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Like citizens of rich countries around the worldpecially the English-speaking world,
Australians have been on a decade-long consumbpinge fuelled by the extraordinary
growth in consumer credit and home loans. In teeten years personal debt has

increased from a little over $6,000 per householovier $14,000. Lending for housing

has risen three or four-fold.

This huge level of indebtedness is certainly natlose we are experiencing hard times
and people have had to borrow to tide them ovefinamcial terms, most Australians
have never had it so good. No, the borrowing bisgliven by consumer desire, by

luxury fever.

People afflicted by affluenza have an insatiableesipe for more things. But, although
our desire might have no bounds, our capacity éothigigs is limited: there is only so
much we can eat, wear and watch, and a house hasmmany rooms we can usefully

occupy. The difference between what we buy and wieatise is waste.

Ostensibly, we go to the shops to buy the things@ed—or, at least, we go to buy
things we hope will make us more contented. Inénghg though, Australians, like
consumers in other rich countries and rich consanmepoor countries, go shopping for
the thrill of the purchase, rather than for thaapéted pleasure to be gained from

owning or using something.
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As one marketing strategist puts it, ‘We are beysattisfying basic demands and we
have moved to a tertiary level where consumptiaobees leisure. Even the stores that

appear to be for basic needs are really aboutr&isu

Shopping today is often done for ‘mood enhancemeaten though the benefits of
retail therapy are short lived and more costly tReorac. This means that waste is not a
troublesome by-product of what we consume but seguence of the strategies we
adopt to find meaning in our lives through shoppingtead of finding more effective
ways to fill the inner void, we end up digging dillihg holes in the landscape. Dealing
with ever-growing piles of waste is not so mucteagineering problem: it is a

psychological and social one.

Of course, the marketing industry is devoted tespading us to buy things we don’t

need—and often to buy things we don’'t want. Asvensaid elsewhere:

In rich countries today, consumption consists afgbe spending money they

don’t have to buy goods they don’t need to imppesple they don't liké.

But it is not just the marketing industry: it isstkntire economic and political system that
conspires to break down any resistance to buyfnge Ifail to keep spending, dire
warnings are issued. An article in thA@ll Street Journal in 2004 lamented Europeans’
unwillingness to spend unnecessarily and their pamicfor electing governments that

introduce laws to restrict retail hours and the afseredit cards:

“Western Europe has only 0.27 credit cards pergpogtst complained,
“compared with 2.23 in the US. [In Australia we B&75.] ... Moreover, many

affluent Europeans just do not want to spend tine@ time shopping'.

When a terrorist attack caused the twin towersefWworld Trade Center to collapse on
11 September 2001, killing almost 3000 people, wittays President Bush was telling
the American public that the best way they coulovsthat they would not be cowed by

terrorism was to go out and shop. The advice wasgmted as a means by which

2 See Clive Hamilton and Richard Denniséf|uenza; When too much is never enough (Allen & Unwin,
Sydney 2005)
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Americans could demonstrate their defiance. Consgpending was characterised as a
‘patriotic duty’ for those who wanted to demonstrdtat America would not be diverted
from its way of life. In other words, the most n@lnact in the United States is to

consume.

The CEO of one of Germany’s largest makers of hoalseitems has complained,
‘People have an urge to spend nothing’. Europeahsttance to spend money on goods
they don’t want has become so alarming that in 288sead of the European Central
Bank instructed Europeans, ‘It is time for you tmsume’. No such urging has been

required for Australian consumers.

The conclusion from this is unavoidable, even thoweg are not allowed to say it:
consumer capitalism itself depends on the contisymaduction of ever-growing piles of

waste generated by unnecessary consumption.

The pressures of the market have the effect of mgaks buy many things we don’t really
want. And we are embarrassed when we succumb, soloy strategies to conceal from

ourselves and others just how much we spend ogdhie don’t use.

Many compulsive shoppers say they have cupboaldsffshopping bags they never got
around to opening. We assuage our guilt by stahimgs away, telling ourselves we will
eventually make use of them. The only beneficianfesur wasteful behaviour are the
charities that recycle some of our redundant itants of course, the retailers that sold

them to us.

