Finding

ZERO
Taranaki has been somewhat slow to react to a crisis that was long ago
apparent to many young people – the need to stop wasting the planet’s
resources.
As the life of the province’s sole surviving rubbish dump at Colson Rd
began to run out, things on the waste minimisation front did start to
move faster during the last couple of local government terms, and one
result three years ago was a state-of-the-art recycling centre next to
New Plymouth’s main rubbish transfer station.
That now takes more than 10 percent of Taranaki’s trash - 5000 tonnes
a year that is transformed into something to be re-forged and used
again. That move alone in 2015 nearly halved the amount of rubbish
collected from New Plymouth kerbsides.
But many homes without home compost bins still throw away food
scraps and green waste that could be turned into compost to replenish
farm paddocks and gardens. As much as half the 55,000-plus tonnes
of rubbish going to the Colson Rd landfill each year could be diverted
to more recycling and composting.
The big problem, though, is we have left buying into the developed
world’s burgeoning interest in total waste minimisation so late that
next year New Plymouth must join the province’s other two district
councils and over the next 30 years begin spending what could
amount to $43 million for a new hole in the ground at Eltham. New
Plymouth’s share? Nearly $30 million.
The race to put sensible waste management strategies into practice is
on, but responsibility rests just as much with the public as the
councils. If Taranaki people get the message before it’s too late, all
five stages of the Eltham landfill might not be needed, and the
province’s ratepayers could save $20 million or more.
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hichever way you look it, what happened in New Plymouth on November 14
was paradoxical. While the district’s councillors met for a monthly meeting
that adopted the district’s waste minimisation strategy, a few blocks away a
young Christchurch couple gave a riveting presentation on how their household generates
a single bag of rubbish every two years.
In fact, the councillors spent little time on passing the new waste policy. Richard
Handley, whose portfolio it is, moved to adopt it and the mayor seconded the motion. All
the heavy lifting had already been done well before November, by council staff and
councillors in a long succession of meetings, consultations, research and report-writing.
The latest policy is modern and thoroughly grounded, and shows a clear path towards
altering our wasteful ways.
The paradox lies in the fact that with a little bit of reorganisation, the councillors could
have been free to join 100 others at another council venue, the seminar room at the Len
Lye Centre, to hear Hannah Blumhardt and Liam Prince. Calling themselves the NoWaste Nomads, they were touring the country on “The Rubbish Trip” to spread the zerowaste message.
It’s an ideal that’s been slow to get to New Zealand, even though countries like Sweden
now boast 99 percent zero waste (96 percent with municipal waste), managed by putting
more than half their municipal rubbish through clean-burning incinerators that provide
heat for the equivalent of 810,000 homes and the electricity needs of 250,000.
In case you’re wondering about the obvious: the smoke - consisting of 99.9 per cent nontoxic carbon dioxide and water - is filtered through dry filters and water, and sludge from
dirty filter water is used to refill abandoned mines. Metals left in the ash are separated and
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recycled, and other unburnable material like porcelain and tile is sifted to make gravel for
roads. The one per cent left is deposited in a very few rubbish dumps.
About 50 million tonnes of waste are incinerated in Europe each year, enough to meet the
heat requirements of all the people in Sweden, Norway, Iceland, Finland, Denmark,
Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania.
In Sweden alone, waste incineration generates as much energy as 1.1 million cubic metres
of oil, which cuts annual carbon dioxide emissions by 2.2 million tonnes. That’s what
680,000 petrol-powered cars emit in a year.
What you’ve read so far indicates very broadly what’s happening with waste reduction at
official levels in New Plymouth and Europe, but just as important is the effort individuals
need to make if anything remotely close to zero waste is to be achieved.
It’s that half of the equation New Plymouth’s councillors and staff missed hearing first
hand – how ordinary citizens can change their behaviour to ensure councils and the
government can do their part, although no doubt they researched it when preparing the
new policy.

