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            1. The Eye Opener

         

         One afternoon in our small garden I step off the kids’ trampoline onto a large outdoor beanbag. It’s a brief attempt at fun mum.

         But it causes a deep split. The once sturdy canvas, by then sunbleached and weakened, gives way with a satisfying rip and my foot goes straight through the middle. For a moment, while the family giggle helpfully, the tiny polystyrene balls swirl and eddy around my leg.

         In the back of my mind I know why the balls make this beanbag comfortable, fun to own, cheap and easy to buy. It’s there to brighten up a neglected patio, but I have otherwise given it little thought.

         I’m surprised, though, that nobody has given a thought to it bursting – that this beanbag doesn’t have an inner lining to stop the balls flying away the second I yank my limb out.

         But it doesn’t. Within seconds, thousands of white spheres land on the grass. In the lightest of breezes they start to whisper and whirl around, settling on plants, pots, the children’s hair, clothes, before scuttling across the gravel. I dive towards the back door to get something to start collecting them all up but by the time I turn around the scene is a blizzard. Our daughter, who is three, has started ‘swimming’ enthusiastically, hooting with delight as she hurls armfuls of plastic snow high in the air. You can picture the scene.

         My husband David and I begin clearing up. We coax our daughter away from the best sensory play session ever and march in with dustpans, buckets and brushes. By now, I can see the polystyrene floating into the corners of the garden, over the wall, slipping into the drain. It’s 98% air – I can’t contain it.

         In the end, I spend six hours outside with the hoover, emptying tiny pearly white balls over and over again into our black wheelie bin even as thousands escape. Even with the lid on tight, I know the moment the bin is tipped into the refuse lorry and carted away, those balls will be released into a bleak landfill site – and the pollution I am directly responsible for will start again.

         I feel sick at the pit of my stomach. A series of commercial pressures and events – from our demand for an affordable but unimportant item, to its delivery, storage and treatment – has resulted in us fundamentally polluting not only our own backyard, but also the world’s water system. Forever. In a few seconds.

         Years later, you can lift any piece of gravel by the side of our house and still find polystyrene balls. They will probably be there for thousands of years, because we just didn’t think.

         Polystyrene is such a common material that we don’t register it anymore. It’s used in everything from surfboards to takeaway containers and car parts, but we know it best in the form of the rigid puffed packaging.

         Polystyrene’s makers say it as environmentally friendly, because it helps prevent items being damaged or spoiled, reducing the flow of electrical goods or food heading for landfill. Without doubt, its lightness lowers fuel consumption during transport. It is also technically recyclable, though that seems impossible. As a householder looking to re-house a small amount, I have tried and failed to find anywhere that recycles polystyrene within 50 miles of our home.

         
            Breaking up with polystyrene
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            Manufacturers love polystyrene – technically, expanded Polystyrene or EPS. And you can see why. It is inert, feather-light, cheap, a great insulator and can be made with less water and energy than other packaging materials.

            But it is also very long-lasting and that’s where the problem lies. Though polystyrene blocks often crumble in your hands, the material doesn’t actually biodegrade23 – probably ever. If it is left in the open and exposed to sunlight, it turns to microplastic dust in a few years. If it is buried in landfill, it remains for up to a million years, according to some estimates.

            The situation is worse in the oceans. EPS is one of the most common materials found on shorelines and beaches all over the world. You can find it in vast quantities, on the surface of the open ocean and on the seafloor24, through the water column and in sediment across the globe. The scientific community has been aware that EPS degrades in seawater since the 1970s. The resulting tiny micro or even nano-plastic pieces are commonly ingested by marine animals that mistake it for food25, simultaneously taking up space in their digestive systems and depriving them of nutrition from other sources.

            The jury is still out on the full effects of microplastics such as these styrene monomers higher up the food chain, including on fish- and shellfish-eating humans. The environmental impact of polystyrene, particularly when it disintegrates in water, has prompted nations around the world to introduce complete or partial bans on its manufacture and use. For instance, the EU has banned EPS from takeaway containers and coffee cups.26

            Sadly, though, its legacy will be with us forever.

