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To Max and Léo


This publication contains the opinions and ideas of its author. It is intended to provide helpful and informative material on the subjects addressed in the publication. It is sold with the understanding that the author and publisher are not engaged in rendering medical, health, or any other kind of personal professional services in the book. The reader should consult his or her medical, health, or other competent professional before adopting any of the suggestions in this book or drawing inferences from it.

The author and publisher specifically disclaim all responsibility for any liability, loss, or risk, personal or otherwise, which is incurred as a consequence, directly or indirectly, of the use and application of any of the contents in this book.



Introduction

Not so long ago, things were different: I owned a three-thousand-square-foot home, two cars, four tables, and twenty-six chairs. I filled a sixty-four-gallon can of trash weekly.

Today, the less I own, the richer I feel. And I don’t have to take out the trash!

It all changed a few years ago. The big house did not burn down, nor did I become a Buddhist monk.

Here is my story.

I grew up in the Provence region of France, in a cookie-cutter home on a cul-de-sac: a far cry from my father’s childhood on a small farm, or my mother’s upbringing on a French military base in Germany. But my dad was dedicated to making the most of his suburban tract of land. In the warm months, he would spend all his free time working the garden, true to his farming roots, laboring over growing veggies and quenching the soil with his sweat. In the winter, his attention would move to the garage, where drawers full of screws, bolts, and parts lined the walls. Deconstructing, repairing, and reusing were his hobbies. He was (and still is) the kind of person who does not hesitate to stop on the side of the road after spotting a discarded vacuum cleaner, radio, television, or washing machine. If the item looks repairable to him, he throws it in the back of his car, brings it home, takes it apart, puts it back together, and somehow makes it work. He can even repair burned-out lightbulbs! My dad is talented, but his abilities are not unusual for the region. People in the French countryside possess a certain kind of craftiness that allows them to extend the life of their belongings. When I was a child, my dad took the drum out of an old washing machine and turned it into a snail trap, for example, and I remember using the washer’s empty shell as a (rather tiny and hot) playhouse.

Through my young eyes, my home was a modern version of Little House on the Prairie, a TV series I watched religiously in reruns as a kid. Though we lived in the suburbs, and my two brothers and I were not as helpful as the Ingalls brood (my older brother even had a phobia of the dish sponge), my dad was the handy type and my mom the accomplished homemaker on a tight budget. She prepared three-course meals for lunch and dinner. Just like Laura Ingalls’s mom, my mom’s week was organized around church, cooking, baking, cleaning, ironing, sewing, knitting, and seasonal canning. On Thursdays, she scouted the farmer’s market for deals on fabric and yarn. After school, I would help her mark sewing patterns and watch her turn cloth into elaborate garments. In my bedroom, I emulated her ways and created clothes for my two Barbie dolls out of old nylons and gauze (the latter came from my parents’ visits to the blood bank.) At twelve, I sewed my first outfit, and at thirteen, knitted my first sweater.

Apart from the occasional fraternal fights, we had what seemed a happy family life. But what my brothers and I hadn’t perceived were the deep rifts between my parents that would ultimately turn their marriage into a sad divorce battle. At eighteen, ready to take a break from psychological and financial hardship, I set off to California for a yearlong au pair contract. Little did I know then that during that year I would fall in love with the man of my dreams, the man I would later marry, Scott. He was not the surfer type whom young French girls fantasize about, but he was a compassionate person who provided me with much-needed emotional stability. We traveled the world together and lived abroad, but when I became pregnant, my yearnings to try the American soccer-mom lifestyle (as seen on TV) brought us back to the United States.

MY AMERICAN DREAM: PLEASANT HILL

Our sons, Max and, soon after, Léo, were born into the trappings of my American dream: a three-thousand-square-foot contemporary home, on a cul-de-sac, complete with high ceilings, family and living rooms, walk-in closets, a three-car garage, and a koi fishpond in Pleasant Hill, a remote suburb of San Francisco. We owned an SUV, a huge television, and a dog. We stocked two large refrigerators and filled an industrial-size washing machine and dryer several times a week. That’s not to say that clutter ever crammed our house or that I bought everything new. The thriftiness that I inherited from my parents led me to shop thrift stores for clothes, toys, and furnishings. Nevertheless, on the side of the house, an oversize garbage can collected leftover house paint and mountains of weekly refuse. And yet we felt good about our environmental footprint because we recycled.

Over the course of seven years, Scott climbed the corporate ladder, making a very comfortable living that covered semiannual international vacations, lavish parties, a rich diet of expensive meats, membership to a private pool, weekly shopping trips at Target, and shelves of things you use only once and then throw away. We had no financial worries, as life rolled by effortlessly and afforded my Barbie-like platinum-blond hair, artificial tan, injected lips, and Botoxed forehead. I’d even experimented with hair extensions, acrylic nails, and “European wraps” (rolls of Saran wrap tightly wound around my body while I rode a stationary bike). We were healthy and had great friends. We seemed to have it all.

Yet things were not quite right. I was thirty-two, and deep down I was terrified at the thought that my life had settled and set. Our life had become sedentary. In our bedroom community, with large avenues and strip malls, we spent too much time in the car and not enough on foot. Scott and I missed the active life and roaming the streets of the capitals we had lived in abroad. We missed walking to cafés and bakeries.

