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Waste prevention is one of the best ways to
protect the environment. Read on to learn more.
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THINK YOUR WATER



WASTE BEGETS
MORE WASTE.

'S

Take plastic bottles, for instance. Considerable oil and electricity goes into making, transporting and selling each one — gener-
ating significant carbon emissions. Following their short-lived use, disposal and recycling inevitably consume yet more energy,
and create more waste.

Avoiding or reducing waste should therefore take priority over recycling. But what exactly is waste prevention, or avoidance? As
BRITA discovered in an interview with Petra Hutner of the University of Augsburg’s Resource Lab, the precise definition varies.
But in essence, avoiding waste means minimising the amount generated, and its impact on the environment. In some cases, it
also extends to repairing and reusing products.

This approach is not only good for the planet, it is also good for businesses. And even something as simple as swapping bottled

water for a point-of-use dispenser is a good start.




INTERVIEW WITH PETRA HUTNER ABOUT WASTE AVOIDANCE

In a conversation with BRITA, Petra Hutner of the University of Augsburg’s Resource Lab explains the ins and outs of waste

avoidance — and shares ways businesses can start tackling this issue.

You worked with the Bavarian State Ministry of the
Environment and Consumer Protection to develop a
guide to avoiding waste for government agencies. Are
there recommendations from the guide that apply to
businesses?

Essentially, government agencies are themselves business-
es, just without the manufacturing aspect. But they run their
offices the same way, so the advice published in the guide is
relevant for both the public and private sector.

What is waste prevention, exactly?

The definition of waste prevention, or avoidance, can vary
greatly from country to country. Under German legislation, it
includes all steps prior to a product becoming “waste” — i.e.
during the manufacturing or consumption phase.

But at European level, there are a few differences. For ex-
ample, something that was disposed of and then reclaimed
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(such as a broken refrigerator that was discarded and later
repaired and reused) — can be viewed as a form of waste
avoidance. So the item in question is not so much waste as
something waiting to be reused. In a broad sense, that, too,
is waste prevention.

People also differentiate between quantitative and quali-
tative waste avoidance. The former means reducing the
amount generated, or avoiding it all together. The latter is
about minimising the impact on the environment. That can
be measured using a variety of parameters — carbon foot-
print, or the materials’ toxicity, for instance.

In your opinion, how much of a priority are waste
minimisation and sustainability?

| think that waste avoidance garners relatively little attention
compared to sustainability, at least in Germany. People tend
to focus on and discuss, for instance, energy sources, much
more frequently than waste reduction. In my opinion, more
emphasis could — and should — be placed on waste avoid-
ance. It's better to do that than to recycle or incinerate it.

An occasional talking point is the inverse relationship
between the goal of recycling and the goal of waste preven-
tion. In countries where recycling is taken very seriously (in
Germany, for example), the issue of waste reduction is often
neglected. People assume that everything can be recycled.
In contrast, in countries where recycling is not such a priority
(e.g. the UK), making the leap to waste avoidance is much
easier.

In what areas can businesses reduce waste?

A company’s waste prevention takes place at several stages
— e.g. either prior to manufacture (by minimising toxic mate-

rials or critical
metals) or at

“Basically, there are many
ways to avoid waste - once
the mindset is in place. The
key is to raise awareness
amongst employees and
decision-makers.”

the consumer
level (e.g. the
product life cycle
of electronic de-
vices or the use
of LED lighting
in buildings). It
can also be at the end of the product life cycle (by favouring
repair over disposal). Or, in the spirit of the shared economy,
resources such as printers can be pooled. Basically, there
are many ways to avoid waste — once the mindset is in place.
The key is to raise awareness amongst employees and deci-
sion-makers.



What advice do you have for companies that want to
avoid waste?

During the workshops held to draft the guide, we developed
a corresponding methodology. It included inviting specia-
lists from a variety of disciplines, evaluating the status quo
and the potentials and defining the most important goals
and activities. An important part of this approach was the
identification of performance indicators, e.g. what percenta-
ge of lights should be converted to LEDs within two years,
within five years, etc. A company can only create an effecti-
ve plan of action and measure its success if it has identified
specific goals.

What's a relatively simple way for businesses to
start?

A good example is cutting paper consumption in the office.
Simply switching the default printer settings to duplex

and monochrome is a good start. Moreover, the transition
from single-use to reusable packaging — or even to cut out
packaging entirely — lays a solid foundation for sustain-
ability. Deploying a water dispenser is a prime example.
Employees can fill their glass at the point of supply, and
cut out the waste of making, transporting and disposing

of plastic bottles. These are steps that can be taken with
relatively little effort; admittedly, they make a comparably
small contribution to waste prevention as a whole. All the
same, it is a great and easy way to get started and helps
raise awareness amongst employees.

What is required for getting started?

There really aren’t any specific requirements — just will-
ingness and commitment. The support of the company’s
decision-makers is essential, as they set an example for
their employees. One also has to take a long-term view
toward sustainability. In some scenarios, for instance,
employees need to be trained so there can be a long-term
shift in thinking.

IN SUMMARY

What benefits can waste avoidance have for
businesses and their employees?

Adopting sustainable practices, including waste avoidance,
is great for a company’s image. In addition, it can be a way
to improve customer service: e.g. water dispensers enable
businesses to offer guests fresh still or sparking water.
Branding on glass bottles strengthens corporate identity. And
preventing waste can significantly enhance efficiency and cut
costs.

Is waste avoidance costly?

Upfront investment cost varies depending on the exact
approach or mechanism. While the switch to LEDs inevi-
tably has a price tag, simply changing default printer set-
tings can be cost-effective and avoid waste in a small way.
Water dispensers, too, have to be purchased — but people
need to consider how much money they save by not buying
bottled water. Basically, when it comes to waste prevention
and sustainability, making the transition will cost money —
but in the long term it will pay for itself.

In particular, how important is it to make the switch
from plastic bottles to water dispensers?

It's important to start with highly visible changes, to bring
employees on board. Replacing bottled water with a
dispenser does just that. It's something employees see
and take part in. It
encourages appre-

“It's important to start
with highly visible
changes, to bring
employees on board.
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ciation of a valuable
resource, and pro-
motes a healthy and
eco-friendly alternative

it's best to start with
something like this —
something that, in the big picture, is just one small aspect of
waste avoidance, small aspect of waste avoidance, but that
fosters awareness.

Businesses can avoid waste in many ways, both big and small. This includes

eliminating plastic bottles, less product packaging, heightened employee awareness,
and green architecture. Let’s get started!




