
Cutting carbon: 
Waste



What is Waste?

Waste ain’t waste until it’s wasted!

Some things people discard may have value 
to others so waste is a  highly subjective 
concept. Today it is widely recognised that 
waste materials are a valuable resource. 

In a healthy natural ecosystem the waste 
generated by one organism becomes food for 
another. But people are the only beings on 
the planet that take materials out of the 
system and bury them in landfills so these 
resources are often lost to us. 

The waste we put into landfills is just the tip of 
the iceberg. To make all the products we use 
each day, large amounts of waste were 
generated during the manufacturing process. 

Even worse - many of the products we use 
are made from non-renewable resources, e.g. 
aluminium, plastic (from oil) and glass (from 
sand). Non-renewable resources are also 
used to manufacture packaging for products. 
Mining these non-renewable resources 
requires energy, produces pollution, and 
destroys natural habitats.

Waste:verb 1 use carelessly, extravagantly, or to no purpose. 2 fail to make full or good use of. 
noun 1 an act or instance of wasting. 2unusable or unwanted material.

As much as 90% of the material used to manufacture a product becomes waste almost immediately!
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Different categories of waste

Municipal solid waste (MSW), also called 
urban solid waste, is mainly made up of 
household waste. 

Biodegradable waste: food and kitchen 
waste, paper (can also be recycled). 

Recyclable material: paper, glass, bottles, 
cans, metals, certain plastics, etc. 

Inert waste: construction and demolition 
waste, dirt, rocks, debris. 

Composite wastes: chemically dyed fabric, 
Tetra Paks, plastic toys, spoons etc. 

Domestic hazardous waste & toxic waste:
medication, e-waste, paints, chemicals, light 
bulbs, fluorescent tubes, spray cans, 
fertilizer and pesticide containers, batteries, 
shoe polish.

Why recycle?

To produce 1 ton of paper 

requires 100 tons of water.

Making recycled paper 

uses half as much water as 

making paper from wood 

pulp.

For every ton of paper 

recycled, 17 trees are 

saved.

Recycling a one litre glass 

bottle saves enough 

electricity to light a 100W 

bulb for 4 hours. 

For every ton of glass 

recycled, 1.2 tons of raw 

materials are saved.

Activity 1:

List ten items of waste that 

you have produced in the 

last 24 hours. Are all of 

these truly waste?

Activity 2:Of the 10 waste items 
you list, discuss what 
happens to them –

where do they go, how 
long do they stay there for?
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What can we do to manage 
waste better?
Everyone can make a contribution to 
living lightly on the planet. 

A sustainable approach to waste 
management deals with waste in 
several ways, with the ultimate aim of 
reducing the amount and toxicity of 
waste that ends up in landfills. 

What is a landfill site?

A landfill site is a large, carefully 
managed rubbish dump. Waste arrives 
at the site daily and is spread, 
compacted and covered with soil, sand 
and rubble. 

Once waste is buried and tightly 
packed all air is excluded. This 
prevents natural processes of rotting, 
which would break down any organic 
material in the waste including food 
scraps, paper, garden refuse etc. This 
in turn means that all of these 
materials will remain buried at the site 
forever. 

Many landfill sites are filling up and it 
is becoming increasingly difficult to find 
new, viable and accessible 
sites for landfill as demand 
for housing grows.

In South Africa, glass accounts for 
4.7% of the country's total waste. 

This adds up to around 500 000 tons 
of glass waste in landfills per year –

and all of this could be recycled.• 26% of all non-returnable glass 
containers are recycled in SA. This is 

very poor when you compare it to other countries. • Other recycling rates are: Netherlands – 90% Australia - 50%Brazil - 40% 

Act ivity 3:List 5 types of 
waste that can be recycled.

In landfill sites due to the 

type of rotting that occurs, a 

lot of methane is emitted. 

Methane is the same gas that 

is emitted by animals 

(including humans) when 

they ‘fart’. Methane is the 

second most significant 

green house gas and is a 

major contributor to global 

warming.

Activity 4:What is a landfill site? Where would you locate one? What sort of things should be taken into account when choosing a landfill site?
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Batteries

It is estimated that over 50 million batteries 

are consumed in South Africa annually, 

90% of these  are ordinary batteries, which 

are used once and then discarded into 

household refuse. The average South 

African uses 6 battery operated products in 

their day to day lives. These devices range 

from TV remotes to clocks to childrens’

toys. When it’s time to replace these 

batteries, the old ones are discarded into 

our general household refuse. 