         

         And this is the bind we are all in. Environmental scientists talk about a new geological age, one whose strata will be layer upon layer of compressed plastic in myriad forms. Thousands of years from now this is what will represent us. Not the cultural accomplishments, the technological or medical advances, or how we can see billions of light years into space. But plastic.

         So these tiny plastic balls are the legacy we’ve left to our little garden, its soil, the surrounding patchwork of carefully tended gardens, and the neighbourhood water system.

         When we finally give up trying to sweep, hoover or at least contain them all, we do what any self-respecting adult does after some long, hot work outdoors – we hit the fridge.

         That isn’t a life-affirming eco moment either. Every single item of food in there is cocooned in plastic, from last night’s Chinese and the slightly slimy bag of salad to the brightly coloured children’s plate still hopefully offering leftovers.

         I am already uncomfortable about that plate – and not just because the spag bol on it has already been rejected twice.
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         I become aware of how much I, we, have changed without even noticing. I had thought of myself as an environmentalist, and I could luxuriate in the credentials. I had been vegetarian since the age of eight. As a child, I had written to ‘the government’ demanding action following the Sea Empress oil tanker disaster that devastated the Pembrokeshire coast in the 1990s. From my teens I wouldn’t join friends in McDonalds on account of its historical links to the clearance of rainforest for cattle grazing.1

         As a younger adult I had recycled fervently. We’d once carted a bag of recycling across international borders so it wouldn’t go to landfill. And, of course, I’d had those endless worthy conversations over too much red wine about whaling or the environmental impact of global manufacturing.

         But, really, I was kidding myself about how much I was actually, practically doing to help – because it was very little. As an ordinary family living in an English town, we had become sucked into the intellectual impotence of modern life – an expensive, unhealthy way of consuming and an environmental disaster that threatens our very existence.

         There had been a twitch, a pang, a week before Beanbag Day. While grappling with a newborn son, I had stumbled across an article about Bisphenol A or BPA. BPA is used to make plastics for a huge variety of items. Food packaging, the inner coating on cans and jar caps, dental equipment, children’s toys and baby items… it’s everywhere. Generally, plastics don’t react with things around them – it’s a key reason for their durability – but BPA can leach into food and liquid, particularly when heated.2

         Even if you don’t heat food, use a plastic container, or drink water that has been in a plastic bottle for a long time, it’s difficult to avoid BPA. The human body ingests it, inhales it and absorbs it through the skin and once in the body it can disrupt the endocrine system. This is the collection of glands that use hormones to help regulate the human body. Which means BPA is linked to disorders including fertility, foetal development, the early onset of puberty, brain disorders and hormone-dependent tumours like breast and prostate cancer, to name but a few nasties. And it is found in the urine of 90% of us.3 The European Union banned BPA from the production of baby bottles back in 2011. But it is still found widely in other items that come into our home, including food packaging.4 Needless to say, I instantly stopped using clingfilm and bought an expensive glass baby bottle for my tiny son to replace the hand-me-down bottles, cutlery, ‘sippy cups’ and plates I’d once been so smug about filling our cupboards with for free.5

         Beanbag Day, though, was the tipping point that finally shook us out of our slumber. So we changed our lifestyle. We changed it that day and we changed it permanently. We started with a complete ban on plastics.

         In the past four years, we have rolled out environmentally responsible change across the rest of our lives, from switching our energy supplier to ditching disposable nappies.

         Some steps have been hurried and huge, some slow and small. Altogether, our lives are almost unrecognisable from what they were before. We don’t own a bin. We don’t shop in supermarkets. I haven’t been into a petrol station or airport for years.

         But there have also been other changes we could not have predicted at the time: how our attitudes to possessions and ownership, nutrition and health, financial priorities and even to personal success would change dramatically, too.

