GREENER UPON THAMES EVENT: "PLASTIC - WHERE DO YOU THINK IT GOES?" 
Held at Kingston University on 11 Nov 2010 (thanks to the University's Sustainability Hub)                                                
Notes from Greener Kingston

Summary
GUT showed some short films and Zac Goldsmith MP and Roz Savage, ocean rower, writer and environmental campaigner, spoke about the amount of plastic waste we produce and where much of it ends up – our oceans and eventually our food chain: 46,000 plastic pieces per square mile of ocean have been reported, and there was apparently 6 times the amount of plastic as there was of plankton in some samples of the Pacific ocean. 
GUT took the opportunity to launch its new campaign to make the 2012 Olympics plastic-bag-free – and support on this would be very welcome (petition at http://www.gopetition.com/petitions/2012-plastic-bag-free-olympics/signatures-page1.html).
The discussion
From the point of view of RBK councillors and officers, the questions and discussion (from a well-informed, mostly environmentally-aware audience) may be of interest. What they seem to reveal is an appetite to recycle more and some need for further education/information about the costs and benefits of recycling and about the recyclability of, and market for, various materials, and a need for much more work (with the big supermarkets, Government) on waste reduction.
At all 3 events (2 held in Richmond earlier in November) these 2 questions came up:

· Why isn't more stuff recycled? People tend to blame the LA or its contractors, without taking into account the market for recyclable materials and recycled products, and where stuff goes to be recycled.

· Are paper bags any better? People tend to think they are because they are recyclable, and need to be made more aware of the environmental costs of transport and recycling of paper.
In Kingston:
· Can we improve recycling in Kingston – recycle more plastics, e g, yoghurt pots? Answer: No current market for them, we just have to produce and use fewer different plastics, like, e g, Japan. 
· Why don't we recycle all PET1 and PET2 plastics, not just plastic bottles? This question from a Kingston resident and the accompanying demonstration drew applause! – and there was no satisfactory answer offered, other than the rather patronising one of simplifying things for residents - so why not? 
· Is mixed recyclables collection, as in other places, more efficient than domestic sorting? Answer: Apparently not, as sorting waste uses energy and is labour-intensive.

· Is recycling really the answer? Answer: No, it has a carbon footprint too and process can be polluting; similarly with biodegradables, which may not be all that degradable (though Roz had experienced some disintegrating on her voyage) and paper bags. We just have to reduce packaging, bottles, bags…
· What should we do with all the plastic that is already out there? Harvest for fuel? Answer: Already beginning but has problem of scale – Kaisei project (http://www.projectkaisei.org) plans to harvest 50 tons p a, but there are 3½ million tons in the ocean – and problem of separating the plastic from, e g, plankton that should be left in the ocean. As yet there's no financial incentive to harvest plastic. 
· On Government action, Zac Goldsmith MP was frank that voluntary reduction of plastic bags hadn't worked and a ban was the only solution, but would be hard work to bring about when there are so many wealthy vested interests – oil industry, packaging industry, supermarkets – lobbying against. Recommended writing letters to MPs and/or to the Mayor of London re the 2012 Olympics. 
Note from Greener Kingston – waste and recycling really shouldn't be party political issues at all, and it's disappointing that they sometimes seem to have been in Kingston.
Marilyn Mason, co-ordinator, Greener Kingston, November 2010