The message from Blumhardt and Prince (pictured above in the Len Lye Centre
seminar room) was blunt, detailed and enlightening. It took an hour to deliver and was
illustrated with a Powerpoint show and props, including everyday household
paraphernalia that can be turned to zero waste use.
The gist was a need to consume less, return to the non-toxic folk remedies of our
grandparents, and use of reusable jars and non-plastic bags to buy in bulk from markets
and retail outlets that offer unpackaged goods.
Many of those who attended looked to have already absorbed the philosophy, and a lot of
things the couple talked about can be found in an illuminating book they recommend, Bea
Johnson’s Zero Waste Home: The Ultimate Guide to Simplifying Your Life by Reducing
Your Waste, published in 2013.
Johnson - a French woman who married an American and raised a family of two boys in
California - decided in 2008 to attempt a zero-waste lifestyle, complete with moss for
toilet paper. That bit was soon abandoned, but the family’s evolving experiences
demonstrate almost everyone can do something constructive about the urgent need to stop
fouling the planet, especially with packaging and the worst plague of all, soft plastic.
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Johnson (pictured left on her website) says everyone has a
different take on her family’s lifestyle. Some people think
it’s extreme because they don’t buy junk food, while others
say it doesn’t go far enough because they use toilet paper
and eat meat.
“Zero waste is an idealistic goal, a carrot to get as close as
possible,” she says. “Geographic and demographic
disparities come into play in determining how close.
“What matters is understanding the effect of our purchasing
power on the environment and acting accordingly. Any
small change will have a positive effect.”
If anything, New Zealand’s geographic “disparity” is our
lack of population and ready availability of land in the past, which encouraged towns to
discard waste in the handiest bit of unused land, or worse, waterways.
In fact, according to Professor Benoit Guieysse (an international expert in environmental
science, currently based at Massey University in Manawatu, and brought
here by Venture Taranaki), New Zealand is probably midway between
Europe and the US in terms of advancing waste minimisation.
In that continuum, Europe leads the rest of the world, with longstanding
strategies to phase out landfills and plastic bags, while efforts like
recycling have so far failed to have much real impact in the US.
In an odd way, our position may offer an advantage, says Dr Guieysse
(right): we have had time to observe what others have done, and what
works and what doesn’t. Now, though, we need to get on with it.
visit to Taranaki’s only surviving landfill is enlightening. Colson Rd winds up
away from the Waiwhakaiho Valley into what looks like standard pine forest,
interspersed with maize growing on mounds, whose real purpose – to cover
generations of buried rubbish – is well disguised. This could be a standard Taranaki farm.
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That is, until you get down towards the far reaches of the tip, on the way passing long
heaps of what turns out to be compost, weeds growing from it in profusion. That’s
destined for use in worm farms, which convert it into saleable compost for sale at garden
centres and supermarkets.
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The tip face is announced by that bane of the Waiwhakaiho River mouth, the cause of its
perennial poor water quality gradings – seagulls. Wheeling, rising, circling a 39-tonne
compacter, a giant machine with steel-knobbed wheels that could crush a car in an eye
blink.
We’re there with third-term councillor Handley - who has the leading political role in
progressing things towards zero in New Plymouth (and in effect, Taranaki) – and the
council’s senior solid waste engineer, Mike Baker, who has more institutional
knowledge of Colson Rd than almost anyone.
Baker is proud of what’s been achieved in terms of restoring the area, praiseworthy of
contractors Warner Construction for the exemplary way they manage the sharp end of the
landfill, the place where the “new” rubbish arrives in Envirowaste Services trucks after
being collected from kerbs.
To the uninitiated - especially anyone still not cognisant of the threat from plastic – the
tip-face presents a horrifying sight: two four-metre-deep pits resembling World War I
battlefield shell-holes. Except their sides are draped with ugly strands of plastic, some of
it what’s left of the distinctive red, soon-to-be-done-away-with, council rubbish bags.
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The pits are scooped out by a digger, ready for the truckloads. It then removes the newly
arrived rubbish and deposits it where the compacter can squash it into the hectare or so of
piled rubbish. As the tip creeps forward, the mound is covered with soil a metre or three
deep, ready for planting.
Leachate – a toxic sludge that accumulates at the bottom of tips – is collected at the
bottom face and piped to New Plymouth’s wastewater treatment plant. The other
aftermath of landfilling, methane gas, is about to be burned off with a new million-dollar
flare, whose exhaust baffles hide the flame and filters remove toxic smoke.
The problem is the Colson Rd landfill is running out of space and will close in the middle
of 2019, when the rubbish trucks will start a 60-kilometre run to what’s being prepared
just outside Eltham. In fact, Baker says Colson Rd was originally due to shut down in
2014, its life shortened when New Plymouth agreed to take rubbish from neighbouring
Stratford and South Taranaki.
“But after we got the recycling centre going in 2015, we cut the landfill load by thousands
of tonnes,” he says. “That’s kept it going about five years longer than expected.” He goes
further – he believes that the tonnage of waste going into the landfill could be nearly
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halved if everyone took on board the potential for recycling. Prior to the opening of the
recycling centre in October 2015, on average 800 tonnes a month went from kerb to tip, a
number that dropped to 490, when recycling tonnage rose from an average 160 tonnes a
month to 500. But, as he says, we could do a lot better.
Handley agrees. He has a bet on with council staff that only the first two
stages of the Eltham landfill development will be needed (stage one
costing $16 million – $11 million from NPDC - with another $5
million for stage two). Baker is more cautious,
projecting it might go to stage three. But both
reckon the full five stages, will not be required.
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ichard Handley is undeterred by the fact
he has the hottest portfolio in the council,
heading what the public considers the
most important initiative the council has
adopted for its top 10 priorities.
In a council public survey, zero waste even ranked
ahead of water supply, although that might have
changed since the advent of a sprinkler ban.
“There are a lot of different perspectives on zero
waste,” he says, “coming from the environmentalists, from the political, from the national, from
the green area - and I guess I’m a part of all those
things.

