
TH
E

 E
M

A
 M

A
G

A
Z

IN
E

  •
  I

SS
U

E
 JU

LY
—

A
U

G
U

S
T 

2
0

19

22

Transitioning to a circular 
economy or, in simple terms, 
maintaining the highest value 
and quality of materials and 
resources for as long as possible 
is an essential part of tackling 
plastic pollution and climate 
change. It is an alternative to the 
traditional linear economy, which 
fails to fully utilise the potential 
in many materials. The rhetoric 
on circular economy and climate 
emergency is a far cry from the 
reality of today. Take London, 
it produces millions of tonnes 
of waste each year that is still 
landfilled or exported abroad. 
Across the UK, some 27 million 
tonnes of municipal waste and 
47 million tonnes of waste from 
businesses are produced every 
year1. That is the scale of the 
challenge ahead.

After a decade of retreat from waste 
management policy, there are strong 
signs that the UK Government is 
now alive to both the urgent need 
for better resource use, and to the 
exciting opportunities it brings 
for jobs, innovation, growth and 
sustainable lifestyles. 

Defra’s recently published Waste and 
Resources Strategy wants to address 
key challenges such as ensuring that 
packaging producers pay the full 
costs of increasing recycling through 
extended producer responsibility, 
something that is commonplace 
across Europe; ensuring the delivery 
of both the quantity and quality of 
recycling infrastructure Britain needs; 
and taxing virgin plastics to stimulate 
innovation in packaging design. 

Design is key as the materials 
packaging is made from and how it is 
constructed play a fundamental part 
in how much of it can be recycled. 
Moreover, recycling is only possible 
where there is a use for the recycled 
materials that is technically and 
economically viable, so stronger 
end markets for secondary materials 
is also essential to future recycling 
efforts.

Clutching at straws 

Government headlines about 
banning plastics straws and declaring 
war on single use plastics fail to place 
into context the enormity of the 
task ahead. Though well-meaning, 
this is virtue signalling – demonising 
plastics is easy, fixing our waste 
of resources and tackling climate 
change is much harder. It also fails 
to level up honestly with the shift 
that is required by members of the 
public, who need a form of radical 
encouragement to ‘do their bit’. 

Recent research2 conducted by IPSOS 
Mori, a polling firm, highlights that 
though a majority of British people 
are concerned about plastics, most 
respondents say they are reluctant 
to help solve the problem if it will 
cost them money: 47% of the public 
think forcing councils to spend more 
on recycling would help, but only 
14% would pay more council tax to 
achieve it; and 45% think naming 
and shaming the retailers responsible 
would be effective, yet only 18% 
would stop using those retailers.

Government and industry can help 
with providing clearer information to 
consumers on what to do once they 
have finished with packaging and 
products, but concern by consumers 
needs to be backed by willingness 
to act, and taxation policy should be 
used to “nudge” consumers in the 
right direction. 

Consumer engagement is going 
to be key if we are to address 
sustainability issues more generally, 
not only in terms of unnecessary 
packaging and food waste, but 
wider in terms of decisions about 
commuting to work, choices 
about holiday destinations and our 
penchant for fast fashion. Solutions 
to these issues need to go far beyond 
simply saying no to the straw which 
is little more than piecemeal analysis 
of one small lens of the overall issue. 

The nexus of waste and energy 
management

Waste and energy management are 
not directly linked. One is possible 
without the other. But in the bigger 
picture, the two are closely related. 
Whether it’s tackling plastic waste or 
cutting carbon emissions, protecting 
the planet is everyone’s business. 
Energy and sustainability managers 
are well positioned to be positive 
change makers on both fronts. 
Below are some practical steps to 
aid planning and development 
of a robust organisational waste 
management strategy. 

• Understand the legal implications 
of the waste produced in your 
organisation by identifying the 
specific legislation that affects 
your business. Select waste carriers 
carefully and make sure Duty of 
Care responsibilities (for the waste 
you produce, store, transport and 
dispose of ) are met for all waste 
streams. 

• Quantify and identify waste 
generation and understand waste 
composition. Where does it arise 
and how much does it cost to 
dispose? There is an optimum 
method of material management 
for each waste type, so use the 
waste hierarchy to identify what 
currently happens to the waste as 
it arises. Undertake walk around 
audits and look at your bills. 

• If planning a new project, there 
is an opportunity to set waste 
reduction and recycling KPIs/
targets early on for waste 
generation, and waste diverted 
from landfill. 

• Depending on the make-up of your 
business, you cannot necessarily 
control the volume or types of 
waste produced; therefore, no 
single waste management option 
alone suitably covers all of the 
waste streams and quantities that 
are generated. Identify different 
possible disposal options where 
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you cannot reduce or recycle. 
Waste minimisation is the best 
strategy of all, but there will 
always be waste, which cannot be 
recycled for technical or economic 
reasons, so the decision then is 
to treat this resource in the most 
appropriate way e.g. energy 
recovery instead of landfill.

• Innovate and think outside the 
box: the true cost of waste is not 
just the cost of taking it away – 
it’s often buried in processes and 
practices within a business that 
create waste in the first place. 
Through re-designing processes 
and adopting better behaviours, 
the volume of waste companies 
generate can dramatically fall. 
This naturally leads to a reduction 
in disposal costs and, more 
importantly significant operational 
costs savings. 

Waste management is a particularly 
iconic, visible and tangible 
example of the impact businesses 
and people have on the planet. 
Failure to adequately tackle it in 
an organisation damages wider 
ambition and results in sustainability 
claims being rather tenuous. On the 
upside, businesses that can explain 
the positive impacts from their waste 
management activities stand to gain 
reputationally and commercially, as 
conscious investors, employees and 
consumers are putting increasing 
pressure on big-name companies 
to make large-scale changes across 
their supply chains. Climate change, 
something all energy managers are 
motivated to do something about, 
can only be tackled if all angles are 
covered, and this includes improving 
how we deal with our waste. It is no 
doubt something our children and 
grandchildren’s generation will judge 
us by. 
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