This equates to approximately 2500 tons 

worth of hazardous battery waste being 

disposed into landfills annually, and this 

increases each year. These discarded 

batteries eventually degrade and corrode, 

leaking their toxic chemicals into our earth 

and ground water. It is much better for the 

environment to use 

rechargeable batteries and 

these work out cheaper too. 

Think twice before you buy: do you really need what you intend to buy? 

Buy less. Do you really need that much? Or buy second-hand stuff.

Choose products with minimal packaging or 
packaging that is         bio-degradable.

The best waste management 
will cover the 3R’s: 

Reduce, R e-use and R ecycle

Reduce demand 

Every product that you buy, use or 
throw away had to be manufactured, 
i.e. made from basic natural 
resources. This process of making 
products requires energy, water, 
labour and capital – and causes CO2
emissions. 

Buying less stuff is one of the most 
effective ways of reducing your 
carbon emissions. 

Insist on less packaging - It is our 
responsibility to tell corporations that 
we do not want wasteful packaging –
talk to them, email or phone their 
customer care lines. 

Choose less wasteful products - or 
Just leave all the unnecessary 
packaging behind in the store!



Re-use 
(and repair) to make full use of 
precious resources

Over 90% of manufactured products are 
no longer in use within six months of 
being made.  Most of what we carelessly 
throw in the bin can either be repaired or 
turned into a valuable resource. 

Before throwing out anything, consider 
whether you could fix it, whether there is 
another way you could make use of it, or 
whether someone else could use it.  

Schools, charities and 
libraries welcome donated
items. 

Kitchen waste and other Bio-
degradable waste can be 
composted to produce good 
fertilizer. 

Wood, plastics, metals, paper, 
glass and electronic waste can 
all be re-used creatively. 

Refill printer cartridges and 
beverage bottles.

Activity 7:                    
     

Think of something that 

you have thrown away 

recently – discuss with 

your group what it is, and 

how you can creatively 

come up with a way of re-

using it again.

Activity 6:List 5 ways you could 
reduce waste in your 
day to day life – be specific!

Creative ways of re-using 

your waste:

•Start a swop-shop business

•Make some cool stuff from 

packaging

•Plant things in plastic bottles

•Give to charity



Recycle 

By recycling glass, paper, plastic and 
cans, you will ensure that fewer items 
have to be produced from raw 
materials. You will also reduce the 
amount of waste being sent to landfill 
sites.

Sort your waste at home or school so 
that only waste that cannot be 
recycled ends up in landfill. 

Find out about recycling centres and 
services in your area. Companies like 
Sappi, Mondi, Consol Glass, Collect-
a-can, and PETCO all collect used 
materials for recycling. 

Always look for the recycle symbol on 
products made of glass, paper and 
plastic to see whether they have 
already been recycled, or whether it is 
possible to recycle them. 

Is it better to burn waste or to 
bury it?

Burning waste merely converts a 

ground pollution problem into an air 

pollution issue. Incinerators need 

constant waste volumes to operate 

economically and produce toxic 

fumes and very hazardous ash. 

Discuss this question and 

send us your  conclusions.

Project idea: 

Organise a swop shop at your 

school – no money is exchanged, 

people trade what they no longer 

need for things they prefer. Talk 

about how it works in an assembly 

before the day and get someone to 

record (video camera) how it all 

goes. Do a presentation of the 

edited film in assembly afterward.

Aiming for Zero waste

The Zero Waste strategy 

suggests that we look to 

nature for inspiration and work 

to eliminate waste entirely. 

For further information contact 

the Institute for Zero Waste in 

South Africa via their website: 

www.izwa.org.za
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Activity 8: 

List all the 

recycle depots 

near your school 

or home that 

you can find.



Project idea: 

Conduct a Waste-related energy audit
Before we can talk about cutting down on waste 
we need to know how much waste and waste-
related emissions we generate:

Action:

Measure the amount of waste you generate in 
one day
1. Pick a day and fill a plastic bag with 
everything that you would have thrown into the 
bin during the course of that day. Put everything 
in the bag!
2. At the end of the day separate your rubbish 
into different categories of waste, e.g. glass, 
paper, plastic, tin, cling-wrap, Tetrapak, organic 
material.
3. Weigh each separate pile and enter the 
weight on the table below.
4. Work out the amount of CO2 produced within 
each category by multiplying the weight in each 
category by the kg of CO2 produced in making 
this. Add this up to calculate how much CO2 you 
generated for the day. 

