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WASTE EQUALS FOOD

not harm natural systems after its disposal. In fé,Ct, as a biolog-
1cal nutrient, 1t would nourish nature. '
The textile mill that was chosen to produce the fabrlc was
quite clean by accepted environmental standards, one of the .
best in Europe, yet it had an interesting dilemma. Although the
“mill’s director, Albin Kaelin, had been diligent about reducing
levels of dangerous emissions, government regulators had re-
cently defined the mill’s fabric trimmings as hazardous waste.
The director had been told that he could no longer bury or burn
these trimmings in hazardous-waste incinerators in Switzerland
but had to export them to Spain for disposal. (Note the para-
doxes here: the trimmings of a fabric are not to be buried or
disposed of without expensive precaution, or must be exported
“safely” to another location, but the material itself can still be
sold as safe for installation in an office or home.) We hoped for
2 different fate for our trimmings: to provide mulch for the local

garden club, with the help of sun, water, and hungry micro-

organisms.

The mill interviewed people living in wheelchairs and dis-
covered that their most important needs in seating fabric were
that it be strong and that it “breathe.” The team decided on a
mixture of safe, pesticide-free plant and animal fibers for the
fabric: wool, which provides insulation in winter and summer,
and ramie, which wicks moisture away. Together these fibers
would make for a strong and comfortable fabric. Then we began
working on the most difficult aspect of the design: the finishes,
dyes, and other process chemicals. Instead of fltering out

mutagens, carcinogens, endocrine disrupters, persistent toxins,

107
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CRADLE TO CRADLE

- from which it came. The average television we analyzed, for ex-

ample, was made of 4,360 chemicals. Some of them are toxic,

but others are valuable nutrients for industry that are wasted

when the television ends up in a landfill. Isolating them from

 biological nutrients allows them to be upcycled rather than re-

“cycled—to retain their high quality in a closed-loop industrial

cycle. Thus a sturdy plastic computer case, for example, will

~continually circulate as a sturdy plastic computer case—or as

some other high-quality product, like a car part or a medical

device—instead of being downcycled into soundproof barriers

and flowerpots. '
Henry Ford practiced an early form ‘of upcycling when he
had Model A trucks shipped in crates that became the vehicle’s

floorboards when it reached its destination. We are initiating a

similar practice that is a modest beginning: Korean rice husks

used as packing for stereo components and electronics sent
to Europe, then reused there as a material for making bricks.

(Rice husks contain a high percentage of silica.) The packing

material is nontoxic (rice husks are safer than recycled newspa-

pers, which contain toxic inks and particles that contaminate
indoor air); . its shipping is inclusive in the freight costs the
electronic goods would incur anyway; and the concept of waste
is eliminated. '

" Industrial mass can be specifically designed to retain its

high quality for multiple uses. Currently, when an automobile is

discarded, its component steel is recycled as an amalgam of all
its steel parts, along with the various steel alloys of other prod-
ucts. The car is crushed, pressed, and processed so that high-

ductile steel from the body and stainless steels are smelted
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env1ronmentally concerned ‘taxed Wlth

WASTE EQUALS FOOD

for the carpet industry alone are wasted each year, and new raw '

materials must continually be extracted. Customers who decide

\/___“—_—______,—-—‘-'Hﬂ—-—‘_"-..,_- |
they want or need new carpeting are inconvenienced, finan-

cially burdened with a new purchase (the cost of the w

e i

able materlals must be built into the price), and, if they are
1t ___wgll about dis-

PR Py HIE =Pl P ol

posing of the old and purchasmg the new.

Carpet compame aong the first industries to
adopt our product-of-service or “eco-leasing” concepts, but so
far they have applied them to conventionally designed prod-
ucts. An average commercial carpet consists of nylon fibers
backed with fiberglass and PVC. After the product’s useful life,
a manufacturer typically downcycles it—shaves off some of the
nylon material for further use and discards the leftover material
“soup.” Alternately, the manufacturer may chop up the whole

thing, remelt it, and use it to make more carpet backing. Such a

carpet was not originally designed to be recycled and is being

forced into another cycle for which it is not ideally suited. But

carpeting designed as a true technical nutrient would be made
of safe materials designed to be truly recycled as raw material
for fresh carpeting, and the delivery system for its service
would cost the same as or less than buying 1t. One of our ideas
for a new design would combine a durable bottom layer with a
detachable top. When a customer wants to replace the carpet-

ing, the manufacturer simply removes the top, snaps down a

- fresh one in the desired color, and takes the old one back as

food for further carpeting.
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