WASTE AND WATER

The absolute basics for householders
On most measures of the relative environmental impact of household activities, waste and water rank low ratings relative to, say, energy and food. But they are two areas where you can make big improvements fairly quickly and simply.

Separating wastes will surely become an elementary norm of civilised behaviour. Not to do it will be regarded like spitting in the street or keeping coal in the bath.

In most parts of Britain, if you have a garden, reducing waste is pretty easy. You sort out the so-called ‘dry recyclables’ (glass, paper, cans, perhaps plastic, perhaps textiles) and take them down to the recycling centre, or put them out in the appropriate containers if there is kerbside collection. Most of the rest you can compost. Some people claim not to have room for storing separated waste. This is simply a matter of how important you think it is. You don’t have to store a year’s worth, and boxes can stack. If you have to make choices, aluminium is the most important to save and recycle, followed by paper.

Actually, if your solid waste is landfilled, the most important thing is to stop organic waste getting into the dustbin as far as you can. Strictly, this includes kitchen scraps, garden wastes, all paper and cardboard, and anything made of wood. Flat paper like newspapers, magazines, envelopes and office paper can easily be recycled and should be, while nearly all the rest can be composted along with kitchen and garden waste. Home composting is an area with enormous potential to reduce wastes. If you have no garden and there is no kerbside collection, perhaps there is a civic amenity site you could take it to. Alternatively you could give it to an active composting friend to process. It’s all fairly simple once the systems are set up, and CAT has plenty of helpful literature on the subject.

With respect to water, there are two distinct sides to it: reducing your consumption of clean water, and reducing the amount of filth you export in the used water. Water companies are very ready to give advice about water saving, but are shy about serious life-style changes. They favour:

· Getting leaks and dripping taps fixed promptly

· Putting a filled plastic drinks-bottle in the toilet cistern

· Making sure only full loads go into the washing machine

· Using a manual trigger-spray rather than a sprinkler for watering the garden

These are all good ideas. Greenies should have water meters fitted so they can see what is going on. Most companies will install them free. That’s an easy resolution to make and do! Big differences can come from

· Having showers rather than baths

· Washing up by hand rather than by machine

These are all procedures that take a little thought and reorganisation, but almost no money. For modest outlays you could

· Fit low-flow spray taps and showerheads

· Insulate hot water pipe runs

· Get a water butt for the garden

If you have yet more money and dedication you could

· Install a no-flush urinal in the bathroom for gentleman users (since most visits to the loo are urinations this saves a great deal of flushing)

· Install a low-flush WC

· Have a serious water butt (>1000 litres) to collect rainwater for the garden.

This is probably as far as you need to go to play your part in keeping domestic consumption low enough to avoid having to create more reservoirs. Water is curious stuff:  it cannot be exported, so saving it here doesn’t help people in countries where there’s not enough! It’s just down to us to be careful with what we’ve got without being obsessive.

As far as dirty water is concerned, the sewage treatment plants are set up to deal with it, but most of what leaves the house in the waste pipes is potentially valuable as a fertiliser and it seems a shame to waste it!. On the other hand home-made alternatives can be tricky. The simplest things seem to be:

· Running bathroom grey water into the garden in the summer

· Collecting some urine in a ‘peecan’ either in the bathroom or in the garden or outhouse and using as a garden fertiliser, diluted at least 1:10.

If you are a real enthusiast you could build or have made a waterless toilet and recycle all your sewage wastes. All the details are found in our book Lifting the Lid.

