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Zero Waste - A simple concept with profound implications 
· What is “zero waste”?
· Why is “zero waste” vital to humanity?  

· How do we achieve “zero waste” in the context of current economies, low employment, and politics?

· What can non-profits, grassroots movements, and individuals do to achieve “zero waste”?

What is “zero waste”?  
The “zero waste” environmental movement in the United States began around 1997.  At that year’s California Resource Recovery Association (CRRA) conference I met a small group of activists and business people, who believed that the environmental movement needed a stronger goal than simply the 3 R’s – reduce, reuse, and recycle waste.  Initially, some people were not sure about using the “zero waste” mantra, since it sounded so radical.  But, eventually we decided that its simplicity was its strength.  
Having decided that the goal of “zero waste” would also be its name, we then tackled the definition.  First though, we should begin by defining what is waste.  Waste includes, but is not limited to, the following categories: municipal, hazardous, medical, solid, construction, agricultural, sewage sludge, mining, radioactive, and incinerator ash.  See http://www.zerowasteamerica.org/WhatIsWaste.htm 
It became clear at the California meeting that our group held widely divergent viewpoints on what constituted “zero waste”.  For example, one of the business owners in attendance recycled plastic waste into plastic key chains.  The owner considered his business to be a “zero waste” process.  However, he was not taking into consideration the total impact of his business on human health and the environment, including the toxic petrochemical ingredients of his products, as well as the toxic process to manufacture, transport and recycle, to use and reuse his plastic products.  After several months of e-mails going back and forth, filled with lengthy and convoluted definitions of “zero waste”, I reluctantly abandoned the group effort and decided to give the simple concept of “zero waste” my own simple definition, 
“Zero Waste is the recycling of all materials back into nature or the marketplace in a manner that protects human health and the environment.”
What is a really bad example of a process sometimes called “zero waste”?  It is a waste incinerator plant, also called “waste to energy”, where resources become toxic air emissions, and the toxic ash is often recycled into construction products to be sold to unwary customers.
A good example of “zero waste” is the practice of foraging for food.  It completely circumvents agriculture, processing, packaging, transportation, and commerce.  Foraging is commonplace in many countries, but only recently is it gaining in popularity in the United States.  I am the founder of the Wild Foodies of Philly (http://www.meetup.com/Wild-Foodies-of-Philly), a popular MeetUp.com group of over 500 members and growing.  We lead tours to educate others on the importance of wild edible plants and animals.  
Some of the fundamental questions we ask ourselves about foraging are these:  Why has the field of wild edible plants and animals been long ignored, particularly when such ignorance leaves people acutely vulnerable to outside environmental and economic forces?  Why are so many people reliant on agricultural foods that would not exist without the intervention of man?  Farming cultivated crops is clearly not a sustainable process, regardless of whether the produce is organically certified or not.  It appears to us that the need to make people into consumers, dependent on commercial food, is based on the need to make money, not sense. 
Why is “zero waste” vital to humanity?  

Simply put, the earth is a limited space and therefore we cannot continue to, quite literally, trash it and expect to survive the environmental and public health results.  “Zero waste” is the linchpin to our survival.
How do we achieve “zero waste” in the context of current economies, low employment, and politics?

