JOUR TRASH

-AV\ entire \gmm \

worth of wastel

:a"—"'






OEBPS/Images/f013-01.jpg





OEBPS/Images/f012-01.jpg





OEBPS/Images/common.jpg





OEBPS/Images/title.jpg
SHIA SU

ZERO WASTE

SIMPLE LIFE HACKS TO DRASTICALLY REDUCE YOUR TRASH






OEBPS/Images/f008-01.jpg





OEBPS/Images/f006-01.jpg