A MOVE TOWARD SIMPLICITY

We decided to relocate across the bay to Mill Valley, a village boasting an active European-style downtown; we sold our house, moved into a temporary apartment with just the necessities, and stored the rest, with the mind-set that we would eventually find a home to accommodate my Moorish decorating style and a whole lot of matching furnishings.

What we found during this transitional period is that with less stuff, we had time to do things we enjoyed doing. Since we no longer spent every weekend mowing our lawn and caring for our huge house and its contents, we now spent our time together as a family, biking, hiking, picnicking, and discovering our new coastal region. It was liberating. Scott finally understood the truth behind his father’s words: “I wish that I didn’t spend so much time caring for my lawn.” As I reflected on the numerous dining sets I had acquired to furnish the kitchen nook, the dining room, and the two backyard patios in our old home, I also recalled a remark made by my good friend Eric: “How many sitting areas does one home need?”

I came to realize that most of the things in storage were not missed, that we had spent innumerable hours and untold resources outfitting a house with the unnecessary. Shopping for the previous home had become a (worthless) pastime, a pretext to go out and be busy in our bedroom community. It became clear to me that much of what we now stored had served no real purpose, except to fill large rooms. We had placed too much importance on “stuff,” and we recognized that moving toward simplicity would provide us with a fuller and more meaningful life.

It took a year and 250 open houses to finally find the right home: a 1,475-square-foot cottage built in 1921, with no lawn, a stone’s throw away from the downtown that we were originally told had no listings in our price range. Home prices were twice as much per square foot in Mill Valley as in Pleasant Hill, and the sale of our previous home afforded us half the house. But it was our dream to live within walking distance of hiking trails, libraries, schools, and cafés, and we were ready to downsize.

When we first moved in, our garage and basement were packed with furniture from our old life, but we slowly sold off what would not fit into the new small house. What we did not truly use, need, and love had to go. This would become our motto for decluttering. Did we really use, need, and love the bike trailer, kayak, Rollerblades, snowboards, tae kwon do gear, boxing and sparring gloves, bike racks, Razor scooters, basketball hoop, bocce balls, tennis rackets, snorkels, camping gear, skateboards, baseball bat and mitt, soccer net, badminton set, golf clubs, and fishing poles? Scott had some initial trouble letting go. He loved sporting activities, and he had worked hard to acquire all that equipment. But, ultimately, he realized that it was better to make decisions about what he truly enjoyed and focus on fewer activities rather than let golf clubs gather dust. And so, within a couple of years, we parted with 80 percent of our belongings.

FROM SIMPLICITY TO TRASH REDUCTION

As we simplified, I found guidance in Elaine St. James’s books on simplicity and revisited Laura Ingalls Wilder’s Little House collection. These books inspired us to further evaluate our daily activities. We disconnected the television and canceled catalog and magazine subscriptions. Without TV and shopping taking up so much of our time, we now had time to educate ourselves on the environmental issues that had been on our periphery. We read books such as Natural Capitalism, Cradle to Cradle, and In Defense of Food, and through Netflix we watched documentaries such as Earth and Home that depicted homeless polar bears and confused fish. We learned about the far-reaching implications of unhealthy diets and irresponsible consumption. We started to understand for the first time not only how profoundly endangered our planet is but also how our careless everyday decisions were making matters worse for our world and the world we’d leave behind for our kids.

We were using the car extensively, packing lunches in disposable plastic bags, drinking bottled water, dispensing paper towels and tissues (liberally), and using countless toxic products to clean the house and care for our bodies. The numerous trash cans I had filled with grocery bags in Pleasant Hill and the frozen dinners I had nuked in plastic also came back to mind. I realized that as we enjoyed all the trappings of the American dream, what thoughtless citizens and consumers we had become. How did we get so disconnected from the impact of our actions? Or were we ever connected? What were we teaching our boys, Max and Léo? On the one hand, what we learned brought tears to our eyes and made us angry for having been in the dark so long. On the other hand, it gave us the strength and resolve to drastically change our consumption habits and lifestyle, for the sake of our kids’ future.

Scott felt strongly about putting his theories into practice, and although the economy was in recession, he quit his job to start a sustainability consulting company. We took the kids out of the private school we could no longer afford, and I tackled the greening of our home.

With the newfound knowledge that recycling was not the answer to our environmental crisis and that plastics were devastating our oceans, we switched from disposable to reusable water bottles and shopping bags. All it took was remembering to bring them along when needed. Easy. I then started shopping at health food stores and realized that the selection of local and organic produce was worth the extra dollar and that wasteful packaging could be avoided altogether by shopping the bulk section. So I adopted laundry mesh bags for produce and sewed cloth bags out of an old sheet to transport bulk. I designed them in a way that would eliminate the need for disposable ties. As I accrued a collection of empty bottles and storage jars, I slowly reduced our consumption of packaged goods, and soon had a pantry stocked with bulk. You might even say that I became addicted to shopping in bulk, driving far distances within the Bay Area, searching for suppliers. I sewed a dozen kitchen towels from the same old sheet and with the purchase of microfiber cloths broke our paper towel habit. Scott started a compost pile in the backyard, and I enrolled in botany classes to learn about uses for the wild plants we spotted on our local hikes.

As I had come to obsess about our kitchen’s trash, I had overlooked the bathroom but soon proceeded to try waste-free alternatives there, too. For six months, I washed my hair with baking soda and rinsed with apple cider vinegar but when Scott could no longer stand the “smell of vinaigrette” in bed, I resorted to refilling glass bottles with bulk shampoo and conditioner instead. The high I used to get shopping in Pleasant Hill was replaced by the high of learning new ways to green our home and save money to survive the belt-tightening due to Scott’s new start-up.