We are at a tipping point for the environment and the global economy as time is running out.  Climate change is occurring at this moment with dire consequences for humanity.  Strategically, it is important to engage all sections of society in the campaign for “zero waste”, for it is understood that change occurs from the top down, bottom up, and everywhere in between.  Certainly, it is best ‘not to put all your eggs in one basket’.  There have been a multitude of large and small efforts and innovations which are moving us all toward “zero waste”.  That said, our current economy and political institutions are not responding quickly enough to the impending and widely predicted environmental catastrophe.
The Economy:  We are living in a false economy where the price of goods and services does not include the cost of waste and pollution.   Although waste is clearly uneconomical in the long run, short term profits continue to prevail as a business strategy around the world.  Our economies, which were initially built as a convenience in trading for goods and services, have morphed into a wealth creating conduit for the few.  There are a reported $600 trillion to $1.5 quadrillion dollars in derivatives (gambling bets) that will inevitably sink the global economy, particularly as it appears the Gross Domestic Product of the entire world is only around $65 trillion dollars.  Unfortunately, no one knows for certain what the real economic situation is due to the non-transparency granted to the derivatives market by most nations.  The focus on citizen austerity ignores the reality of a global economy based on bets.  As a consequence, barter and local currency is emerging as an alternative way of doing business.
Employment:  The link between jobs and the economy is tenuous at best, as monikers for economic trends, such as a “jobless recovery”, demonstrate.  In the today’s world we have many examples of scarcity in a world of plenty.  Travel on the Amtrak train from New York to Washington, through Philadelphia and Baltimore, and it has been evident that there are plenty of jobs that need to be filled – to clean up the environment, repair blighted sections of cities, educate the uneducated, feed the hungry, and mend the sick.  This has been the situation in America for decades, despite economic trends.  Why are those jobs not filled?  The unavoidable conclusion is that individual rights have prevailed over the public welfare.  In today’s vernacular, it is the triumph of the 1% over the 99%.  A “zero waste” lifestyle can provide jobs and security, but money may be another matter.
Government:   Our political institutions are not responded quickly enough to the need for “zero waste” as waste generation rates are twice what they were in the 1960’s.  (See U.S. Environmental Protection Agency’s  Municipal Solid Waste Generation, Recycling, and Disposal in the United States: Facts and Figures for 2010).  In order to determine the “waste management performance” of your state or nation, use the following formula: Waste Disposed (or Generated - Recycled) + Imports + Exports ÷ Population = Performance.  All the components of the formula are critical to determining real performance, otherwise, some governments will appear to be lowering their disposal rates, when in fact they are exporting their waste to others.  

Taking the macro view, the failure of governments to take waste seriously is a human failure.  Essentially, it is human nature to act in one’s own self interest.  Therefore, in a representative democracy, the political leadership will, all too often, fall under the overwhelming influence of money and power at the expense of the public health and welfare.  Add to that, a voting process that is anonymous and unverifiable, particularly in the United States, we are left with political systems rife with fraud and abuse.  Direct democracy, based on an open voting system, is an alternative whose time has come, as time runs out.  In the meanwhile, government-imposed disposal bans on select items is one way to begin to “zero-out” waste streams.  See: http://www.zerowasteamerica.org/DisposalBans.htm 
What is the role of non-profit organizations, grassroots movements, and individuals in “zero waste”?

Alternative Efforts:  Grassroots movements, non-profit organizations, alternative news outlets, the Internet, and social media are paramount in promoting and implementing “zero waste”.  Zero Emissions Research & Initiatives (ZERI, http://www.zeri.org) and the Basel Action Network (BAN, www.ban.org) are good examples of global organizations that takes the “zero waste” message to maximum effect.  
The failed arguments for “free trade” are giving way to growing grassroots support for “local self-reliance” in food, drink, clothing, and shelter (the necessities of life).  It is a shift in public opinion that is very much in keeping with many of the goals of “zero waste” movement.  In Philadelphia, we have a booming market in local breweries, boutique restaurants, and owner-operated business of all descriptions.  It’s cool and hip to be a locally-owned business in Philadelphia.  The “local self-reliance” movement in Philadelphia and other parts of the U.S. has exploded, as distrust of big business and government grows.
Individual Efforts:  What can the individual do?   List your waste streams and then zero-out or eliminate as many as possible.  For example, the skin is the body’s largest organ.  Therefore, I live by the motto, “do not put on your body what you would not put in your mouth”.  I do not use commercial personal care products of any kind (no soaps, shampoos, detergents, deodorants, toothpaste, make-up, or perfume).  In the same vein, I try not to use household products that I do not want in my drinking water, following a practice that comes under the familiar environmental slogan, “we all live downstream”.  We live in the city, so do not rely on our car for transportation.  For other examples of how I try to achieve “zero waste”, see http://www.zerowasteamerica.org/EliminateWaste.htm 
Conclusion:  We need to recognize what is “real”.  What is ‘real’ is the fatally destructive impact of waste on the environment and public health.   We can, theoretically, survive without an economy or government, but we cannot survive in a toxic environment and global climate meltdown.  It may be up to the grassroots and down to individual initiative to drive the change we need today toward “zero waste”.
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