MORE LIVING

By David Morrison
Around the middle of last December—to assist in getting
all jollied up for Christmas—I treated myself to a home
screening of one of the most unremittingly bleak documentaries ever produced. Written and directed by concerned
American citizen Timothy S. Bennett, What A Way To Go:
Life At The End Of Empire is a two-hour assault of gloomy
predictions and sobering facts concerning the impending
“mega-crisis” facing us as the consequence of the devastating damage we’ve inflicted upon this planet. It’s something
like an expanded version of An Inconvenient Truth on amphetamines. The stories behind all the increasingly familiar headlines are thoroughly examined: climate change,
overpopulation, collapsing ecosystems, peak oil production,
and what is expected to become of us in the post-fossil fuels
age. Even then, the surface is barely scored.

Despite the fact it’s stitched together with Michael
Moore-esque comic imagery to help soften the blow, the
bombardment of misery is such that it’s difficult to respond
in any way other than wincing as each hammer comes
down. And regardless that there’s a stirring call-to-action
Bennett epilogue, imploring us to mobilize in search of
visionary solutions to our problems, the lasting impression
is one of despair, particularly for future generations.
But I’m not the eternal pessimist. My disposition is
generally quite sunny, even when presented with such a
hellish scenario as this. To be otherwise in the face of such
information seems to me like moaning about rain getting
dry things wet. Rain’s gonna fall as surely as humans will
unfortunately continue to do bad things to the planet and
to each other, every minute of every day from this very
second until time stands still. But hey, it doesn’t mean I
don’t care, and so while you can never stop the rain, you
can put up an umbrella and throw over a tarp, yes?
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Since environmental awareness entered
mainstream tabloid consciousness and lodged
itself there, efforts to change our behaviour for the better do
appear to have been largely quite impressive. Yet there is still so
much to be done, especially in terms of hammering home the
message that treating our planet with much greater care needs to
become a part of everyday life so normal that we don’t even think
about it; we just do it.
It may seem idealistic to speak in such a way, but I long
ago concluded I could live my three-score-years-and-ten in the
carefree way I wish to, yet still make a difference to this world
with very little effort. I just don’t go for the sadly common
resignation of “When we’re all so obviously doomed, what difference can l’il ol’ me make?” as an excuse for not bothering,
especially when so much can be individually achieved with no
disruption whatsoever to a cozy existence.
There are myriad ways to contribute to the health of our
planet that would take many dedicated issues of More Living to
expound, but one very obvious way in which it can start at home
is recycling. It’s hardly a commitment on time or energy and is
ridiculous in its simplicity. We can all do it, there is no excuse not
to, or any argument against it. What’s more, as popular a
concept as it may already seem, there can be no harm
issuing reminders of its importance.
“It’s so easy to throw things in the garbage.
Let’s make it just as easy to throw it in a recycling
stream!” Not my words, but those of Nanaimo
Recycling Exchange Society (NRE) Executive
Director Michael Schellinck. (You may recognize
the name from his ‘Recycle Guy’ columns in the
Nanaimo News Bulletin.)
My wife and I started using NRE on a weekly basis shortly
after moving into our new home last year, informed of its
existence by friends who, like us, had only recently moved
to Nanaimo. From the starting gun, we found something
inexplicably magical about the place. Every time we’re there,
it pulsates with positive energy, “recyclers” often so numerous that there’s an anthill-like feeling of industry as everyone
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jostles for position to offload their glass, milk jugs,
cardboard, tin cans or whatnot. It is the oddest high
I think I’ve ever experienced, stemming from the
inspirational buzz of so many coming and going,
doing their bit for Mother Earth without any air of
self-righteousness. The NRE is, quite simply, one of
my favourite places in this city, as what happens there
is nothing but good.
I came to write about the NRE by choice. The more
we used it, the more interested in exactly what goes on there I
became. We inquired on one visit if there was any way we could
actively support the organization beyond our weekly drop-offs,
and were promptly signed up as members by the ever-smiling Gail
Beaudoin, a staff member we’d seen dealing with mountains of
goods dropped off for resale at the NRE Community Market. To
our delight and astonishment, upon sign-up we each received a $5
voucher to spend in the market. Long story short, I decided that
however aware Nanaimo and the wider world was to the existence
and work of the NRE, I would put my thoughts in print in the

Aspengrove School

Welcome to

Aspengrove

School

Aspengrove School aims to create a spirit of
inquiry by promoting curiosity, reﬂection, and critical
thinking in every aspect of student life.
At Aspengrove, students become life-long learners
who are well prepared to thrive in a university
environment and beyond, as caring socially
responsible adults.

ASPENGROVE SCHOOL
IB World School
JR Kindergarten – Grade 12
Lantzville, BC
Photos this page: David Morrison