Max and Léo were doing their parts, too, riding their bikes to school, competing for shorter showers, and turning off light fixtures. But one day, as I chaperoned Léo’s class on a school field trip to the local health food store, which included a stop in the bulk food aisle, I watched him stumble on his teacher’s question “Why is it green to buy in bulk?” At that moment, it dawned on me: we had not yet informed the kids of our waste-reducing efforts. Provided daily with a homemade cookie, they hadn’t noticed the lack of processed ones. That night, I pointed out the whys and hows of our atypical pantry and talked to them about other changes that they had already unconsciously adopted. With the kids now aware, and the whole family actively on board, we could aim at “Zero Waste.”

When searching for alternatives, I had run into the term in reference to industrial practices. I did not look up the definition and ignored what it entailed for industries, but somehow, the idea clicked for me. It gave me a quantitative way to think about my efforts. We did not know whether we could eliminate every piece of trash, but striving for zero would provide a target to get as close to it as possible, to scrutinize our waste stream and address even the smallest items. We had reached a turning point.


TESTING THE EXTREMES OF ZERO WASTE

I examined what was left in our trash and recycling cans as a directive for our next steps. In the waste bin, I found packaging of meat, fish, cheese, bread, butter, ice cream, and toilet paper. In the recycling, I found papers, tomato cans, empty wine bottles, mustard jars, and soy milk cartons. I set out to eliminate them all.

I started presenting mason jars at the store’s meat counter, generating looks, questions, and remarks from onlookers and employees. Explaining to the person behind the counter “I don’t have a trash can” became my standby tactic. The pillowcase I brought to the bakery to collect my weekly order of bread drew remarks at first but was quickly accepted as the usual routine. With a new farmer’s market opening, I tried my hand at canning, turning fresh tomatoes into a winter stash of canned goods. I found a winery that would refill our bottles with table red, I learned how to make paper from the handouts my kids brought home from school, and I tackled every bit of junk mail landing in our mailbox. There weren’t books at the library on waste reduction, so I opened myself to suggestions and googled my way to substitutes for the items for which I couldn’t find package-free solutions. I learned how to knead bread, blend mustard, incubate yogurt, craft cheese, strain soy milk, churn butter, and melt lip balm.

One day a well-meaning guest showed up on my doorstep with a prepackaged dessert. It was then that I realized we would never achieve our Zero Waste goal without the help of our friends and family. I understood that Zero Waste starts outside the home, mostly at the store when buying in bulk and opting for reusables over single-use items, but it also starts with asking friends not to bring waste into my home when they come for a visit, and rejecting unneeded freebies. We added “refuse” to the sustainability mantra “reduce, reuse, recycle, rot,” and I started a blog to share the logistics of our lifestyle, with a mission to let our friends and family know that our efforts were real and our Zero Waste objectives serious. I prayed for no more unwanted cake boxes, party favors, or junk mail, and I started a consulting business to spread my ideas and help others simplify.

We soon winnowed our recyclables to the occasional mail, school handout, and empty wine bottle. I contemplated moving toward the goal of Zero Recycling, and as we left for our annual trip to France, I daydreamed that my family might take Zero Waste to the next level when we got back and cancel our curbside recycling service.

FINDING BALANCE

Seeing all the trash at the airport and on the flight quickly brought me back to reality. I’d been living in a bubble. The world was as wasteful as ever. Spending a couple of months at my mom’s, however, in a “normal” home, gave me the break needed to relax and let go of judgments and frustrations. I was also able to take a step back for a broader look at my frantic attempt to go Zero Waste. I saw clearly that many of my practices had become socially restrictive and time-consuming, and thus unsustainable. Making butter was costly, considering the amount needed to bake cookies weekly, and making cheese was high maintenance and unnecessary, considering that I could buy it from the counter. I realized that I had taken Zero Waste too far. I had foraged moss to use in lieu of toilet paper, for God’s sake!

After all, it seemed that we would be more likely to stick with Zero Waste if we took it easy on ourselves and found some balance. Zero Waste was a lifestyle choice, and if we were going to be in it for the long haul, we had to make it workable and convenient to the realities of our lives. Simplification was once again in order.

Upon my return home, I decided to concentrate on letting go of extremes without compromising the gains we’d made on waste reduction. I reevaluated my tendency to fetch faraway bulk by finding satisfaction in available local supply instead. I also stopped making ice cream and instead refilled a jar at the local Baskin-Robbins. We accepted wine from visitors and gave up the idea of Zero Recycling. I stopped making butter and settled for composting the store-bought wrappers. Butter was (and still is) the only food we would buy in packaging. Within a month, Zero Waste became easy, fun, simple, and stress free.

Scott, who all along had a nagging fear that my passion for farmer’s markets, greener alternatives, and organic bulk, in order to reduce packaging waste, was an overall drain on our finances, took the time to analyze our household costs. He compared expenses between our old (2005) and new (2010) lifestyles, reviewing past bank statements and taking into account that our two boys were eating significantly more (being five years older). What he found was better than either of us had dared hope: we were saving almost 40 percent on annual household costs! In his analytical mind, that number along with the amount of time that he knew we were saving—from living a simple lifestyle and taking fewer trips to stores—eliminated his fear.

