14

TOPIC 8 August, 2024

NEWS

Y 7

Environmental
scientist Jack
O’Sullivan

CASTLEPOLLARD BASED MAN ON THE QUEST FOR ZERO WASTE

N

In 1999, environmental
scientist Jack O’Sullivan
who has lived in Castle-
pollard for 25 years, was
working for groups of
local people around Ire-
land people who were
very concerned about
landfills.

“They either didn't want
a new landfill near where
they lived, or alternatively
the local landfill was
smoky, with scavenging
birds, rats, wind-blown lit-
ter, occasional fires and
horrible smells. That was
before the EPA was estab-
lished, and made sure that
County Councils managed
the landfills properly.
About a dozen of these
groups came together in
1999 in the Hudson Bay
Hotel, Athlone and set up
Zero Waste Alliance Ire-
land, which is a non-gov-
ernment environmental
organisation with the aim
of trying to get landfills im-
proved or closed down, stop
incineration, promote re-
covery of discarded mate-
rials, not just energy, but
recovering actual materi-
als, recycling, repairing
and reusing.”

land comprised of just four
people. It is now a regis-
tered charity, with 30 mem-

bers, a six-person board of
management and is regis-
tered as a not-for-profit
company. Jack O’Sullivan
has been at the heart of
The Alliance.

“A lot of our work is edu-
cation,” Jack said. “We also
respond to public consulta-
tions. Every few months,
Government departments
or the European Commis-
sion will issue a public con-
sultation notice, saying
they’ve produced a draft
policy and would like com-
ments on it. They post it on
their website, then we de-
cide if we'd like to respond
to that, for example we re-
sponded last year on the
topic of vaping devices.”

Jack is not a fan of the
nicotine devices for envi-
ronmental reasons. “They
are horrible things, creat-
ing alot of difficult to man-
age waste, plastics, toxic
materials and some elec-
tronics as well. There's no
way of recycling or reusing
the materials. So you're
dealing with thousands
and thousands of small ob-
jects, which are useless at
the end of their lives, and
have to go to a landfill or an
incinerator.

“Another of our pet
grievances is from 2011 on-
wards, all of our waste is
handled by private compa-
nies. They have control. We

don't really know where
our waste is being taken,
and our national recycling
rates are far too low. If I
send my waste to be recov-
ered, it is burned. Eight or
nine years ago, this form of
disposal was called “en
ergy recovery”, meaning
when you burn all this
waste, you get some heat,
some energy; for the rea-
son that plastics have a
very high calorific value.”

Getting to zero waste is
achievable though chal-
lenging according to the
Cork native.

“When you think of zero
waste, you think about liv-
ing in a way that produces
no waste, and that is en-
tirely possible. We can de-
sign and make everything
we use with an end-of-life
point in mind. You create
something which can be re-
covered, reused, recycled
or put back in nature. In a
forest there is no waste, in
a meadow there is no
waste, it all gets used up by
animals and plants, every-
thing is circular.

“Government policy
needs to change radically;
and we believe at Zero
Waste Alliance Ireland that
waste is a community re-
source and should be com-
munity managed. This
makes sure that people pro-
duce as little waste as pos-

sible, and recycle whatever
waste is there. We might
have to sell off our plastic
to a company that manu-
factures wuseful objects
from it, but we take control
of it. We don't use waste as
a source of profit.”

The environmental crisis
is so big that people can
feel overwhelmed and
think their efforts make no
difference, but Jack says
this is absolutely not the
case, outlining four steps
we can take today to help
the planet.

1. SHOP CONSCIOUSLY

Try to grocery shop lo-
cally for local, loose prod-
ucts and, if they are in
packaging, check the label
to see where they’ve come
from, and drop the packag-
ing in the store before you
leave where possible. Buy
only what you need, gro-
cery offers might seem like
a bargain but will they end
up in the bin? Hundreds of
thousands of tonnes of
food are thrown away
every year.

Fast fashion is bad for all
sorts of reasons including
environmental, ethical and
waste. Look after your
clothing, swap  with
friends, donate, use charity
shops and social media
swapping groups. In Euro-
pean towns and cities, and

in eastern countries, local mar-
kets are cheaper than the shops,
but not here. A lot of our prob-
lems are because we buy things
we don’t need to impress people
we don’t like.

2. GO WILD

If you have any land around
you, let a little of it go wild. If you
don’t mow your lawn, watch the
grass grow, come into flower and
you’ll find butterflies, bees and
other insects will start to come.
Then they’ll bring the birds. At
the end of the summer you will
need to cut it with a strimmer be-
cause if you leave it wild the grass
will die, and the downside is that
it is a lot of work. Leave natural
hedgerows of different species
when possible to attract the
wildlife.

3. REFILL

Jack recommends using local
stores like The Refill Mill in
Mullingar where eco-friendly
products are on sale with a zero
waste aim. “If we don’t use them,
we will lose them.” he added.

4. LOBBY

Something we can do that takes
more thought but Jack believes is
vital, is to lobby. “It is the only
way big change happens. Take
public transport. We should use it
when it is available and lobby for
better transport where it is not.
80% of people living in rural Ire-
land are totally car dependent, in-
cluding myself. That is outra-
geous and we need to do
something about it.

“One of the things I learned
about public transport years ago
is that if you want people to use it,
it must be comfortable, reason-
ably fast, affordable, efficient and
reliable. Far more small bus
routes leading to a main route,
ideally with a central bus station
beside the train station, demand
it! «

“Doing these small actions will
make a difference to the planet,”
he concluded. “They may well
leave more money in our pocket
too. Don’t feel the issue is too big.
We can all do our bit.”
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