Photo: Paul Kovach

MORE LIVING

hope of galvanizing yet more to become involved. If just ten of you
decide you must sign up as members (it’s free, remember), then I’ll
consider this feature a rampant success. Might you be one of them?
Membership, in fact, is crucial to the very existence and
ultimate continuation of the NRE. Upon meeting Michael
Schellinck, he explained the simple logic as to why. “Members
are very important to us,“ he began. “The idea behind it,
because we are a not-for-profit organization, is that the
‘charity people’ – at provincial level and federal level – will
sit there and say: ‘Look, are they doing something for the
community?’ And when they see four or five hundred people
have taken the time to write down their name and address
and make a commitment to supporting this organization, they
look at it and go ‘Great!’ In a community of this size, with that
many numbers, that’s not bad.”
I asked if there’d ever been any recruitment drives to get
more supporters onside. “We will,” Schellinck promises. “We
haven’t in the past because we’ve never had the infrastructure
set up for it. After we get our new interactive website up, we
will begin to look at doing a bit of a push.”
I told him we think the voucher scheme, where the NRE
is effectively handing new members cash to spend in the
market, is a fantastic idea. Unsurprisingly, the rationale
Continued on page 32
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Recycling Exchange, continued from page 17
behind it is driven by environmental
common sense. “Our mandate here isn’t
to make as much money as possible.
Our mandate is to move as much stuff
as possible away from the landfill, and
back into homes or into a recycling
stream,” Schellinck elucidates. “So
that’s why I say, ‘Here’s a little idea
to come in, try it out. It’s only $5, but
with $5 you can fill up a garbage bag!’
The idea is simply to keep it out of the
landfill.” Simple, yet ingenious.
Like the impact membership numbers
have on the ‘charity people,’ so the Community Market has on helping with the
day-to-day funding of the NRE. Anything
unwanted that’s reusable goes into the
market to be resold for next to nothing.
You wouldn’t believe what you could
pick up there, like the almost new Trivial
Pursuit® and 221B Baker Street we found
for a buck. Not each, but for both! Or
the rural scene painted onto a band saw
blade, as cute an example of anonymous
folk art as I’ve seen anywhere - especially
for a quarter. But regardless of how cheap
these little gems can be secured for, the
Community Market is an invaluable
source of revenue for the NRE, as Michael
Schellinck explains: “Every nickel that’s
generated here goes right back into this.
The market right now, on average, generates about $375 a day. When I look at
that, I think ‘Awesome,’ because I know
that all those little items that went out
didn’t end up in the landfill.”
Businessman and activist Jim Sloan
and the late Bob Boxwell—a fellow
conservationist and former Nanaimo
City Administrator—founded the NRE in
1990. Their organization has seen many
changes in the eighteen years since, both
internally and as a result of developments

within the recycling industry. But what
is certain is that they would be pleased
with how the NRE has grown, and how
Nanaimo and beyond has reacted to the
facility. Now open 364 days a year (closed
Christmas Day), it’s become a hive of
activity with an extraordinary volume
of traffic passing through. “We’re doing
over 700 cars a day, so it’s getting pretty
crazy!” reveals Schellinck. He whips out
his calculator and punches a few keys. “So
yeah, we’re getting over 20,000 people
a month! We have people coming from
Bowser and Duncan, Gabriola and the
other islands, Port Alberni …”
In researching this article, I hacked
my way through a jungle of overwhelming
technical information and head-spinning
statistics—dry material to say the least.
One fact immediately evident to me was
that for any Ordinary Joe seeking information on recycling, there’s far too much
… ahem … garbage to sift through to get
to the details of worth. I wondered how
a schoolchild might get on when faced
with such a barrage. I’d say it’s apparent
that the simpler the presentation of the
facts, the easier it is to remember the vital
stuff and therefore the better the chances
of getting the message across. The NRE
aims: “To promote and achieve a conserver
society and in support thereof, to promote
and encourage responsibility to reduce,
reuse and recycle amongst the private,
public and non-profit sectors.” Note
those words ‘reduce,’ ‘reuse’ and ‘recycle.’
Therein lies the key to helping to educate
at least the young as to the crucial nature
of recycling, the useful catchphrase ‘The
Three R’s’ immediately to hand!
It’s the Environment Canada website
that in my opinion relays this information most effectively. Simply worded in
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plain language, it offers straightforward
facts and advice based around The Three
R’s (with a fourth R – ‘recover’ – aimed
at industry.) It also includes a future
scenario where an archaeologist looks
back at our early 21st century society with
disdain, what you can do today to avoid
such potential criticism clearly spelled
out. I like the way it’s done and encourage
its simplicity across the board.
Another fact that’s apparent is that
as a city, we’re not doing too badly in our
recycling habits. According to the City of
Nanaimo, we’ve averaged over 40% diversion over the last decade, meaning that
this percentage of our recyclable waste has
been diverted from a landfill to the NRE
or another recycling depot. That’s a very
encouraging response, but there’s still a
long way to go. And in July of last year,
Statistics Canada released a report stating
that in 2004, the average Canadian recycled 112 kilograms of waste, an increase of
63% on 2000. It was also careful to point
out, however, that while one reason for
this is better access to recycling facilities,
we as a nation are year-on-year producing
more waste than ever. So the ante needs to
be upped yet further in terms of recycling, just to keep up with the pace of our
garbage production.
The harbingers of doom—and there
are plenty—will tell you that whatever
we do, recycling or otherwise, we’re
wasting our time. Whether in the long
run they’re eventually proven correct,
confirming Timothy S. Bennett’s
reluctantly downbeat forecast for our
planet, you should take no notice of
them. What they fail to understand is
that it’s all about the here and now,
and that what you do today impacts
on tomorrow.
So get out there, make the NRE
part of your life and sample the unique
energy that has so affected my wife and
I. And never forget each time to drop
by the Community Market, a veritable
trove where the old adage that one
man’s trash is another’s treasure has
never rung so true.
Nanaimo Recycling Exchange
is situated at 2477 Kenworth Road,
Nanaimo, open 7:00am—7:00pm every day.
The Community Market is open every
day from 9:00am—4:15pm. (250) 758-7777
www.recycling.bc.ca / n
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