Richard Handley with Victoria University students
Amy Benton and James O’Donovan, who have been
researching what people recycle.

“I’m driving it, though, from the political
perspective. I’m the champion for zero waste for
the district council, which has signalled it’s one of their key foci for this term. That’s
given the council the foundation for doing something serious about this.”

He says there’s a revolution going on in the waste minimisation arena. “No matter where
we look, whether it’s kindergartens or schools, community groups, marae, there’s a
growing awareness that waste management needs to be sorted out. Zero waste is a kind of
flagship that’s driving a lot of this stuff. I don’t think we were surprised when it ranked a
big first in our survey.”
He’s reminded of his responsibilities whenever he sees his grandchildren. At school in
Wellington, when they see him they constantly relate what happens every day in their
classrooms, where teachers check to make sure the kids are putting the right things in
their recycling bins.
“That’s happening at primary schools – end of story, job done - because if our generation
isn’t going to do it, believe me the next one will. From a young person’s perspective, it’s
a very serious environmental issue. I think that’s pretty cool. Our generation is waking up
to this issue.”
Is zero possible?
Handley: “Zero waste in its strict sense will never be achieved, but it sends a strong signal
about waste management generally. When you get to the final remnants of a recycling or
re-use cycle, there are going to be some things left that will have to be disposed of very
carefully in a waste repository. But it won’t be a big, stinking hole in the ground.
“When you look at a landfill you just have to ask: ‘Are we treating the Earth well?’ and
the answer is ‘no’. Most of that stuff we shove in the ground and let rot can be used in
other ways. It can be composted, recycled, re-used. Sweden is signalling that only the last
7

New Plymouth District Council’s planned waste management facility at Colson Rd. The green
section shows the first stage, the recycling centre (opened in 2015). The existing transfer
station, at left, will be replaced in stage three (blue area).

