No packaging, no bins, no clutter –
Colleen has drastically reduced the
amount of rubbish her household
generates By NADIM NYKER

HOW WE DID
AWAY WITH
WASTE

I

T’S just an ordinary useless plastic
cooldrink bottle but for Colleen
Black it’s nothing short of miraculous. Where she once used to put
out a black bag full of garbage every
week she now puts out nothing at
all – all the waste she can’t recycle
goes into her two-litre bottle.
Most households would probably take
a couple of days to fill the bottle but for
Colleen (35) after four months it’s not
even half full – that’s how good she’s become about living virtually waste free.
Not for her the plastic bags, milk and
juice boxes, polystyrene fruit trays and
overly packaged vegetables that fill most
trolleys – instead she shops consciously
and selectively to ensure no unnecessary
rubbish crosses her doorstep. For her it’s
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LEFT: Colleen Black holds a jar with all her household waste saved over
10 months between 2015 and 2016. The KwaZulu-Natal resident is savvy
when it comes to saving. At home she saves as much water as she can
(TOP) and when shopping, she carries her own containers (ABOVE).

all about living light and doing her bit to
protect the environment and not waste
precious resources.
When she meets us at a supermarket
in Ballito, KwaZulu-Natal, she’s happy to
show us exactly how it’s done. She arrives
clutching a handful of small net bags –
it’s these she uses to stock up on fruit and
veg rather than the flimsy transparent
ones that are available to customers for
free. Into the fine net bags go her apples
and nuts and even a brownie slice.
All the vegetables she needs go into her
trolley without bags and are weighed
loose, and she also throws in a bottle of
wine for good measure.
At the till everything is packed into reusable bags and there you have it – the
whole week’s grocery shopping for her

and her husband, Erik, done and dusted
in less than 15 minutes.
Having lived this way for the past two
years Colleen has only one regret. She
wishes she’d started sooner, she tells us
as she welcomes us into her home
which is warm, tasteful and clutter-free.
In the kitchen she points to a glass jar
on top of her fridge which is full of till
slips, wrappers, tissues and stickers –
nonrecyclable rubbish which documents her first journey.
Now she has her waste in her plastic
Coke bottle, which will be made into an
EcoBrick when full. EcoBrick is a programme where cooldrink bottles are
tightly packed with nonbiological waste
to create building blocks that can be used
to create houses and schools (see right).

CREDITS TO COME

It was the glass jar that started Colleen
off on her journey. After encountering
online articles written by American sustainable living guru Bea Johnson – who
with her family of four has lived waste
free since 2008 – Colleen wanted to experiment and see if she could cut
back on her own waste.
After sticking to this for
two months, Colleen,
who runs a cleaning
business, decided to
do away with her rubbish bin. “I wanted to
see what my waste
was so that’s when I
decided to do the jar
and I thought, I’m going to fill this in like a
month, because we used
to put out a black bag every
week. But it took me 10 months to
fill that jar.”
Colleen has documented her wastefree journey through her blog, Life Lived
Simply, which she started in 2015. She
says the challenge she set herself was to
be more mindful of her consumption
habits and more selective about what
she bought. Where possible, she tries to
opt for products with less packaging.
Growing up in Eshowe, near Richards
Bay, and Pietermaritzburg, Colleen was
raised by a single mother, Shelley. “We
didn’t have a lot of money so we were always frugal and never wasteful,” she says.
But she says it was becoming a Christian
a few years ago that really kickstarted
her yearning to live simpler and better.
“I just thought God has created this
Earth and we’re disrespecting it. We
should be good stewards of this earth but
we’re trashing it.”
But while her husband, Erik – an agricultural engineer – has been fully supportive others have been less understanding
about her waste-free mission. “I think initially I drove everyone crazy,” she says.
The key for Colleen is not to be in people’s face about waste-free living but rather to lead by example.
It still amazes her how far she’s come.
When I started doing this, I never
thought it was going to become this big
so I didn’t track everything,” she says,
“But we’re definitely saving. I only have
to look at other people’s trolleys, the
foods in there that we aren’t buying.
Chips, processed foods, microwave popcorn, all the condiments, soda drinks –
we don’t have any of that.”
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ABOVE: She even saves
when it comes to toothpaste and uses bicarb,
peppermint and clove
oil. Her toothbrush is
wooden instead of plastic. LEFT: Colleen uses
net bags in which to put
fruit when she’s shopping.

HOW TO GO WASTE FREE

Colleen follows Bea Johnson’s 5 Rs
principle. “Refuse, Reduce, Reuse, Recycle, Rot, and only in that order,” Bea spells
out in her book Zero Waste Home.

1

Refuse

Colleen makes a point of refusing all
unnecessary things that are offered
to her. “People give you business
cards, free flyers, newspapers, plastic
bags, coffee cups, bottled water. The list
goes on. . . When you say no to those
kinds of things it’s amazing how much
you’re cutting out of your life.”
If, for example, a till slip is already printed, then she accepts it as she’d rather have
the responsibility of its disposal (these
slips can’t be recycled because of their
plastic coating). But generally she avoids
single-use items so that less is consumed.
She feels if refusal is done on a collective
level then we can make an even greater
difference, and that’s her goal.

2

Reduce

“We need to reduce what we think
we need,” she says. “Stop shopping
so much. Sell or give away items
you never use so that someone else can
benefit from them. Opt for fresh produce
rather than processed food as this allows
for less packaging, meaning less waste.”

3

Reuse

Colleen reuses bags and takes
her own containers when getting
takeaways. “Switch to reusable
straws, reusable takeaway cups, cloth
napkins and cotton cloths. Reuse empty
jars and bottles.”

Most people think if you recycle
it gives you a free pass on your
consumption habits. But Colleen says we actually need to be recycling less. “Just because something is
recyclable doesn’t mean it gets recycled,”
she says.
Recycling is a costly process, so unbeknown to you some of the things you’ve
diligently been collecting end up in a
landfill. Colleen tries to keep recycling to
the minimum by shopping selectively.

5

Rot

Things such as coffee grinds, tea
leaves, eggshells, and banana
peels get chucked straight into
the garden and decompose quickly. She
stores other food waste in a 2kg tub in her
fridge. When it’s full she empties the contents into a container in the garden.
“I use a large plastic bin with a secure
lid, with small holes drilled in the base of
the tub,” she explains. “I empty the food
waste in a layer in the tub and cover with
a layer of soil from the garden. I keep layering until the tub is full. The microbes
and earthworms in the soil break it
down and after a month or so I then
have compost.” S
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A WORLD OF WASTE
South Africans produce 54 425 tons
of trash a day, the 15th highest in the
world, with the average South African
home producing 730kg of garbage a
year. The world’s oceans collect
15 000kg of plastic a minute – or
eight million tons a year.

ECOBRICKS
Any plastic two-litre bottle filled with
nonbiological waste can be used as an
Ecobrick
The EcoBrick Exchange uses donated
bottles to create housing, raised beds for
gardens, benches for parks and gardens,
boundary walls and temporary exhibition
structures. The organisation is currently
working on building an EcoBrick school in
Port Elizabeth, with just 6 000 EcoBricks!
“You can put all your waste into a bottle,
cram it down and they build schools and
homes with it,” Colleen says. Go to
ecobrickexchange.org to find out more.
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