         Sometimes, pursuing this lifestyle was lonely, and sometimes it was awkward. But we felt the tide of history swishing in our direction. Six months after Beanbag Day, the UK’s TV audience would watch, horrified, as the sinister ghost of a plastic bag slid down the flank of a baby pilot whale on the BBC’s Blue Planet series. It gave the nation an immediate, irrefutable glimpse of the scale and depth of the impact of our consumption. Plastic would never be seen in the same way again.

         More widely, environmental awareness has gone mainstream. We have all been told we need to change our habits if we have a hope of ‘saving the world.’ The only problem is that nobody has told us what that means. Sure there are siloed discussions around plastic, and meat, and flying, but what does the whole picture look like? What exactly do we need to know – and how and what do we need to change?
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         In the beginning, the biggest problem was the mass of information and misinformation that can quickly engulf you like an avalanche.

         It was quite a task trying to pick our way through the production methods behind just one item in an ocean of possessions, bouncing between the most emotive of social media posts and the densest of scientific papers. It felt thankless at best, utterly pointless at worst.

         But we have gradually learned to take one aspect of life at a time, over time, usually following the order of rooms in our home or events and activities in our lives to give us some sort of structure and plan.

         We break down the habits and assumptions about the products we buy and the facilities and services we use. We examine the environmental toll of each in as much detail as we can and then build our choices back up again in the least impactful way we can find. Nothing that comes through our door is exempt.

         We spent the first few years getting to grips with physical items before we gained the confidence to change the services we used or supported outside our home. We’re still unravelling. We’re pretty sure it will take us the rest of our lives.

         When it all gets too complex, too controversial, when we seem to stumble in circles around conflicting information about just how damaging each approach is, we retreat to a simple threepronged guide:

         	Are we comfortable about how this item or service has reached us?

            	Are we comfortable with its environmental impact while we use it?

            	Are we comfortable about what happens to it afterwards?

         
We quickly realised that if we were happy with the answer to those three questions we wouldn’t go far wrong. We really could significantly reduce the environmental impact of our everyday lives. We could take on the gnawing sense of impotence that seeps through every conversation, documentary and children’s march. We could have an impact.

         It takes time, commitment, and often a thick skin to ward off cynics who feel our approach is a judgement on their lives. It isn’t. We know we don’t have all the answers. We never will. We only know that we need to try to find them.

         This book is not designed to berate us all for our environmental failings. In fact, the opposite is true. The overriding emotion on this huge, ongoing journey is one of empowerment – of snatching back an awareness, control and responsibility from an amoral global supply chain. This empowerment is heady and intoxicating.

         We get a boost every time we step back from a subconscious decision or assumed behaviour in favour of a more sustainable solution. Whether that’s looking past the pricey chlorine-washed lettuce in a plastic bag and picking up a cheaper whole one, or questioning the unchallenged authority of a global brand whose actions destroy primary rainforest.

         We want to remove our financial backing, however modest, from those who destroy our planet, our health and our wallets. The truth is that those businesses aren’t bent on global violation. It would be a whole lot easier if they were run by comic book villains stroking white cats, but environmental destruction is usually just collateral damage from the easiest, fastest, most profitable decisions. Companies can always lean on the convenient prop of ‘consumer demand.’

         Sure, we’re told our actions will make no difference on a daily basis. But what’s that overused but deliciously succinct phrase? ‘“It’s only one plastic bag…,” said seven billion people.’
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         We’re still learning, mostly because our day jobs aren’t in environmental research. We’re not hippies – incense makes me gag. And we’re not hipsters either for that matter… although, full disclosure, my husband does have a beard. David is an engineer; I am a financial journalist. We earn almost exactly the national average for jobs that don’t leave endless leisure time. We live in a semi. We didn’t start all this from some privileged position where life mostly involved rearranging stonewashed linen for the perfect Instagram post or sauntering through a sun-drenched kitchen garden on a Tuesday afternoon while everyone else is at work.

         We have the same pressures, the same concerns, the same levels of exhaustion on a Friday night and borderline dread on a Monday morning as everybody else. If we can do this, anyone can.

         And more people than you might imagine are trying.