Waste does little for our wellbeing, but it is caldo the health of the economic system,
which is why many business groups are implacabpospd to measures designed to
tackle waste. Business loves waste because mote masns more consumer spending.
While governments urge us to ‘reduce, re-use acytle’ manufacturers and marketers

of consumer goods spend billions persuading ustoease, replace and discard’.
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How much do we waste?

A recent survey by the Australia Institute (in farded by Ecorecycle Victoria) has for
the first time revealed the extent of wasteful congtion in Australia and our attitudes to
spending money on things we never tisértually all Australians admit to wasting
money by buying things they never use—food, clatekses, CDs, books, exercise
bikes, cosmetics, kitchen appliances, and much more

We know from an earlier survey that nearly twodkiof Australians say they cannot
afford to buy everything they really need. Yet tlaeynit to spending a total of $10.8
billion every year on goods they do not use. Than average of $1250 for each

Australian household—more than the total governmspaehding on universities or roads.

What do we waste our money on? Much of it is spantneaten food, including fresh
fruit and vegetables, takeaway food and home-cotealvers. We threw away more
than $5.2 billion worth of food and drink in 200H4alf of Australian households admit to
discarding $1000 a year in fresh food alone, whiile in seven households throws away

more than $2500 worth each year.

Of course, waste is not confined to the kitchen.Wédste billions on clothes and shoes
we never wear, exercise equipment we never us&shee don’t read and CDs we never
listen to. Uneaten food quickly finds its way te tijarbage bin, but these items can be
stored for years, so most houses have cupboardswvearrooms—where unused stuff is
hidden away. This has generated a whole new indudine self-storage industry has
expanded enormously in the last 10-15 years inrdodaccommodate all of the stuff we
can't bear yet to throw out. This is despite thet that the average new house today is

twice as big as it was in the 1950s, and our fasidire about 50 per cent smaller.

We also waste money on services and things sughussed sports club memberships. In
2004 Australians spent more than half a billiorlaslon gym memberships and exercise

equipment that they rarely or never use.

3 Clive Hamilton, Richard Denniss and David Bakafsteful Consumption in Australia, Discussion Paper
No. 77, The Australia Institute, March 2005
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The extent of wasteful consumption varies accortliintpe characteristics of households.
Rich households waste more than households witrestadcomes. For example,
households with incomes between $20 000 and $4@H0® out an average of $306
worth of fresh food each year, whereas househoitisimcomes over $100 000 discard
over $520 worth.

Older householders throw away much less than holdebf young singles or young
parents. This could mean either that as peoplerbe@dder they waste less or that people
who are now old grew up in a thriftier era and heantained that attitude.

Undoubtedly, attitudes to consuming have changeditlyrin recent decades, suggesting

that young wasters today will turn into old wast@rsorrow.
Guilt or indifference?

There are good reasons for thinking that the amotiwaste reported is much less than is
actually the case. Some important items were odhfttam our survey—such as the
money we spend on toys, cars and, perhaps thedbigegen, houses that have more space
than we can reasonably use. There is also reagbmtothat the survey respondents

were reluctant to admit the full extent of theirsteful spending.

We know, for example, that the average househaltbamut its electricity bill by 10-15
per cent by adopting a few simple measures, sutiraisg lights off, having shorter
showers and not leaving the television in standroge, yet the survey results show that

we think we could cut our bills by only 7.5 per ten

The survey also provided some insights into howeré about our wasteful spending.
Although we buy a lot of things we don’t use, mAsstralians say they feel guilty when
they waste things. Perhaps not surprisingly, peaple admit to wasting more also claim
to feel less guilty about it. Somehow people wi®wealthy and can afford to spend
money on stuff they don’t use persuade themsehagshiey don’'t waste or that they

have a right to waste.

For a decade now, governments, schools and thearhatle emphasised environmental

responsibility, so we could expegiung people to be more aware of the environmental
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damage caused by waste and take a stronger stamstag But this does not seem to be
the case. Although nearly half (47 per cent) oktoldouseholders say they feel very
guilty about buying items that do not get usedy @8 per cent of those in young single
households feel the same way, although the cons®E®to 41 per cent among young
parents. Having children seems to make people morged about throwing money

away, at least for a while.