Today, we are at peace with Zero Waste. The four of us have adopted practices into our daily routines, and we can fully enjoy all the lifestyle has to offer, well beyond the obvious ecological “feel good” aspects. With the implementation of Zero Waste alternatives, we have noticed undeniable life improvements: notable health benefits, along with considerable financial and time savings. We learned that Zero Waste does not deprive; on the contrary, through Zero Waste, I have found a sense of meaning and purpose. My life has been transformed—it’s based on experiences rather than stuff, based on embracing change rather than hiding in denial.

ABOUT THE BOOK

Our country’s environment, economy, and health are in crisis. Natural resources are running out, the economy is volatile, our general health is declining, and our standard of living is at a record low. What can one person do in the face of these monumental problems? The overwhelming reality of these facts can feel paralyzing, but we must remember that individual action matters and that change is our hands.

Natural resources are running out, but we buy petroleum-based products. The economy is weak, but we indulge in foreign products. Our general health is declining, but we fuel our bodies with processed foods and bring toxic products into our homes. What we consume directly affects our environment, our economy, and our health, by supporting specific manufacturing practices and creating a demand to make more. In other words, shopping is voting and the decisions that we make every day have an impact. We have the choice to either hurt or heal our society.

Many of us do not need to be convinced to adopt a green lifestyle, yet we yearn to find simple ways to do more, beyond recycling. . . . We found that Zero Waste offers an immediate way to feel empowered by meeting the challenges that we face head-on.

Zero Waste Home will take you beyond the typical eco-friendly alternatives covered well in other publications. This book will encourage you to declutter and recycle less, not just for a better environment but also for a better you. It offers practical, tested solutions to live richer and healthier lives using the sustainable, waste-free resources available to us today, while following a simple system in order: refusing (what we do not need), reducing (what we do need), reusing (what we consume), recycling (what we cannot refuse, reduce, or reuse), and rotting (composting) the rest.

Over the last years, I’ve learned that everyone has a different take on our lifestyle. Some think that it is too extreme because we do not buy junk food, for example. Others say that it is not extreme enough because we buy toilet paper or eat meat once a week or occasionally fly. What matters to us is not what people think but how good we feel about what we do. It is not the preconceived restrictions but the infinite possibilities that we have discovered in Zero Waste that make it a subject worth elaborating. And I am excited at the prospect of sharing what we have learned to help others better their lives.

This is not a book about achieving absolute Zero Waste. Considering the manufacturing practices in place, it is evident that absolute Zero Waste is not possible today. Zero Waste is an idealistic goal, a carrot to get as close as possible. Not everyone who reads this book will be able to implement all that I mention or be able to go as far as reducing his/her yearly household waste output to the size of a quart jar, as my family has. Based on my blog readers’ feedback, geographic and demographic disparities come into play in determining how close to Zero Waste one can get. But how much waste one generates is not important. What matters is understanding the effect of our purchasing power on the environment and acting accordingly. Everyone can adopt the changes that are possible in their life. And any small change toward sustainability will have a positive effect on our planet and society.

I understand that given my viewpoint, many will call into question my decision to publish a printed book. But should valuable information be made available only to those who read electronic ones? At this point in time, a printed book is the best way for me to reach a maximum of readers. I believe it is my moral obligation to spread the word about Zero Waste as much as possible, to make every attempt to change our patterns of overconsumption, and to encourage companies to account for the products and choices that impact our health and use our finite resources. I’ve thought long and hard about this decision. And my cost-benefit analysis has led me to believe that inspiring one person to reduce their daily trash output is well worth the environmental cost of one book. I think it would be hypocritical for me not to print it, considering that I am an ardent patron of the library myself, and I would encourage you to donate the book to your library or pass it along to a friend when you no longer need it.

This is not a scientific book. Statistics and hard data are not my expertise. Numerous authors have done a great job at analyzing the underlying evidence to demonstrate the dire need for our society to adopt Zero Waste. In Garbology, Edward Humes exposes the ugly truth behind our waste problem, and in Slow Death by Rubber Duck, Rick Smith and Bruce Lourie raise awareness about toxicity in common household items. This book is different. This is a practical guide based on my experience.

It’s my goal and ambition to offer readers the tried-and-true ways that have helped me to get as close to Zero Waste in the home as possible. I share with you what’s worked and what’s failed miserably! Some may dabble and others may decide to take it to the extreme. Whatever the case, my hope is that you’ll find some useful alternatives regardless of personal or geographical circumstances.

The home should be a sanctuary. We—mothers, fathers, and citizens—have the right, if not the duty, and certainly the power, to bring positive change to the world through our daily decisions and actions.

A brighter future starts at home! Welcome to Zero Waste Home.


    
        
        
        
	
The 5 Rs and the Benefits of the Zero Waste Lifestyle
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It’s easy for you to be sitting there at home, in front of your television, consuming whatever you want, tossing everything in the trash, and leaving it out on the street for the garbage truck to take it away. But where does the garbage go?

—Magna, former recycling picker at Rio de Janeiro’s Jardim Gramacho landfill in the documentary Waste Land

We drag the trash can to the curb at night, and by the time we get up the next morning, the cereal liners and dirty paper towels have disappeared, as if by magic. But when we say “we threw something away,” what do we really mean? “Away” might take trash out of our sight, but that doesn’t mean it should be out of our minds. After all, our discards don’t just evaporate because the garbageman whisked them off. Our waste ends up in our landfills, spoiling our precious environment, leaching toxic compounds into our air and soil, wasting the resources used to create the discarded goods, and costing us billions of dollars each year in processing.

