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a non-profit organisation working to stimulate discussion around the 
concept of degrowth and to promote degrowth in practice, through 
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open to everyone, as well as collaboration with organisations 
working on related issues. We are based in the Malmö/Lund area and 
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Degrowth Conference for Ecological Sustainability and Social 
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 Question: How can waste prevention and 
system change come together? 
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Waste prevention: Theory and practice 
 
Institutet för nerväxtstudier 
 
 Keypoint 1: Waste management is not enough 
Waste is an inevitable outcome of the economy geared on 
growth – with its overproduction, overconsumption and 
disposability. A lot of plastic waste, for example, ends up in the 
oceans and on land. Even when recycling and waste 
management systems are in place, waste does not just 
disappear. To be economically viable, waste management 
plants often require more waste. As consumers, we are told to 
follow the recycling systems set in our neighbourhoods, and to 
get more educated on how to do this right. This is definitely 
important, but the truth is that even if we do it perfectly, much 
of what we put in our recycling bins is not really recycled. 
Often it is sent to countries in the Global South or East, where 
people handle the – often hazardous – waste manually and in 
appalling working conditions. 
 
 Keypoint 2: Degrowth for waste prevention 
Thus, waste prevention can be seen as part of the degrowth 
imaginary. Spaces – whether urban or rural – are to be planned 
in ways that would prevent rather than produce waste. The 
same holds for different organisations – which would produce 
enough, more locally (where possible), trying to avoid the 
complex value chains that are currently in place and the 
excessive packaging products come with. However, even when 
knowing of problems with waste, it is not so easy to avoid it as 
an individual, with so much packaging and disposable items 
surrounding us everywhere. It should be acknowledged that the 
probem is systemic, so it is also important to find spaces where 
this system is challenged. 

 Keypoint 3: Zero-waste stores as cases of waste 
prevention 
Zero-waste stores – usually small and locally embedded – have 
waste prevention at their core. Many are active around the 
globe and try to bring economic activities back to the carrying 
limits of the planet. Gram in Malmö is one example, with its 
aim to reduce packaging at every stage of the supply chain. 
They buy products in bulk and work with suppliers and local 
producers who sympathise with the zero-waste cause and work 
to reduce or reuse packaging. At Gram, according to them:  
 “No plastic packaging is used. The customers are 
welcome to fill their own containers (jars, boxes, bags) from 
the hygienic dispensers, or use the paper bags provided by the 
shop. The dispensers used by the shop are made from food 
grade, BPA-free plastic. Most of the food is stored and 
dispensed from sealed ‘gravity silos’ where customers hold 
their bag/container, pull a lever and get their food.” 

Keypoint 4: From niche to system change! 
Zero-waste stores like Gram provide spaces to make better 
choices for many of us trying to act consciously in daily lives. 
However, currently they form some sort of a niche and often 
find it difficult to make ends meet. This should not be the case, 
nor should these spaces be available only for those who can 
pay for “sustainability” at a premium. Packaging/plastic-free or 
zero-waste stores are to be supported as part of a bigger 
struggle for waste prevention as a key principle in organising. 
In other words, our individual choices do matter, but they 
should be complemented by striving for systemic change, 
where waste prevention becomes a norm rather than a niche. 
Similarly, for zero-waste stores, it is important to recognise 
themselves as actors for system change, and part of other 
radical alternatives for socio-ecological transformation.  