Despite the survey revealing high levels of wastedmsumption, when asked directly,
Australians see themselves as cautious shoppersamdlyg buy anything they don't
need: 80 per cent claim that they think carefublgat how much use they are going to

get out of the things they buy.

So it seems that we feel guilty when we buy thiwgsdon't use and at the same time
claim that we don’t buy such things. But the fasttew that we spend huge sums on all
sorts of goods that go unused. This suggests thstr@lians and citizens of other rich
countries live in a state of denial about the anm@fimoney they waste on things they
don’t need and lends support to the argument thi@hrof the pleasure to be derived

from shopping comes from the act of buying rathantfrom using the goods bought.

Sometimes | think we should build railway lines ming directly from the shopping
centres to the landfill sites and cut out the medalan. Having satisfied our need to
spend, we could just deposit our purchases indtitise doors of the shopping centres on

the way out. But of course, then the game wouldgand we could pretend no more.

Most people believe advertising works but that ttreymselves are immune to it.
Similarly, we deny that we personally are pronbuging things we never use, yet we are
quick to point the finger at others. Thus, 80 paEntof survey respondents agreed with
the statement ‘Most Australians buy and consumenfare than they need: it's wasteful'.
This means four in five Australians believe themeslto be careful shoppers who rarely
buy unnecessary things but acknowledge that Auestrabciety is characterised by high

levels of aimless spending.
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The effluent society

Australians are among the greatest generatorsidfillin the world. US and Israeli
citizens rank equal first, with an impressive 730drams of waste per person in 2001,
and Australians rank a respectable fourth, with IB&8@jrams. Some rich countries are
much less wasteful: New Zealanders, for exampeagted only 400 kilograms of waste
per person, while Canadians confined it to only,3&8s than half that of their cousins

across the 49th parallel.

But waste is inseparable from the spread of afftaeiMarketers work hard to create the
idea that the goods they are selling are desieal#a though they know that, once they
have succeeded and a sale has been made, workmmestiately begin on the process

of selling a replacemeriBuying brands, not consuming them, increases profits.

Slowly but surely over the last two or three desaaest citizens of rich countries, under
relentless pressure from advertisers and the sftdcffluenza, have moved from asking

themselves ‘Do | really need a new one?’ to ‘Whgudt | make do with the old one?’

When it comes to the problem of how to deal with piles of waste we produce, the
focus is typically on where to bury it—not where@me from. The long-term solution to

mountains of waste is not more landfill sites mwér shopping centres.

In the world’s rich countries, government ageneigh the task of reducing the amount
of waste going to landfill are facing a crisis. Reling can offset the growth in waste for
a few years, but we seem to be reaching the liofiitair willingness to recycle, and

growth in consumer demand is now overwhelming aumcern for the environment.

The news is going to get worse. As | have saidh, neuseholds waste more than
households with moderate incomes. More worryingigalthy people are less likely to
feel guilty about spending wastefully. Many Austiak are now simply too wealthy to

care or too busy to bother thinking about the gaoubservices they really need.
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Average incomes will probably double in the nexty@ars, and this bodes ill for the
global environment. As we grow richer we are map to waste. The trend towards

recycling has slowed the volume of waste, butmnod halt its inexorable accumulation.
Space junk

The waste mentality that infects the modern woxigieds to places beyond the Earth.
Even in space we find the same old attitudes tteathee bane of environmentalism

space is viewed as an infinite exploitable resoarwta limitless junk yard. Even more
disquieting, space is seen by some as providirfuge for humans should Earth become

uninhabitable as a result of ecological catastrophe

If we destroy this planet, they say, then we’lltjge find another. For me, this attitude is
as mad as the one now spreading in the US thahaiddsdo nothing about global
warming because if climate change destroys lif&arth then it must be God'’s will.

Both are a denial of responsibility and a refusadt.