         There are signs of an astonishing shift in attitude at the highest levels of economic power. All of a sudden, with investor sentiment experiencing a sea change and supply chains being threatened by climate change now (rather than some indistinct point in the future), we’ve woken up to the idea that a more sustainable approach is the only way to deliver long-term profitability.

         In 2020 for example, as Australian forest fires burned and critically endangered species on sale as bushmeat in forgotten wet markets were believed to be the source of Covid-19, the geopolitical and economic meeting of the most powerful minds in the world at the World Economic Forum summit in Davos became a climate conference in all but name. The headline speaker wasn’t a US president or Warren Buffet, it was Greta Thunberg.

         In other words, sustainability isn’t being discussed in a side room any longer. It is front and centre. I now can’t have a conversation with anyone in the financial world without climate change coming up within the first few minutes. Greenwashing is becoming harder. This is all positive, powerful stuff that might just change an otherwise fatal future.

         Back down here in the real world, we know our family is made up of just four microscopic lives. But we also know, now more than at any time since Beanbag Day, that we’re part of a massive, surging, rising sea of millions of ordinary people demanding and achieving fundamental global change at an unprecedented speed.

         We have been told for years now that we all have to make significant changes to our lives to prevent or at least slow climate change and our apocalyptic effects on the world. The problem is that we have been taking it all on board in fits and starts, with snippets of information passed on randomly, bordered by silence about everything else.

         Nobody has actually sat us down and told us what the complete sustainability blueprint looks like as a whole, what our priorities need to be and what we tackle in what order to ‘save the world.’ How are we supposed to hang it all together in real life without having to decamp to an off-grid yurt? Is it even possible to enjoy the full richness of modern society, to raise our children within the wider communities that we love, on your average street, in your average town, without doing massive damage?

         With no universal manual forthcoming, David and I and the kids went on a journey to find out. We needed to find out just how important all this really was to us. We needed to find out how far we could go.

      
   


   
      
         
            2. Unravelling a Lifetime’s Training

         

         We went ‘zero waste’ overnight. We stopped using throwaway, single-use items and started using reusables for everything we brought into our home. In hindsight, it was a slightly stupid, instant, all-or-nothing decision.

         Buying food that isn’t wrapped in plastic was one of the hardest changes to make and it’s fair to say we were spectacularly underprepared for the implications.

         We were total wannabe foodies who enjoyed cooking but had fallen into the classic pasta sauce rut. We could make square meals from scratch but it was easier on a wet, dark Wednesday evening, when the kids were already climbing the walls, to grab something conveniently packaged that might pass for a healthy meal if we squinted.

         Some kids somewhere must still grow up in lives where food shopping means visits to a series of quaint stores piled high with dry goods in hessian sacks or enormous cheeses personally sliced by an artisanal producer. Wax paper and loose veg must populate their memories of the typical food shop. It didn’t in ours. Sure, we wandered curious round a farmer’s market like the best of them, buying a few treats to savour. But that wasn’t our real food shopping. That was aspirational sampling.

         In the real world, we fed ourselves and our children from supermarkets. Taste, texture and nutrition were considerations that were outweighed by convenience, familiarity, perceptions of value and plastic-wrapped cleanliness.

         Once a fortnight, we raced round a standard chain store, buying the same things we did the previous time thanks to well-honed brand recognition and aisle knowledge. We could have done the grocery shop in our sleep. In fact, I think we probably did, given the shocking sleeping habits of our children for several relentless years.

         We would fill the boot of our diesel car with plastic bags full of plastic packs of food and drive home. There we would empty the last lot of identical, perfectly edible but ‘passed its best’ food into the compost and the plastic into the bin. Over and over again.

         Over the next few days the metallic sound of the bin lid opening and closing would be an increasingly jarring part of the household noise. The tall metal cylinder perched at the edge of an already limited galley kitchen was used so frequently it felt like the focal point of our home.