one or two percent need to be treated differently and carefully.”
What does he think of the Eltham plan?
“It’s a pity we didn’t wake up to this 20 years ago. We wouldn’t need that hole; or at least
if we’d started seriously on waste management practices 20 years ago, we’d need a much
smaller hole. Now we have the enormous cost of carting rubbish to Eltham. We’ve
budgeted for that, but the ratepayers will have to pay for it.”
As the biggest local authority involved, New Plymouth will bear the greatest cost, about
two thirds. “But if we are successful with our new waste minimisation and management
plan, within three years there will be 20,000 fewer tonnes a year going down there than
go into Colson Rd. That’s certainly our main aim.”
The plan – whose money implications have yet to be finalised (that happens in April) –
will support commercial operators who generate food and green waste.
“We’re going to have a kitchen waste collection that will go into composting. We’re
developing a material recovery facility, called a ‘dirty MURF’, that will collect
construction site waste like concrete and timber, all for re-use and recycling. At the
moment, that’s all going into the landfill.”
The plan also proposes support (perhaps with a subsidy) for home composting, he says,
and will see the construction of what the council is calling a community re-use centre.
That will be the next stage of development beside the new recycling centre and the
current Colson Rd transfer station (which will itself be replaced with a new version).
Handley sees some good signs within Taranaki. He says councillors in various local
authorities are catching on to the need for action, and he was reminded recently that a few
decades ago there were 40 landfills in the province. Now there’s one.
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But while Handley (pictured above at the recycling centre) has an optimistic view, he
concedes there is an important rider – limiting the amount of waste we all buy.
“The success of overseas countries has only ever been accompanied by some level of
government intervention. Sweden for instance, has made it mandatory for manufacturers
to be responsible for the disposal of their goods at the end, and that includes the
packaging.
“I don’t know when you last bought something like a TV and ended up with all that white
crap. That kind of changes when the maker has to get rid of the stuff. In Sweden, the first
thing manufacturers did was limit the packaging. The buyer pays a little extra and that
also covers disposal of the old appliance.”
He looks askance at the growth of online purchases and all the packaging involved. He’s
concerned by developments like Amazon opening its giant new warehouse in Australia.
He has been talking to local MPs Jonathan Young and Andrew Little, and believes as a
member of the government, Little has some responsibility for encouraging “product
stewardship”, the formal name for what he is talking about.
“The position of the last government was the community was fast overtaking its approach
to waste minimisation. The council has been in the same position; the community is now
almost demanding we do something. We have to move fast on this. The government must
act if we are to be successful.”
So, an important question: what is the new government going to do about waste? The
only clue I could discover resides in the election policies of two of the coalition partners,
Labour and the Greens (NZ First’s website was down being rewritten when I looked).
Labour is scathing about National, saying that while it moved the Helen Clark
government’s 2008 Waste Minimisation Bill into law - and by 2010 the Ministry for the
Environment (MfE) had produced something called the New Zealand Waste Strategy the last government left the legislation to whither. (National did put aside about $15
million to fund council moves towards recycling and other initiatives).
Now the spotlight is on Labour – what will it do? For example, will it listen to local
government calls for a return to cash refunds for bottles, a plea made in 2016? How will it
respond to China’s decision not to accept any more of the world’s recycled plastic?
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I could find no mention of the words “zero waste” in the party’s election policy, although
there was plenty on waste minimisation. The Greens, though, embrace the word “zero”
and have promised to push it hard. Will it? Who knows. My inquiries with the Greens’ hit
an implacable wall of silence.
The MfE strategy begins with some hopeful words from Nick Smith, then-Minister for
the Environment, who urged local councils to keep up their good work and reminded the
country the new Waste Minimisation Act introduced a waste disposal levy to support
initiatives. “In the future, I encourage businesses to develop product stewardship
schemes,” he wrote.

O

f all the businesses implicated in the waste management conundrum,
supermarkets have probably borne the brunt of publicity, some good,
some bad.

New World, for example, copped criticism when it surveyed customers on
what sort of charge they preferred for the dreaded plastic bags, only to find
most people don’t want the bags at all. All chains have now vowed that
plastic bags will be phased out by the end of this year.
Some other big retail groups have already done that: for instance, shoppers at
Bunnings store in New Plymouth have for a long time been offering small
cardboard boxes for purchases. Unfortunately, the days of buying things like
nails and screws from bulk bins have long gone, so those boxes invariably
carry away a plethora of small plastic containers.
Many out-of-town companies sending products to Taranaki customers have
yet to buy in to Nick Smith’s stewardship vision. A food company shipping
pre-made dinners here, for example, packs them in large foam plastic bins of
a kind not accepted at the city’s recycling centre.
In Sweden and other European countries, it would have to take them back, or
as happened when stewardship laws were enacted there, find a more recycling-friendly
method.
Of the local supermarkets, Pak‘nSave seems the most active when it comes to managing
waste, its rear building housing an array of recycling methods (other supermarkets I
approached declined to talk to me for various reasons, including the Xmas rush).