That’s why Zero Waste is so crucial. So what is Zero Waste? Zero Waste is a philosophy based on a set of practices aimed at avoiding as much waste as possible. In the manufacturing world it inspires cradle-to-cradle design; in the home it engages the consumer to act responsibly. Many people have the misconception that all it involves is extensive recycling, when on the contrary, Zero Waste does not promote recycling. Rather, it takes into consideration the uncertainties and costs associated with recycling’s processes. Recycling is regarded only as an alternative to handling (versus, ideally, eliminating) waste materials, and although included in the Zero Waste model, it is deemed a last resort before the landfill (as is composting).

What does Zero Waste entail for the home environment? Cutting waste in a household is quite simple if you follow these five easy steps: refuse what you do not need; reduce what you do need; reuse what you consume; recycle what you cannot refuse, reduce, or reuse; and rot (compost) the rest. As illustrated in the graphic below, I have found that applying the 5 Rs in order naturally results in very little waste. The first and second Rs address the prevention of waste, the third R thoughtful consumption, the fourth and fifth Rs the processing of discards.
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STEP 1: REFUSE {WHAT WE DO NOT NEED}

When my family embarked on the Zero Waste journey, it quickly became apparent that implementing Zero Waste in the home really starts with our behavior outside the home.

Curbing consumption is a major aspect of reducing waste (what we do not consume ultimately will not need to be discarded), but consumption does not occur solely through the obvious act of shopping. In our society, we start consuming the moment we step out the door and pick up a dry cleaning ad hanging on the knob or a plastic bag stuffed with a leaflet promoting landscaping services in the front yard. At work, business cards get handed out left and right and we leave the meeting with a handful. At a conference, we take one of the goody bags. We check the contents, and although we already have enough pens at home to last us a lifetime, we think: “Cool, a pen!” On our way home, we buy a bottle of wine; it gets double bagged with a receipt before we can say anything; and then we remove a flyer tucked under our windshield wiper. Once home, we check our mailbox and find it crammed with junk mail.

Zero Waste takes into consideration both direct and indirect forms of consumption. The first R (refuse) addresses the indirect type, the handouts and marketing materials that creep into our lives. We might be able to recycle most of them, but Zero Waste is not about recycling more; it’s about acting on needless waste and stopping it from coming into our homes in the first place.

Every bit we accept, or take, creates a demand to make more. In other words, compulsive accepting (versus refusing) condones and reinforces wasteful practices. When we let waiters fill our glass with water that we won’t be drinking and a straw that we won’t use, we are saying: “Water is not important” and “Please make more disposable straws.” When we take a “free” shampoo bottle from a hotel room, more oil will be rigged to make a replacement. When we passively accept an advertising flyer, a tree is cut down somewhere to make more flyers, and our time is unwisely spent dealing with and recycling something that is trivial.

In a consumer-driven society¸ refusing opportunities abound, and here are four areas worth considering:

1. Single-use plastics (SUPs): Disposable plastic bags, bottles, cups, lids, straws, and flatware. The intentional thirty-second use of a plastic product endorses toxic industrial processes; supports harmful chemicals leaching into our soil, food chain, and bodies; and subsidizes the manufacturing of materials that often do not or cannot get recycled and will never biodegrade. These products are the source of ocean pollution as found in the Great Pacific Garbage Patch and as seen daily around us, on roadsides, in our cities, and in parks and forests. This problem is monumentally overwhelming, but you can channel your frustration into action by simply refusing SUPs and by vowing never to use another again—the discipline of “vowing” can be extremely effective at achieving goals. SUPs can easily be avoided with a little planning and reusing (see “Step 3: Reuse”).

2. Freebies: Hotel room toiletries, party favors, food samples, swag bags from conferences/awards/events/festivals (including sustainable events). I can hear you: “Oh, but they are free!” Are they? Freebies are primarily constructed of plastics and made cheaply, which means that they break quickly (party favors often do not last any longer than SUPs). Any manufactured or plastic product comes with a heavy carbon footprint and associated environmental costs. Their accumulation in the home also leads to clutter, storage, and disposal costs. Refusing freebies requires strong willpower, but after a couple of practice runs, you’ll quickly embrace the improvements you see in your life.

    3. Junk mail: Countless people transfer junk mail from a mailbox straight into the recycling without a second thought. But this simple action has collective consequences that sustain the distribution of the 100 billion pieces of junk mail sent each year. Junk mail contributes to deforestation and uses precious energy resources to fabricate. For what? Essentially wasting our time and tax dollars. I have found that a no-tolerance policy (see “Junk Mail”) is the best way to fight it. Unfortunately, it is impossible to completely eliminate it with the mailing options currently offered by the United States Postal Service. As you will read in the pages ahead, I went to war against junk mail. And while I’ve mostly won, waging this battle has been the most frustrating part of my Zero Waste journey. I find it mind-boggling that I can block waste from entering my house but not my mailbox.

    4. Unsustainable practices: These include bringing individually wrapped snacks to kids’ sporting events because it’s the “tradition,” accepting receipts or business cards that we will never consult, buying excessive packaging and discarding it without urging the manufacturer to change. These examples show where our individual actions can have a tremendous effect in changing the way things are done, as they offer opportunities to speak up and get involved (see also “Active Discards”). Consumers can change wasteful processes if they let manufacturers and retailers know what they want. For example, the collective act of refusing receipts creates a need for offering alternatives, such as not printing and/or emailing them instead.

