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Waste is one of the planet’s last great resource frontiers. From furniture made from up-cycled

wood to gold extracted from computer circuit boards, artisans and multinational corporations

alike are finding ways to profit from waste while diverting materials from overcrowded

landfills. Yet beyond these benefits, this “new” resource still poses serious risks to human

health and the environment.In this unique book, Kate O’Neill traces the emergence of the

global political economy of wastes over the past two decades. She explains how the

emergence of waste governance initiatives and mechanisms can help us deal with both the

risks and the opportunities associated with the hundreds of millions – possibly billions – of tons

of waste we generate each year. Drawing on a range of fascinating case studies to develop her

arguments, including China’s role as the primary recipient of recyclable plastics and scrap

paper from the Western world, “Zero-Waste” initiatives, the emergence of transnational waste-

pickers’ alliances, and alternatives for managing growing volumes of electronic and food

wastes, O’Neill shows how waste can be a risk, a resource, and even a livelihood, with

implications for governance at local, national, and global levels.
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UP, “Very informative book. I just started reading this book and it contains a lot of well

researched information. It's a bit depressing to know how much trash there is in the world but

at the same time we cannot remain in denial of the fact any longer. The writing itself is precise

and slightly academic, at the same time very readable. I had heard an interview of the author

on NPR's Fresh Air and was impressed with her expertise on the subject.”

SLC, “What everyone should know about the waste stream. Fabulous resource about a very

current problem.”

Jeff Horowitz, “Great book on an important topic. Research is well done, and author makes

sound arguments that everyone should read”

mirasreviews, “Informative Overview of the Value and Risks of Waste as a Global Resource..

"Waste" is part of Polity Press' "Resources" series, so this book approaches trash or discarded

items as a source of value, not simply a challenge in how to safely dispose of it. The author is

Kate O'Neill, Associate Professor in the Department of Environmental Sciences, Policy, and

Management at UC Berkeley, who provides an overview of waste "as a global resource, a

livelihood, and a source of risk." "While other resources…are coming under strain, wastes

produced across all sectors of economic activity are growing in volume and in their potential for

profit," so it is essential to understand the value, risks, and challenges that waste presents in

the modern world. This book is not about individual consumer choices or local recycling

programs but focuses its attention on "the system in which our practices are embedded."After

several introductory chapters that define wastes, their value, and the jobs of those people

involved in extracting their value, O'Neill tackles three exemplary types of waste –electronics,

food, and plastics- dedicating a chapter to each topic. She begins with some history on the

global political economy of waste and the emergence of "disposable consumption on a mass

scale" after World War II. The new global waste economy is driven by how much monetary

value is trapped in waste combined with the fact that humans are running out of places to put

it. China's Operation National Sword, implemented in 2017, is a frequent reference in this book,

as it changed the shape of the recycling industry when China implemented more stringent

requirements or stopped importation altogether of 24 categories of scrap.The book's second

chapter introduces us to the different types of waste and where it comes from. It's not all trash,

but "disaster waste" from wars or natural disasters also has value. Toxic waste and

mismanaged waste can be dangerous. But almost all types of waste contain some value that



can be extracted. There is monetary value in waste for those who collect, transport, or dispose

of it, for governments that collect fees and taxes, for businesses that recycle, reprocess, or

repurpose waste, and in waste-to-energy technologies. The prevention and appropriate

management of waste has value to human health and surrounding environment, while waste

may also have artistic and cultural value. This chapter also contains a brief history of trash

collection in the industrial era.Waste work is a big topic with its own chapter "about the

complicated business of extracting value from waste and discarded goods, and the people and

companies whose livelihoods depend on waste." O'Neill focuses more on the informal sector of

waste collection than the big companies and on how waste work has evolved in this era of

increased globalization. On the subject of waste pickers in the developing world, she looks at

the Zabaleen in Cairo, Cairo's traditional waste collectors who recycle up to 80% of what they

collect, and at the wages and concerns of waste pickers worldwide. While the Global South

tends to integrate informal waste workers into increasingly formal systems, the Global North is

seeing a trend toward deformalization, away from reliable blue-collar jobs.Discarded

Electronics are the topic of the book's forth chapter, chosen because they "are the cornerstone

of the global waste economy. They exemplify a global resource frontier and the magnified risks

that characterize it." Known as "e-waste", discarded electronics contain "secondary stocks of

extractive resources", including gold equivalent to 11% of that mined annually, but also contain

toxic chemicals that pose hazards to recyclers. O'Neill takes on a couple of false narratives

commonly recounted in the press: the rich country perpetrator/poor country victim narrative

and the assumption that countries export the majority of their e-waste. OECD nations export

about 23% of their e-waste, and it is important to understand that e-waste does not go where

the labor is cheapest and regulation weakest; it goes where it can be used and recycled. The

author also looks at the many proposals for e-waste governance and reduction of risk to those

who handle it.In contrast, Food Waste is generally safe to handle and can be dealt with locally –

and is the topic of the book's fifth chapter. O'Neill examines the history and causes of food

waste, which occurs all along the chain, from production to consumption, in developed and

developing nations. O'Neill looks at initiatives in the United States and Europe to address food

waste at the local level and at the practice of developed nations dumping food surplus on

developing nations, with its complex set of consequences. The sixth chapter deals with Plastic

Scrap, interesting because "it straddles the border between waste…(has no value) and scrap

(has value)." The world has produced 6,300 million tons of plastic waste since 1950 and only

incinerated 800 million and recycled 600 million. The author discusses ocean plastics (e.g. the

Great Garbage Patch), the challenges of recycling plastics, and the impact of China's decision

to stop importing plastic scrap."Waste" is one of the best entries in Polity's "Resources" series,

along with "Cocoa" and "Grains". It is packed with information, straightforward, and doesn't

have a strong ideological bent. It also refers the reader to a lot of other high-quality resources if

we want to dig deeper. I wish the author had addressed textile waste and recycling, which is a

personal interest of mine, but I understand why she confined the discussion to materials that

are exemplary. There isn't any discussion of whether we, as consumers, should or should not

recycle various types of waste, why or why not, as that is beyond the scope of this book, but I

am curious what the author thinks about the wisdom of plastics recycling. In any case, I

enjoyed the book and recommend it to anyone interested in thinking about what in the world

the world is going to do with all that trash.”

E Bergren, “Super informative!. If you (like Terry Gross of Fresh Air) are confused about just

what's going on with waste, you're not alone. Fortunately, this book is the right place to get



some answers.O'Neill digs into both the practicality and idea of what waste is, why it's

important, and what we can do about it. Specific strengths include discussions of the workers

who process our waste, and the growing challenges of e-waste, food waste, and disaster

waste. But more importantly, this book encourages the reader to see waste as an integral part

of the production cycle - rather than the end of the journey, waste is once again becoming a

resource. Which is as it should be! We need to move beyond a disposable society and

embrace the idea of the circular economy if we want to thrive and live sustainably.”

Raul Pacheco-Vega, “Accessible, grounded text for those interested in the study of waste and

discards. Understanding how waste flows through production chains and the different

mechanisms through which raw materials become discards is an important yet very little

understood area of research. Many books emphasize the importance of Recycling, Reusing,

Reduce (or Repurpose, Redesign, etc.). O'Neill takes a different approach. She walks the

reader through how waste is conceptualized, how it moves through different media and how

various countries take diverse (and often diverging) approaches to managing waste. This is an

excellent book that should be on the shelves of those who have an interest in environmental

pollution, discard studies and governance.”

The book by Kate O'Neill has a rating of  5 out of 4.3. 25 people have provided feedback.
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