         The fridge, freezer and cupboards were rammed with branded convenience foods jam-packed with sugar, salt, preservatives and the rest. We wouldn’t have ever said we were ready-meal reliant, we had even been known to make our own bread, but we were certainly that average UK family that throws away a third of the food it buys.

         Sure, the aim was to eat everything we’d bought before going round in another circle, but we never reached that prize. I also thought the food I occasionally put into the bin would simply break down into benign organic matter in landfill. I was wrong. Rotting food in landfill produces one of the most potent greenhouse gases, methane. (Park the plastic for a second, if you want to make one easy change always compost your food waste. Every scrap.)

         Then we decided to hurl a grenade into our slightly-fraught-but-generally-winging-it lives by cutting out every item that came wrapped in any plastic. It took three months from Bean-bag-Day to retrain our brains from all those autopilot purchases and associated behaviours and there were moments during the adjustment phase when I wondered if we were ever going to eat again.

         Shopping now is very different – both in experience and cost. The first thing to disappear – by default – was the big supermarket shop. Try walking through one and finding a single display that doesn’t have any plastic in it. It won’t happen. Even, tragically, the fruit and veg with their own natural packaging and portioning, are remarkably difficult to find not encased in the stuff.

         
            The problem with plastic

            If you’ve picked up this book in the first place you’re more than aware that our use of plastic is a problem. Quite how big of a problem though, is a difficult one for us mere mortals to appreciate. It’s also being revised all the time, and not in a positive direction.

            You only need to glimpse a few seconds of heartbreaking footage of huge decomposing whales whose stomach contents are almost entirely plastic or tiny sea bird chicks dying in agony from the bottle tops and nurdles their parents have mistaken for food to know that nature is having a nightmare.

            So massive is the plastic pollution in our oceans that shocked sailors talk about travelling for days through the Great Pacific Garbage Patch – a monstrous collection of marine debris brought together by ocean currents in the North Pacific. It’s twice the size of France.

            We often focus on the marine debris we can see – the majority of which is pollution originating on land, with fishing nets, dumped or lost shipping cargo and rubbish from oil rigs making up most of the rest.

            Were you to swim underneath that patch – which wouldn’t be a great idea – the water would be cloudy with microplastics. Microplastics are tiny fragments often just 5mm or smaller that are produced as larger pieces of plastic break down.

            Pieces that small are also manufactured for microbeads in toothpaste and beauty products. Now banned in a handful of countries including the UK, millions of people either swallow or wash them straight down the drain on a daily basis. Too small to be picked up by filters or in treatment plants, they’re pumped into our oceans in terrifying quantities.

            As I write, new research has revealed there is twice as much microplastic in the world’s oceans as scientists had previously thought.27 Microplastics now outnumber zooplankton, the foundation for the marine food chain and a key player in climate regulation.

            Ingested by organisms like shellfish, plankton and fish, microplastics can reduce feeding, fertility, growth and survival and can even change the behaviours of the marine life that gobbles it up.

            That’s before it makes its way up the food chain as smaller marine animals are eaten by larger predators, including humans. In other words, if you enjoy a shellfish supper or fish and chips on the way home from work, put tuna in the kids’ sandwiches or simply use sea salt in your cooking, you’re ingesting microplastics. To be honest, if you eat fish, cutting out the plastic seems like self preservation to me.
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            But that doesn’t mean the rest of us are safe. In fact, the opposite is true. While the world is rapidly tuning into the horrific effect our plastic use and misuse is having on water, plastic in all its forms – like those polystyrene balls in our garden – causes plenty of problems on land.

            In fact, scientists in Germany28 have found that microplastic pollution is between four and 23 times higher on land than it is in the oceans, depending on the environment. And, just like in water, microplastics on land are putting the ecosystems they pollute and the life those environments support – including humans – in ‘serious jeopardy,’ the study warned. Remember about Bisphenol A leaching toxins? Think of that on a massive scale.

            Alongside evidence of microplastics in the blood of sea turtles, the latest study to rock our view of plastic pollution has found microplastics in the blood of farm animals including cows and pigs, leading to fears over how they move through the food chain, including building up deposits in human organs and breastmilk. Meanwhile, studies into microplastics in drinking water are ongoing.