New Plymouth Pak‘nSave owner Peter Melody and his company’s environmental officer, Kailee Redington,
with recycled cardboard and plastic. At right: Kailee with the waste bin that now has to be emptied only
twice a week compared to several times before the supermarket got serious about recycling.
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Peter Melody, the supermarket’s owner, says staff member Kailee Redington suggested
they look at putting systems in place to reduce waste, starting with a recycling bin in the
staffroom, and sorting as much waste in the supermarket operation as possible. “Now
we’re recycling 92 percent of our waste, up from 70.”
Redington: “We sell our cardboard and plastic to companies like FullCircle that recycle
it. We’ve got a bale press out the back, so that all gets baled up. And then we’ve got our
general recyclables, like bottles.” Some produce scraps go to pig farmers, other highprotein leftovers to other places. It donates some unsold food to the Foodbank, a gesture
that is deeply appreciated, says the bank’s former manager, district councillor Mike
Merrick.
Pak’nSave is part of a ranking scheme run by the same company that collects New
Plymouth’s kerbside rubbish, Envirowaste. It measures supermarket outgoing waste and
recycling, and Melody’s company sits at number four recyler among 60 Pak’nSave and
New World outlets in the North Island.
Melody: “It’s cost neutral – we get money for it and that pretty much pays for the
processing, which is quite labour-intensive.” The aim is to get as close to zero waste as
possible, but some packaging presents contamination challenges, such as bloodied meat
wrapping. Some things are not recyclable.
Consumer demand plays a crucial part, he says. Many shoppers have adopted reuseable
bags. (That has caused shoplifting problems at some of the country’s outlets, such as
Moore Wilson in Wellington, which now insists shoppers’ bags must be filled by staff).
Pak’nSave may be in an advantageous position when plastic bags are phased out because
it has encouraged the use of cardboard boxes from the start. Redington: “It won’t be so
drastic for us to go zero bags.”
Some retailers have already gone the whole hog to meet zero waste aspirations. Apart
from the farmers’ markets, and outlets like online produce seller Hokoloko, whose
customers bring their own bags to a weekly collection, the spirit of minimal waste is
probably epitomised by a Waitara shop called Bin Inn.

Waitara Bin Inn owner Paul Gundesen puts Julie and Austin Rowe’s purchases into a paper bag.
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Paul Gundesen demonstrates that paper bags rather than plastic are the preference at his store.

Owner Paul Gundesen runs a thriving business catering for those who want to buy in
bulk and carry their purchases away in reuseable bags, much as Bea Johnson and NZ’s
Waste Nomads prescribe. He says, however, there is a Catch 22 involved: many people
want to take their purchases away in the existing packaging, which is sometimes plastic.
That’s meant re-packaging some items in paper bags, which themselves got a bad
rap from overseas research showing paper takes a lot of water and electricity to
make; to make a paper bag costs four times as much as a plastic one. Still, the
outcome is way better than plastic getting into the oceans and dumps.
People who bring their own containers, often jars, get a five percent discount.
“That trend is growing because it suits a lot of people. They can buy exactly how
much they need, and don’t get home with a whole lot of plastic junk to get rid of. It
saves them money, too, as much as 30 percent, we reckon.”
He has tried to source cotton bags to offer an alternative to paper, but so far the
company at Otaki that makes them has been unable to keep up with orders.
After five years, he has a rapidly growing business, and will soon introduce online
sales. “We’re the only one in Taranaki, so we have people up from Hawera and
Whanganui. Some people coming down from Auckland to see family will come
out to shop with us.”
Organic and gluten-free get bigger and bigger, he says. “The quality of that sort of
product has improved hugely in the last few years.” He also notes his clientele are
not, as might be expected, just millenials or younger. Baby-boomers and older
generations make just as big a proportion.
“It’s across the board. It caters for everybody. I’m surprised more people aren’t
into it, but that’s probably because they’re in the habit of shopping the way they’ve
always done.”
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ublic education is going to play a
key role if we’re to move closer to
zero waste. Judging by what sorters
at the recycling centre find coming out of
the yellow-top bins, there’s a way to go.
The contamination rate – from bloody
and otherwise soiled items, gas bottles,
bones, syringes, pretty much any
inappropriate thing you care to name – is
running at 16 percent. That’s nearly 2500
tonnes a year.
Education will be ramped up after the
council introduces a proposed new
kerbside collection regime that does away
with the red bags and adds more specialpurpose bins (and $46 to ratepayers’
annual bills).
Sorting the good from the bad at New Plymouth’s
The recycling centre already caters for
recycling centre.
school visits with a seminar room that
overlooks the operation. That approach will be expanded as the whole centre is
developed, and will complement education pitched by Taranaki Regional Council. In
Handley’s view, as the “keepers of our environment”, TRC should be taking a stronger
and encouraging stand across the province.