Of the 5 Rs that we will cover in this chapter, you might find that refusing is the most difficult to achieve socially, especially for households with children. Nobody wants to go against the grain or be rude when something is offered with no ill will. But a little practice and short justifications make it easy for us to decline the politest entreaties. All you have to say is, “I am sorry, but I don’t have a trash can,” “I am sorry, but I have gone paperless,” “I am sorry, but I am trying to simplify my life,” or “I am sorry, but we have too much at home already.” People usually understand or respect a personal choice and will not insist. In some cases, we found that proactivity—such as taking our name off mailing lists before junk mail is sent out—works best.

Refusing is not aimed at making us feel inadequate in social situations; it is intended to cause us to reflect on our everyday decisions, the indirect consumption in which we partake, and the power that we hold as a collective community. While the individual act of refusing does not actually make the waste disappear, it creates a demand for alternatives. Refusing is a concept based on the power of collectivity: if we all refuse hotel freebies, then they will no longer be offered; if we all refuse receipts, then they will no longer need to be printed. And as a case in point, if you go into many retail stores (e.g., Apple) or hotel chains, you now have the option to receive an emailed receipt versus the printed statement. Give refusing a try. The occasions are infinite.

    •  •  •

    A couple of years ago, I was nominated for The Green Awards and the potential cash prize of twenty-five thousand dollars to spread the word about Zero Waste. The event was sponsored by Green Giant, which offered to fly me and a guest of my choice to the award ceremony in Los Angeles. I chose to bring my son Max and left with a plan to discreetly refuse (without offending my generous host) the probable swag bags and potential award. Refusing the former was easy, but the following night, when my name echoed on the microphone, I accepted the glass globe, blinded by elation and spotlights (no room for discreet refusal here). I posed for the press, award in hand, and for the rest of the evening, Max proudly held it under his arm, as he “always wanted a trophy.” I reminded him that we did not come to win a physical object but to win the opportunities that the cash prize would afford instead. He insisted on taking the trophy home anyway. But a couple of months later, as the excitement of winning faded, so did his attachment to the award.

“Can I send it back to Green Giant to be reused for next year’s participants?” I asked.

“Go for it,” said my son.

And so I did. He has not regretted it one moment, nor have I. The pictures taken that night, the memories that we share, and the meaningful endeavors that the grant has since funded are reminders of a terrific evening. And I don’t have to dust those things!

STEP 2: REDUCE {WHAT WE DO NEED AND CANNOT REFUSE}

It seems that if you have little in life, you have little to worry about. If you have much, it seems you have much to lose.

    —Rick Ray in his documentary 10 Questions for the Dalai Lama

Reducing is an immediate aid to our environmental crisis. It addresses the core issues of our waste problem and takes into consideration the imminent environmental consequences of population growth, associated consumption, and the finite planetary resources that cannot support the world’s needs. Reducing also results in a simplified lifestyle that allows you to focus on quality versus quantity and experiences versus stuff. It encourages questioning the need and use of past, present, and future purchases. The things you own, you own because you need them.

Here are three practices we have implemented to actively reduce in our home:

1. Evaluate past consumption: Assess the true use and need for everything in the home and let go of the unnecessary through the process of paring down. Challenge yourself to consider letting go of things you always thought you had to have. For example through this process, we found out that we did not need a salad spinner. Question everything in your home, and you’ll make many discoveries.

• Paring down forms better shopping habits: The time and work invested in evaluating previous purchases lead us to think twice before bringing anything new into the home. Through the process, we learn to restrain resource-depleting accumulation and choose (repairable) quality over (disposable) quantity.

• Paring down supports sharing with others: Donating or selling previous purchases supports the secondhand market and community (see “Step 3: Reuse”). It fosters collective generosity through sharing resources already consumed and increases used inventory (therefore making it easier to buy used).

• Paring down makes Zero Waste manageable: Simplifying makes it easy to plan and organize the logistics of Zero Waste. Less means less to worry about, clean, store, repair, or dispose of later.

    2. Curb current and future consumption in amount and in size: Restraining shopping activity (new or used) clearly conserves valuable resources. It saves the resources needed to make new things and makes used items available to others. Areas to consider include: reducing packaging (Can I buy in bulk instead?); car usage (Can I bike more?); home size (Can I downsize?); personal effects (Do I need it?); technology (Can I do without?); and paper load (Do I need to print it?). Can I buy a lesser amount (maybe in a concentrated form)? Is the amount or size fitted to my needs? Question potential purchases, consider their life cycle, and choose products you can at best reuse or at least recycle (see “Step 4: Recycle,” on selecting recyclable products).

3. Decrease activities that support or lead to consumption: Media exposure (TV, magazines) and leisure shopping can offer a great deal of inspiration; however, the targeted marketing that funds the former and the clever merchandising that promotes the latter tend to aim at making us feel unfit, uncool, and inadequate. These feelings make it easy to succumb to temptations in order to satisfy perceived needs. Controlling our exposure can have a tremendous effect on not only our consumption but also our happiness. Find satisfaction with what you already have.