            Looking down a suburban street on recycling day, you’d be forgiven for thinking we’re on top of the plastic recycling game. We’re not. Barely 9% of the plastic we have produced so far is recycled or even incinerated. The rest, if it isn’t shoved into the ocean, is dumped into landfill where it can leach into the soil and water – impacting everything that drinks the water or feeds from the land.

            There are other threats from this man-made pollution, too. They range from the risk of microplastic surfaces carrying diseases into our soil to breaking down even further to become such small nanoplastics that they can cross cell walls and other membranes in living organisms such as the placenta or the blood brain barrier. Studies on fish suggest the effect can be so extreme that it can cause brain damage and change behaviour.29

            The unnerving truth, though, is that there’s a massive knowledge gap about just how microplastics affect the human body and impact human health.

         

         Do I literally have plastic on the brain? Do my children? Do yours? The sickening truth is probably. When this all dawned on me, half an hour before tea time, I went into our kitchen horrified that everything I was about to put in front of them, even the air they were breathing at that very moment and in every moment to come, could be tainted. I wanted to snatch up the kids and run away to somewhere safe and unpolluted, but there’s nowhere to go. Nowhere to get away from it.

         You can’t even escape to some pristine mountaintop. According to one study, the French Pyrenees are littered with microplastics and 365 new pieces rain down on every square metre, every day.

         So what are we doing about plastic pollution? Actually, very little. Ignore the eco marketing spin, because despite the growing anti-plastic sentiment, seven of the ten big UK supermarkets are increasing single-use plastic packaging.

         Collectively, we’re now using around 900,000 tonnes of plastic that does a single job for a few days before being thrown away every year.6

         The UK Government is ‘working towards’ a series of ‘ambitions’ and ‘targets’ of eliminating avoidable plastic waste by the end of 2042. 2042? Another two decades of continuing as we are?

         Stop the plastic ride, we were getting off. We wanted no part in this hidden nightmare. Who cares how socially uncomfortable that makes our food shopping. Which it can be. I’m pretty sure handing a metal container over to a grumpy middle-aged bloke at a deli counter is one of the most intimidating activities known to man.

         And sometimes it doesn’t work anyway. We have a standard spiel designed to explain that we don’t buy things in plastic, so could you just put the food straight into the box please. The person will listen politely, sometimes nod, sometimes mutter, and then reach for several plastic sheets or cling film to wrap the item in before depositing it in our box. We’ll stop them, explain again, they’ll nod again and put the plastic in their hand straight into the bin. We’d have caused more unnecessary plastic waste, not less.

         Ignore the corporate chat about encouraging customers to bring our own containers to reduce plastic use, most of the time these are transactions that leave us apologising in the most British of ways for being a customer. To be honest, I quite often avoid these purchases altogether because six times out of ten it’s a disheartening and depressing experience. Luckily others aren’t.

         These days, our standard food shop means taking a bunch of empty glass jars and battered old cotton bags to a couple of small independent shops within walking distances of our high street. We clink our way in, weigh out the goods we need straight into our own containers – from spaghetti and oil to cereal and sweets – and head home again.

         When we first made the switch, the weighing and measuring seemed to take forever compared with the striplight efficiency of the check-out. But there’s also a chat and a sense of community there too. We know people’s names. They know ours. Our children are slipped little handfuls of sweets while we’re busy purchasing sensible things.

         We started buying fruit and veg loose from an actual greengrocer and milk in glass bottles that were left on our doorstep to be collected and refilled by a milkman. I hadn’t realised they all still existed until we went looking for them. It all feels a bit old school, but it’s the way we all shopped until relatively recently. Single-use plastic only really went mainstream in the 1950s and 1960s – within living memory. I certainly remember the rattling of the pre-dawn milk rounds from early childhood, the invention of plastic encased microwave-able ready meals in the 1980s, and the arrival of salad in a bag in the mid-1990s. I was pretty sure paying more for someone to chop up your lettuce would never catch on.