Over the coming decade, NPDC is proposing to spend as much as $175 million on
advancing the multitude of strategies in the waste minimisation plan, including education,
boosting recycling, encouraging home composting, collaborating with commercial
enterprises to get food waste composted, fully developing the new Colson Rd centre, and
a host of other proposals.
As Handley says, education is already under way, something easily confirmed by a visit
to any Taranaki school.
We chose West End Primary at random
and found every classroom operates
recycling and composting bins, with rosters
for pupils to empty the contents into the
right repositories.
West End teacher Warren Smart says they
do several things to address waste and
recycling, including a paper for trees
scheme.
“The more paper and card we recycle, the
more trees and native plants we receive to
plant in our school grounds.
“I have a class goal of using as little paper
as possible, not printing everything out and
keeping electronic records.” Plants
received in the scheme are in different
parts of the school, some of them in a
learning garden Smart began in 2012.

Caleb Vassiliou and Kaia Dickie empty their class
compost bucket into the main bin at West End School.
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“Every pupil in my class looks after a plant for the year. They use compost from the
school composting project and measure the plants on a monthly basis, which is recorded
on a wiki.”
Occasionally, the school has competitions to check on what’s in the compost bins, since
pupils sometimes throw in the wrong thing by mistake. “That helps us be clearer about
what can be composted and why.” Four classes studied recycling last year, conducting
rubbish studies to see what they were throwing out and what could be recycled. NPDC’s
Mike Baker came to talk about rubbish and recycling in Taranaki.