The practice of refusing is a pretty cut-and-dried matter. Simply say no. Reducing, in contrast, is a much more individual affair. You need to assess your comfort level given the realities of your family life, financial situation, and regional factors. For instance, eliminating car usage is not possible for most people living in rural or semirural areas, considering the unavailability of public transport. But reducing encourages us to consider maybe going down to one car and/or simply driving less. What it stresses, above all, is being aware of current consumption habits and finding ways to reduce unsustainable ones.

Reducing has been the most revelatory aspect and “potent secret ingredient” of my Zero Waste journey. Among the many benefits that voluntary simplicity has to offer, some unforeseen advantages have emerged.

When Scott quit his job to start a sustainable consulting practice in the midst of the Great Recession, we were already well engaged in voluntary simplicity, but out of financial necessity, we were forced to reduce expenses further. We could no longer fund the family vacations and getaways that made life exciting, provided us mental respite from work, and offered a fresh view on our society. We consoled ourselves by embracing the evident benefits of the Zero Waste lifestyle. Downsizing had afforded a better neighborhood, and simplifying our lives made home maintenance easy. But at some point, we realized that these combined benefits allowed for one unexpected bonus: the occasional rental of our home. The first time required a bit of preparation before leaving, such as creating labels, writing a “Zero Waste Home Operating Guide” and reinstalling the trash/recycling cans for the renters. But our efforts were well rewarded: renting our home covered our flights and accommodations in France to visit my family and to immerse our kids in their second language. Making our house available has since afforded us weekend trips and even travel to warm destinations during the holidays. Now that’s one perk we did not anticipate from this lifestyle!



OPTIONS FOR REDUCING



While thrift stores such as Goodwill or the Salvation Army can be a convenient way to initially let go, many other outlets exist and are often more appropriate for usable items. Here are some examples:

• Amazon.com

• Antiques shops

• Auction houses

• Churches

• Consignment shops (quality items)

• Craigslist.org (large items, moving boxes, free items)

• Crossroads Trading Co. (trendy clothes)

• Diggerslist.com (home improvement)

• Dress for Success (workplace attire)

• Ebay.com (small items of value)

• Flea markets

• Food banks (food)

• Freecycle.org (free items)

• Friends

• Garage and yard sales

• Habitat for Humanity (building materials, furniture, and/or appliances)

• Homeless and women’s shelters

• Laundromats (magazines and laundry supplies)

• Library (books, CDs and DVDs)

• Local SPCA (towels and sheets)

• Nurseries and preschools (blankets, toys)

• Operation Christmas Child (new items in a shoe box)

• Optometrists (eyeglasses)

• Regifting

• Rummage sales for a cause

• Salvage yards (building materials)

• Schools (art supplies, magazines, dishes to eliminate class party disposables)

• Tool co-ops (tools)

• Waiting rooms (magazines)

• Your curb with a “Free” sign




STEP 3: REUSE {WHAT WE CONSUME AND CANNOT REFUSE OR REDUCE}

Use it up, wear it out, make it do, or do without.

    —Ancient proverb

Many people confuse the terms reuse and recycle, but they differ greatly in terms of conservation. Recycling is best defined as reprocessing a product to give it a new form. Reusing, on the other hand, is utilizing the product in its original manufactured form several times to maximize its usage and increase its useful life, therefore saving the resources otherwise lost through the process of recycling.

Reuse has earned a bad reputation by association with the “hippie” lifestyle and hoarding. I used to confuse conservation with squirreling away resources, associating Zero Waste with containers cluttering kitchen countertops. But it does not need to be this way! Reusing can be simple and beautiful.

Since refusing and reducing eliminate the unnecessary, abiding by the hierarchy of the 5 Rs streamlines reusing. For example, plastic grocery bags can be repurposed (for packing as an alternative to bubble wrap or for transporting muddy shoes). But since they can also easily be refused, a Zero Waste home won’t need to store or find uses for them. Much the same, reducing to the point where true personal needs are met controls the amount of reusables. How many reusable bags do I truly need? Through reducing, I evaluated my usage, and found that I need only three shopping totes.

Reusing is the tipping point of Zero Waste: it addresses both consumption and conservation efforts and offers an ultimate diversion from disposal. It can effectively (1) eliminate wasteful consumption, (2) alleviate resource depletion, and (3) extend the useful life of the goods purchased.

1. Eliminate wasteful consumption: Reusables can eliminate the need for packaging and wasteful single-use products through:

• Shopping with reusables: Bringing the necessary reusables to the store reduces or eliminates the need for consumer packaging.

• Swapping disposables for reusables: For every disposable item available, a reusable or refillable alternative exists. The practical chapters will focus on these further, but for starters, refer to the Basic Reusables Checklist on the next page.

2. Alleviate resource depletion by:

• Participating in collaborative consumption (sharing): Many of the items we consume sit unused for hours or sometimes days at a time (lawn mowers, cars, houses, etc.). Through borrowing, loaning, trading, bartering, or renting peer to peer, we can maximize usage and even make a profit. Examples include but are not limited to such items as cars (RelayRides.com), homes (Airbnb.com), office space (desksnear.me), and tools (sharesomesugar.com).

• Buying used: Thrift stores, garage sales, consignment shops, antiques markets, Craigslist, eBay, and Amazon are great sources for buying used. Shopping should always start at these sites.

• Buying smart: Look for products that are reusable/refillable/rechargeable, repairable, versatile, and durable. Leather shoes, for example, are durable and can be more easily repaired than plastic/synthetic ones.

