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MY PLASTIC 
FOOTPRINT

In 2015, 2Mag Managing 
Editor Trevor Ranges 
co-wrote an OpEd about 
plastic waste pollution 
and how Thailand is 
one of the worst plastic 
polluters in the world. 
At the start of 2017, he 
decided to try living a 
plastic-free lifestyle, 
quickly discovered how 
difficult it is to do in 
Bangkok, and went in 
search of a community 
of people, businesses, 
and organizations who 
could help him reduce 
his plastic footprint in 
the hopes of showing 
others the way.

Throughout my life I have been drawn to the ocean. 
Before I could even walk, I could swim. Set in the 
sand, I would immediately crawl into the sea. My 

pre-teen family vacations were spent on the islands of the 
Caribbean and the coasts of Mexico; my teens and twenties 
were split between California and Hawaii; and in-between 
I spent my summers at the New Jersey shore. It was there 
that I had one of my first jobs at around ten years of age, 
strolling up and down the sand, picking up trash before the 
daily beachgoers arrived. 

I would mostly collect beer bottles and fireworks left by 
teenagers the night before, as well as the occasional syringe or 
used condom. Disgusting as that may have been, the amount 
of trash was relatively minimal and mostly incidental: very 
little trash was found along the coastline, predominantly in 
the form of sea glass. In my 30s, I moved to Asia and began a 
career as a travel writer, specializing in beaches and islands. 
It was around this time I began to notice an increasingly 
disturbing problem: coastal plastic pollution. 

Much like climate change, every day there is new 
evidence of how bad the plastic waste problem has 
become. Some is impossible to ignore: a 2016 beach clean 
up on Bali, organized by The Bali Green School with the 
assistance of Bye Bye Plastic Bags, collected 40 tonnes 
of plastic from 55 locations around the island. 40 tonnes 
in a day. As impressive as that effort was—and it is 
impressive—that’s literally a drop in the bucket: experts 
estimate that the oceans currently contain 150 million 
tonnes of plastic waste. And the amount of plastic being 
used (usually once), disposed of (typically not recycled), 
and ending up in our oceans (as well as rivers and 
khlongs) continues to increase. 

In a recent report, the American 
conservation group Ocean Conservancy 
estimated that just five countries (China, 
Indonesia, Philippines, Vietnam and 
Thailand) are responsible for as much 
as 60 percent of plastic waste dumped 
into the ocean. Official figures here in 

Thailand estimate that Bangkok alone produces 11,500 
tonnes of garbage each day (at least one tonne of which is 
plastic), a figure that is growing by ten percent a year. 

Cumulatively, this results in eight million tonnes of plastic 
entering the ocean every year, the equivalent to five grocery 
bags filled with plastic for every foot of coastline in the 
world, according to a 2016 UN report. Thus, while it seems 
impressive that a Bali beach clean up removed 40,000 kg of 
trash from the beach in one day, this represents only .05% of 
the trash entering the ocean each year. In reality, even our 
best efforts to clean up our mess are essentially futile. Unless 
we want to live on a planet literally covered in plastic, we 
need to stop using so many disposable plastic products now!

Because of my love of the beach and sea I could no longer be 
a cause of this problem. I started feeling guilty whenever I got 
food delivery that arrived with five or more plastic products 
per meal. I couldn’t simply draw the line at telling 7-11 “Mai 
sai thung; mai ao rot,” every time I bought a beer. Concern for 
the future of all living things on the planet motivated me to 
make my journey known to others; my heart was telling me 
that we must succeed, and that would require changing the 
hearts and minds of an entire society. As challenging as that 
sounded, I had to believe that, if I could drastically (if not 
entirely) reduce my plastic footprint, I would do whatever I 
could to make a trail for others to follow. Besides, how hard 
could it be stop purchasing plastic products?

Every journey starts with a single step, and my early ones 
weren’t incredibly difficult. While friends chuckled at first, 
many soon expressed guilt about their own wasteful behavior 
and told me that they were inspired to consciously reduce 
use of bags and bottles, and the occasional straw, but they 
also admitted the implausibility of going plastic free. At the 
same time, I gradually discovered how invasive disposable 
plastic has become in our lives, and how hard it was to give 
up all plastic products—they’re simply everywhere! I needed 
to find a community of likeminded anti-plastic activists for 
ideas, inspiration, and collaboration.  

Week after week, I discovered passionate people here in 
Thailand that were both living the solution and developing 
solutions for others. At universities. In civil society. At 
businesses large and small. Even in sectors of the government. 
Both Thais and expatriates were working on homegrown 
solutions. Others were collaborating on regional and global 
initiatives. Little did most of them know, but a community 
already existed. In fact, the community was so diverse and 
widespread that most were too busy on their own efforts and 
initiatives to be aware of each other. It was a community that 
hadn’t yet discovered itself.