N

ew Plymouth District
Council’s education
programme will likely
include a scheme to teach people
how composting can be done at
home.
If they need another expert for that,
they should look no further than
Russell How, who is proposing a
new technology to convert thousands
of tonnes of landfill fodder into rich
garden and farm material.
When former mayor and longserving regional councillor Daisy
Lean came across How’s idea, it
reminded him of his first encounter
in the early 1980s with the Dutch carrousel treatment system that
eventually changed New Plymouth’s approach to sewage disposal
forever. He’s backing How all the way.
How, who has spent a lifetime working in the fertiliser and
composting industries - and at one stage had the contract to compost
Colson Rd landfill waste - is pitching for the job again with the use of
a digestor/composter system developed by a Taiwanese company.
Currently running an operation called Return2Earth, which converts
things like wood pallets to chips and imports high quality compost,
How is convinced the Taiwanese system would easily handle the
thousands of tonnes of green and food waste the council wants to
divert from landfill.
The Taiwanese digestor/composting plant Russell How wants to import
to handle Taranaki’s green/food waste.
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How’s not the only one coming up with
new approaches to waste. Fitzroy
Engineering has been developing a
convertor system for dealing with toxic
waste from hospitals and the effluent
left on airline flights.
How will the councils respond to such
ideas?
NPDC infrastructure manager David
Langford says the waste management
and minimisation plan adopted in
November sets out the vision – what
they want to do and the direction they
want the community to go,
accompanied by an action plan listing
specific things they will implement.
The following step was to get the
Glass mountain – bottles collected from kerbsides are heaped
funding approved, a process done
at the recycling centre for transport to Auckland to be melted in
through the long-term plan (10 years),
1500 degrees and forged into useable glass.
debated by councillors on December
21. Now they’re ready to consult the community again.
All being well, the plan will go into action on July 1, the start of the new financial year, with
new services introduced over three years. One will be a food waste collection, another the
replacement of the red rubbish bag with bins.
More than 20,000 smaller bins will be needed, and Envirowaste Services will need to adapt their
trucks to lift them off the kerbside. The yellow-tops for recycling (240 litres) will remain, joined
by new 120-litre ones to replace the bags for a fortnightly collection of general trash. Then there
are small 20-litre caddies (to put under the kitchen bench) for a weekly food-waste pickup.
They’ve all been tested to make sure they’re right for the average household. “Our team, led by
Kimberley Hope (waste and compliance lead), has done a fantastic job over nearly two years
preparing the plan. It ranged over the whole province, given we are working with the other two
District Councils.”
NPDC last reviewed waste services in 2011, a study that led to the recycling centre. That took
5000 tonnes out of the load going to the tip, and Langford believes the next step to compost
food waste will remove another 5000 tonnes.
What about green waste from gardens?
Nothing is planned, he says, because public consultation indicated most people with that kind of
waste either use private contractors - for a lower cost than the council could do it (it would push
the annual increase to ratepayers from $46 to $192) - or they put it onto home compost bins and
don’t want to pay for a service they wouldn’t use. People still have the option of dumping it at
one of the Council transfer station for a small fee. Langford says green waste is an aspect his
team will review from time to time.
They also had a look at re-introducing the former annual inorganic collection from kerbsides,
but decided people should pay to dump such waste at the transfer station. “That kind of free
collection encourages people to accumulate the waste in the first place, which hardly meets the
aims of zero waste. It makes it easy to dispose of rubbish that will have to go into the landfill,
which is not the kind of behaviour we want to promote.”
Won’t people do it anyway, even if they have to pay? “Well, this is one of the key components
of our new waste plan - we’re starting to mature in our approach to waste management. Instead
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of just being the ambulance at the bottom of the cliff that deals with waste once it’s been
created, what we want to do is provide those services – because they’re still needed – but also
lift it up a level.
“We want to look at how we can use leadership and collaboration to change people’s behaviour,
so we avoid creating waste in the first place.”
He says the vision has a long-term framework, a couple of decades, because just switching
everything off overnight would be unrealistic. There are certain wastes – those from the
construction boom and renovation – that still have to go to the landfill in the meantime because
they contain asbestos and there is no other option yet.
The proposed community re-use centre, which should be built by the end of this year, will take
household demolition and construction waste. “For example, old paving slabs you don’t want
any more can become someone else’s new patio. We’re basically looking at how we can change
people’s views about waste, so they don’t see it as a problem to get rid of, but a resource and an
opportunity for someone else.”
He emphasises waste minimisation is not something the council is going to “do” to people:
“We’re going to provide education, support, leadership, to help people make that journey for
themselves.” For example, those elderly and disabled alarmed by the prospect of multiple bins
will be offered subsidised help to wheel the bins to the kerbside (costing about $35 a year).
He says councils will also need to lobby central government about approaches such as product
stewardship. It’s something already happening with some appliance outlets, who not only take
back your old TV, for instance, but also the new one’s packaging.
That kind of thing has been in the UK for some time, and Langford (an English migrant) says
New Zealand needs to push back to manufacturers about packaging, some of which is difficult
or impossible to recycle: “We need the issue to sit with the people who create the problem in the
first place, rather than allowing them to pass it down the line to us, the customer, to deal with
the aftermath.”
Is zero waste achievable? Yes, says Langford – but not if we carry on the way we are. “We’ve
got to do the hard yards. Recycling is only one part of the equation (as the Nomads and Bea
Johnson point out). We need to make those other behaviour changes. They are tiny on their
own, but if everyone adopts them it will make a fundamental difference.
“We also need to stimulate innovation, the future technologies. Who knows what’s going to be
available in five years? Some of the things being developed now mean zero waste by 2050 is a
realistic prospect.”
So how will ideas of the kind coming from companies like Return2Earth and Fitzroy
Engineering be received?
“The things private companies are proposing are all key components of the waste service ecosystem. It’s not all about the council and the services we offer; there’s a private factor here, as
well.
“In principle, we’re fully supportive of all those kinds of initiatives, and where there’s
opportunities to work alongside them, partner with them and collaborate, that’s a key part of our
waste plan – looking for solutions as they become reliable and commercially viable.”
The plan includes funding for future investigations of technology developments, for example
how to recover energy from waste – as they do in the world’s leading zero waste countries.
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