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Zero Waste 
 

Theory and Practice 



 
 
 

Theory vs Practice  

Practice  
• Case study examples 
from Vancouver and 
San Francisco 
• Refers to diversion of 
materials from landfill 
or incineration 
• Increased recycling 
and composting 
 

Theory 
• Derived from 
grassroots community, 
individuals  
• Expressed as a set of 
seven essential 
elements   
 



Zero waste theory principles  

1.  Waste is anything unusable, unwanted and 
unrecyclable 

2.  Zero waste is a visionary goal 
3.  Waste must be avoided, not minimized or 

reduced 
4.  Waste is evidence of poor design 
5.  Utilize the precautionary principle to eliminate 

potential toxins 
6.  Adhere to the principle of highest and best use 
7.  Recognize and address institutional and 

ideological barriers 



Redefining Waste  

 
 
Unusable 
Unwanted 
Unrecyclable    
 

 
Subjective  
Accounts for changes 
in lifecycle  
New perspective new 
problems  
Much waste is 
produced   
 
 



Visionary Goal  

•  Unconventional solutions   
•  Outside “garbage mentality”  
•  “Fundamental challenge to business as 

usual” GRRN 
 
 



Avoid waste – not just minimize 
or reduce  

•  “Waste that is not generated cannot 
create any problems making non-
generation the cheapest waste handling 
measure”  
Kharbanda and Stallworthy, 1990 

•  Recovery is good but avoidance is best 
•  Aim for “Zero Waste” not “Less Waste”  
•  Reduction is potentially more dangerous   
•  Zero is a perpetual goal  



A matter of design 

 “Zero Waste involves moving from the 
back end of waste disposal to the front 
end of resource management. If a product 
can't be reused, repaired, rebuilt, 
refurbished, refinished, resold, recycled or 
composted, then it should be restricted, 
redesigned, or removed from production.”  

 Zero Waste International Alliance  



Eliminate Toxins  

•  Utilize the precautionary principle  
•  Reduction is potentially more dangerous  
•  For those that can’t be eliminated, reuse 

safely to maximum benefit and 
effectiveness  



Highest and best use  

•  Materials vs function  
•  “Creating complexity costs money and 

other resources. Conserving complexity is 
an example of reusing function. When you 
destroy complexity without making use of 
it, you squander resources”  
 
Palmer, Getting to Zero Waste, 2004 



Barriers: recognize & address 

•  Institutional and ideological barriers 
preventing implementation of zero waste 
theory  
– Authority, control, information  
– Linear industrial system, globalization, 

consumer culture, perceived/planned 
obsolescence    

– Habit, tokenism, rebound effect   



In Practice 

•  Diversion goals  
•  Organic collection  
•  Mandatory/extensive recycling  
  



City of Vancouver Highlights 

•  Vancouver Tool Library (VTL) 
•  Bottle rewash  
•  Neighbourhood composters 
•  Resource Exchange Program  
•  Part of larger Greenest City plan  



SF Practice Highlights 

•  Plastic bag ban, fee on substitutes 
•  Styrofoam ban, mandatory compostable/

recyclable substitutes    
•  Facility tours, art program   
•  Toxic Reductions Program 
 



Conclusion 

•  Zero waste goes beyond diversion efforts 
•  Adhere to theory to maintain integrity of 

concept 
•  Perpetual goal to zero  
•  Maintain visionary aspect of zero waste 



Help me take out the trash!  
 
 
candiceanderson@hotmail.com 
 
web: http://urbanbandit.wordpress.com/  
 
tweet: @TheUrbanBandit 
 
connect: www.linkedin.com/in/andersoncandice 

 