         My mum and dad can easily recall the days of string bags, paper cones and being handed ice-cold chocolate straight from the freezing meat locker as a reward for being patient in the butcher’s. In fact, my dad still can’t countenance sweet treats at room temperature. And if you’d have told my granny that I was writing a book about how we live without plastic, she’d have been astonished. For more than half of her life that was the norm.

         When we explain we don’t have a bin because we don’t create any waste, most people look at us with bemusement before asking how that’s even possible. I do sometimes suspect they think we’re just massive hoarders with a gigantic pile of concealed rubbish. We’re not, but nor have we invented some miraculous new way of life. We’ve just reverted back.

         I was once told we were ‘regressing just to prove a point.’ It was early days, at a point when the efforts we were making felt ridiculous, futile and that all they did was to create distance between us and our friends. I was hurt by that statement at the time – made by a woman who has since made concerted efforts to cut out plastic herself – but I guess it’s now a badge of honour.

         Those first months of zero waste were a bit chaotic and emotional, though. And of course it wasn’t just about breaking the ‘big shop’ habits either. There were definitely a few times when we’d grab a packet of Quavers at lunchtime or a snack to placate the kids on a long journey and not realise what we’d done for hours afterwards. When it finally dawned on us, those feelings of impotence and ridiculousness flooded back.

         It didn’t help that there was still a kind of legacy plastic in our home. That’s what those Insta lifestyle gurus don’t tell you, what to do with all the plastic that has already seeped in – the Tupperware and takeaway boxes kept for the batch cooking plans that somehow never quite happen, or the handful of disposable forks you snatched at the till on the lunchtime sandwich run just in case.

         When they realised we were serious about all this, some friends and family started playing a game of find-the-plastic whenever they came round to ours, rifling through cupboards and randomly opening drawers.

         They’ll still find some, too. Throwing reusable plastic like Tupperware out once it’s there is pointless anyway. You can’t ever get rid of plastic – that’s the whole problem – so once it has been manufactured and paid for, however long ago, the best, most sustainable thing to do is to use it as much as possible before recycling it only when it’s no longer fit for purpose.7

         That was the idea behind the now spurned plastic bag in the first place. It was designed to be used over and over again – a more environmentally friendly option to the paper wrapping we’d been using in the UK since 1310, according to some records. So many centuries’ worth of paper is a lot of trees, water and energy, and it was a problem Sten Gustaf Thulin was trying to solve when he came up with the plastic bag in 1959.

         He meant it to be reused many times, not thrown away after carrying a single item a tiny distance just once. No wonder British shoppers used more than two billion plastic bags in 2020. In fact the slender resources involved in production of plastic bags, compared with paper and cotton mean you’d have to use a paper bag at least three times, and a cotton tote around 131 times, to offset the land, water, energy and paper demands of their production.

         As novice ‘zero wasters’ we had also dipped our toe into the world of biodegradable materials as a plastic alternative which, it turned out, wasn’t a problem-free solution either.

         Preparing for our first post-plastic party, and still believing everything that labelled itself eco-friendly actually was, I’d gone searching for alternatives to plastic cups to supplement our glasses and found biodegradable ones. These, I happily read, would naturally break down, unlike plastic. They had the same look, the same feel, they performed the same booze-containing task. The job, as they say, was a good ‘un.

         The party went well, we drank too many sticky apricot-coloured cocktails and subjected at least one guest to our terrible homemade cider while avoiding it ourselves. No, the problems began with the clear-up.

         I had understood that the biodegradable label meant the item quickly collapsed into natural components when composted. In fact, biodegradable bags can still carry a full load after having been buried in soil for three years.8

         If something is biodegradable, its component molecules break down naturally into water, naturally occurring gases and biomass, but there are no hard and fast timescales involved. It can hang around for years.

         There are stricter rules on packaging sold as compostable. It has to break down into organic matter within 12 weeks, but only under industrial conditions, which you
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