We are now seeing the gamut of human exploitatitwity played out in space, and |
believe we will see the phases of the environmesttaggle on Earth rerun in space, as if

everything we have learned on Earth has no bearirye big ecosystem in the sky.

Our solar system has become an unregulated durgpdnipd. For decades space
agencies have been using the cosmos as a junk M&8A now has a sophisticated
monitoring program just to keep track of space debFhere are around 400,000 pieces
of space debris that NASA can see and more thailiamsmaller pieces, the detritus
from dead satellites and discarded rocket stages, farge lumps of metal down to

flecks of paint.

An object as small as one centimetre across, tragelt an orbital velocity of 28,000
km/h, has enough kinetic energy to knock out amagyeesized spacecraft. US Air Force
Space Command now catalogues and tracks 8,000 faagenents so that it will not
mistake the re-entry of a piece of orbital deboisdn incoming ballistic missile that

triggers a nuclear response.
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Some debris is deliberately dumped in spacedundant rocket stages, defunct satellites,
wayward lens caps and dead batteries are simphdaibad. In 1990, the space shuttle
recovered an old satellite and brought it backadhe Careful analysis by NASA
scientists showed that it was speckled with urime faecal matter that had been

jettisoned by previous US and Russian space mission

If ever you wondered what happened to astronawustevproducts, now you know. As
in Victorian London, it just goes out the windo@f course, the First Law of

Thermodynamics tells us it won'’t just disappeagaes into near-Earth orbit.

A turd, travelling at an orbital velocity of 28,0@@/h, is not to be trifled with. Next time
you lie back on the beach at night and gaze dirtneament- perhaps reflecting on
James Joyce’s words “The heaventree of stars hithgwmid nightblue fruit™ you
might also reflect that nightblue fruit is not ttwely thing hanging in the heaventree of

stars, and hope that it burns up on re-entry.

As we have come to expect, the first answer oftitborities to the proliferation of space
junk is not to stop making waste but to build bEsibetween the rubbish and us. The
International Space Statiena multi-country venture still under constructiemow
incorporates a special space shield, known as améBumper, to reduce the chances
of a serious collision over its life. Use of thényple Bumper is expected to reduce the

odds of a collision to one in ten.

The Space Shuttle now flies backwards once it @it because the engines at the rear
are no longer needed once the shuttle is in spatean be used to absorb the impact of
debris hitting the shuttle.

Various schemes have been proposed for dealingtétproblem of space junk,
including construction of a garbage-collecting suaaft, building lasers to vaporise
debris (Ronald Reagan liked that one), and pustiyirtg spacecraft further out into so-
called graveyard orbits. It's all so familiar isit? Real end-of-pipe mentality. The
garbage tip smells so build a wall around it. Wtenwall fails, move the tip

somewhere else.
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What is it about humanity? No matter how much weehae seem so obsessed by the
desire for more. Why do we want to transform evetural place into something for our
own short-term benefit? Why must the demands oétomomy always prevail over the

integrity of the natural world?

In consumer societies such as Australia, | thindk tinge to tame and control Nature is
really a means of avoiding examining our inner egland facing up to the emptiness of
the modern consumer life. Of course there are polvarces that have a great deal
invested in the emptiness of consumerism anctitag who repeat the mantra ‘growth is

good’ endlessly.

For them, environmental problems, including thebpem of waste, must always be
treated as technological or engineering ones. istagnistake. For environmental decline
really goes to the heart of our culture and ourad@tructure. And unless we are willing
to bring about the transformation of ourselvesnkiwe will blindly consume ourselves
to death.

But there is cause to be optimistic. Not far beimé¢la¢ surface most people, especially in
affluent countries like Australia, have a gnawimggildt about the value of a money-driven
life. In our Australian survey we found that, deéspnost Australians saying they can’t
afford to buy everything they need, 83 per cent bllieve that our society is “too
materialistic, that is too much emphasis on momeyreot enough on the things that

really matter”. They suspect that the money soagest the root of the decline in values.

It is in showing the link between the money sogiecessive materialism and the
decline in values, and then painting a picture oé& society that is less selfish and
materialistic and more devoted to the “things tleally matter”, that will allow us to find

a true path to sustainability.
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