Activity 9:

Think of something 

that you have bought 

recently that has had 

lots of packaging –

what is the worst 

example your group 

can think of?Type of Waste Kg CO 2 produced per 1 
kg waste

Organic Material 0,62 kg CO2

Paper 2,13 kg CO2

Plastic 3,30 kg CO2

Glass 1,03 kg CO2

Metal 2,20 kg CO2 Give a sustainable 

gift!

• Instead of supporting 

traditional 

manufacturing 

processes, get creative!

• Grow your own 

seedlings in time for 

birthdays and other 

gifts.
• Offer to do something 

that will save someone 

time.
• Create something new 

and beautiful out of 

something old.

• Make your own gift 

certificates for future 

favours

• Exchange talents. 

• There are an endless 

number of ideas you 

can come up with 

instead of hitting the 

mall.



_________kg of CO 2 produced by the waste I 
would have thrown away in one day.

Multiply this figure by 365 to work out an 
estimate of what your CO2 contribution might be 
for 1 year. Remember that these are the figures 
just for making each of the materials mentioned, 
and do not include transport, breakdown once 
thrown away etc. If you had to include all of this, 
your figures would be much much higher.

Radical Action!

Stop the collection of waste from              
your school or home for a week:

Ensure that nothing leaves your school or 
household for a week. Sort and weigh the waste 
that would normally be sent to landfill and use 
the table above to work out your school or 
household waste footprint. 

Type of 
Waste

Mass of 
waste

CO2 
produced to 
make 1kg

TOTAL CO 2
emissions 
per day

Organic 
Material

Paper

Plastic

Glass

Metal

Total (kg)

waste

Project idea: 

Recreated gifts

Come up with ten 

ideas for gifts that will 

not require you to use 

new materials. Gifts 

have to be beautiful 

and as good as newly 

purchased items.  

Once you have listed 

the ideas, source the 

materials you need, 

and make the gifts. 

Record challenges and 

lessons learnt. Present 

your findings to your 

class or school. 

Record the process of 

making the gifts and 

the presentation and 

send photos to the 

Project 90 club 

newsletter. 

Project idea: The 

three Rs

Apply the 3 Rs of 

sustainable waste 

management to each of 

the following. Write a 

paragraph explaining 

how each potential 

waste issue could be 

handled sustainably in 

terms of the 3 Rs.

Clothing

Cans (e.g. Coke cans)

Cell phones

A laptop
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Across

1. Dangers waste such as toxic waste, 

medication etc

5. Waste that can be processed to use the 

components of that waste to make new 

things
8. Used to power toys, clocks, watches and 

many other things - choose the 

rechargeable version if you can.

9. Sand is used to make this

10. Insist on less of this when you go 

shopping

11. review of waste use would be a waste 

_______

12. Waste such as dirt, rocks, debris

14. Non-living, rocks, sand

15. Used to make many cool drink cans, 

window frames etc

16. Well managed, available and safe to 

use

Down

2. Plastic is made from this

3. Waste of this type can 

break down by natural 

processes such as rotting

4. Use again for the same or 

a new purpose

6. Comes from plants or 

animals

7. A site where waste is 

dumped

13. Use less of

Contact Project 90 x 2030:

www.90x2030.org.za
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Resources

•Introduction types of wastes

www.unescap.org/esd/environment/soe/2000/.../CH08.PDF

•Landfill sites and rubbish dumps 

http://www.bcb.uwc.ac.za/inforeep/landfill1.htm

•The Glass Recycling Company

http://www.theglassrecyclingcompany.co.za/

•National Recycling Forum

http://www.recycling.co.za/index.htm

•Reduce, Reuse, Recycle!

http://www.capetown.gov.za/en/solidwaste/Pages/ReduceReu

seRecycle.aspx

•Paper recycling association of South Africa

http://www.prasa.co.za/

•PET plastic recycling South Africa

http://www.petco.co.za/

•e-Waste Association of South Africa

http://www.e-waste.org.za/

•Green office – ink cartridge recycling

http://www.greenoffice.co.za

•How recycling works

http://science.howstuffworks.com/recycling.htm

•Recycle Roundup game

http://www.flash-games.net/online/3352/recycle-roundup.html

•Wake up to waste resources

http://www.wakeuptowaste.org/index/education/teachers/curri

culum-assistance.htm

•Smart Living Handbook, City of Cape Town

•Cradle to cradle: remaking the way we make things by 

William McDonough and Michael Braungart (North Point 

press, 2002)

•Institute for Zero Waste in Africa

http://www.izwa.org.za/
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