3. Extend the useful life of necessities through:

• Repairing: A trip to the hardware store or a simple call to the manufacturer will solve the problem in most cases.

• Rethinking: Drinking glasses can double as penholders, and kitchen towels can be knotted to wrap and carry Zero Waste lunches.

• Returning: Dry cleaning wire hangers can be returned to the store to be reused.

• Rescuing: Shipping boxes and single-side printed paper can be used again before getting recycled. Worn-out clothing can be used as rags before going to the landfill.



BASIC REUSABLES CHECKLIST
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STEP 4: RECYCLE {WHAT WE CANNOT REFUSE, REDUCE, OR REUSE}

Recycling is an aspirin, alleviating a rather large collective hangover . . . overconsumption.

    —William McDonough, Cradle to Cradle

Often at parties when people find out that I run a Zero Waste household, they like to share with me that they too “recycle everything.”

Of course, by now you know that a Zero Waste household is not all about recycling and that waste management starts outside the home by curbing consumption, which eliminates much recycling and greatly reduces associated concerns. These concerns include the fact that the broad system of recycling not only requires energy to process but also lacks regulations to guide and coordinate the efforts of manufacturers, municipalities, consumers, and recyclers. Recycling currently depends on too many variables to make it a dependable solution to our waste problems. For example, it relies on:

• manufacturers to communicate with recyclers, design products that are durable but also highly recyclable (mixed materials are costly to separate and often cheaper to send to the landfill than recycle; some things are recyclable in one city but not in another), and label their recyclability and recycled content accordingly (currently at their discretion)

• consumers to be aware of local recycling policies, to recycle responsibly, but also to purchase accordingly and buy recycled in order to create a market for recyclables

• municipalities to provide curbside recycling and collection locations for hard-to-recycle items and share residents’ education with haulers (simple graphics and curbside feedback have proved to be efficient)

• haulers to work with municipalities in providing convenient and financially enticing service to residents (such as pay-as-you-throw rates), receiving adequate training from MRFs (see below) to answer customer questions (haulers are usually the only contact customers have with recycling services)

• materials recovery facilities (MRFs) to sort effectively and offer the greatest quality of sorted materials (i.e., with the lowest rate of contaminants), to answer customer questions, and to contract local recyclers (when sent abroad, recycling acquires a whole new set of variables)

• recyclers to communicate with manufacturers, to make their products visible and widely available, and to encourage upcycling and recycling versus downcycling (i.e., made into an unrecyclable lesser kind of product) markets

With every purchase, the entire life cycle of a product should be evaluated, including recyclability. Plastics are not only toxic to produce, consume (off-gassing and leaching) and recycle, but those that do get recycled (generally numbers 1 and 2) degrade in the process, are made into nonrecyclable products (downcycled), and are therefore destined to end up in the landfill.

An additional problem to take into consideration is the result of the emerging new green economy, which has manufacturers creating products made with mystery blends of materials (such as “biodegradable” or “compostable” plastics). These products create confusion among conscientious consumers and those in the recycling industry, and often end up tainting the recycling stream. If the purpose of recycling is to close our waste loops responsibly, then the processes need to be simplified to support this goal. In a Zero Waste world, recycling would be standardized across the globe, or even better, products would be designed for reuse and repair so that recycling would not even be necessary or at least would be greatly reduced.

We’re not there yet.

The great news is that we consumers can greatly allay the concerns associated with recycling by applying the 5 Rs in order. By the time we have refused what we do not need, reduced what we do need, and reused what we consume, little needs to be recycled—also simplifying the guesswork around recycling (no need to find out whether a disposable cup is recyclable or not) and decreasing the trips to the hard-to-recycle collection sites.

When it’s absolutely necessary, recycling is a better option than sending an item to the landfill. It does save energy, conserve natural resources, divert materials from landfills, and create a demand for recovered materials. Although it is a form of disposal, it provides a guide for making better purchases, based on the knowledge of what recycles best. When buying new, we should choose products that not only support reuse but also are made of materials that have a high postconsumer content, are compatible with our community’s recycling program, and are likely to get recycled over and over (e.g., steel, aluminum, glass, or paper) versus downcycled (e.g., plastics).

    •  •  •

    I would love to be able to write here that we have achieved close to Zero Recycling in our home, but given the purchases that we made before embarking on the Zero Waste lifestyle and the current manufacturing practices in place, I have come to terms with the fact that it is not yet feasible (just as absolute Zero Waste is not yet feasible). We did give it a try but found it too restrictive (it forced us to refuse wine bottles offered by friends), too time-consuming (I had to make paper to recycle our kids’ school papers), and not sustainable for the long term (for example, home maintenance cannot rely solely on the reuse of materials). But the experiment made me ask questions and learn a lot about the process. When we broke a couple of drinking glasses, I had to figure out how best to dispose of them: landfill or recycling? My searches on the Internet did not unanimously answer my questions and leaned toward sending them to the landfill, but I wanted to know for sure. It took visiting two different recycling centers, contacting twenty-one people, and shipping pieces of broken glassware to my glass recycler (tracking him down was not easy) to find out that my drinking glasses were recyclable after all (crystal ones are not, because they melt at a different temperature than most glass). I am not suggesting that you too put your glass in the bin (please first check with your local jurisdiction), but that you realize how complicated the system is, and reflect on the fact that for recycling to be successful, finding answers should be easy. Until then, recycle when necessary, but look to the other Rs first.
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