Ultimately, I realized that my own struggle was all of 
our struggle. I believe, as a country—as a planet—we will 
eventually replace plastic with bio-friendly alternatives; it’s 
already happening. Slowly. But every day that passes adds 
billions of plastic waste items to our environment. Thus, I 
set out on my journey to eliminate my plastic footprint with 
the aim of showing others the way, realizing that we must 
give up our addiction to plastic as quickly as we can.

MY PLASTIC 
FOOTPRINT

2GOGREEN
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STEP 1 
Go Strawless: Fucking straws. They’re worse than 
mosquitoes. At least bug spray keeps the mozzies away. I 
frequently carry a pyrex glass straw but I still occasionally 
forget to say no when I order a drink, especially in bars. It’s 
one of few plastic items that are forced on us. It’s infuriating. 
Once it’s in that glass, even if you don’t use it, it will be 
thrown away. Along with the 500 million other straws used 
every day. That figure is from 2013 in the USA. While no 
one has calculated the number used here in Thailand, the 
global figure is easily in the billions. Billions of straws a 
day. Never to be recycled. Think about that. 

YOU need to stop using straws. Yes YOU, the person 
reading this article. You really don’t need that straw. A: 
The glass you’re drinking out of is probably clean and the 
liquid you’re drinking is already touching the glass anyway.  
B: Don’t worry about getting lipstick on the glass: if you’re 
in a restaurant you don’t have to clean it, and you can 
reapply after lunch. C: Try to order things that don’t need 
straws, like beer or hot instead of iced tea or coffee. D: It’s 
not that hard to carry your own, especially if you also carry 
a reusable cup for drinks or water. 

For those willing to carry around a straw, there are a 
few options. And yes, it sounds crazy, but when you break 
out your personal glass straw to enjoy a cocktail you just 

REDUCING 
MY PLASTIC 
FOOTPRINT,  
STEP BY STEP
THERE ARE FOUR PRIMARY PLASTIC 
PRODUCTS THAT ARE ARGUABLY THE 
BIGGEST PROBLEM: PLASTIC BAGS, BOTTLES, 
STRAWS, AND TAKE-AWAY FOOD PACKAGING, 
SUCH AS FOOD CONTAINERS AND CUPS. 
FORTUNATELY, THESE ARE ALSO THE FOUR 
THAT ARE THE EASIEST TO GIVE UP.

paid 300++ baht for, your friends sucking on cheap plastic 
straws will want one too. Otherwise, there are also some 
great all-natural alternatives. 

One day, two girls working together at a resort on Koh 
Lipe, after seeing thousands of plastic straws littering the 
beach, decided that something had to be done. Warunyupa 
“Oil” Dongrumkan, the Thai partner of the soon-to-be 
Bamboo Sisters, had family in northern Thailand, where 
an abundance of bamboo grew naturally, so the two decided 
they could make staws out of that. 

Dedicating themselves to a sustainable model of only 
using natural bamboo growth, the sisters set about 
learning how to harvest, clean, treat, and manufacture 
bamboo straws that required no farming and no chemicals. 
While their no-farming model would limit production by 
Oil’s family in Phrae to around 3000 straws per month, the 
method would ensure that the natural eco-diversity of the 
area wouldn’t be affected.

While the goal was to first replace all plastic straws on 
Koh Lipe and then expand outward, online orders from 
around Thailand hijacked the concept, and sales demand 
required the sisters to recruit another family, this time 
in Chiang Mai, to learn the process. Two other families 
are currently being trained in other areas with the goal of 
developing production in various areas of Thailand, near 
different markets, in order to create a more sustainable 
supply chain.

Bamboo Sisters offers two sizes of straw that come in four 
packs for personal use and offer bulk rates for a growing 
number of restaurants, bars, and hotels throughout 
Thailand. Purchase of their straws goes directly to support 
the families that produce the products. 

Aside from bamboo, there are a growing number of straw-
friendly restaurants using paper and stainless steel straws, 
and even straws made from morning glory and lemongrass 
stalks. If you send me an email, I’ll share a Google map 
with the locations of straw-friendly restaurants so you 
can get a drink at a restaurant that avoids plastic straws! 
The map is open-source, so you can add other straw-
friendly restaurants to it too! (TrevorRanges@gmail.com) 
#Strawssuck. #GoStrawless. #StopSucking. 

STEP 2 
Use Better Take-away Food Containers: 
One early challenge was ordering take-
away food; it was hard to order takeaway 
food without it arriving with numerous 
plastic bags and either plastic or foam 
food containers. Gradually, I discovered 
a few restaurants that used bio-friendly 
packaging, including Daniel Thaiger via 
Uber Eats, which led me to Gracz packaging 
and, later, Veerasa. 	

Dr. Weerachat Kittirattanapaiboon, M.D., 
established Biodegradable Packaging for 
Environment Public Company Limited in 
January of 2005, on an area of 48 rai on 
Asia Road, Chainat Province. As a medical doctor, Dr. 
Weerachat first developed his packaging because he 
wanted to produce a healthier alternative to styrofoam 
food packaging. Consequently, while the company’s 
packaging is certainly environmentally friendly, it 
wasn’t established in anticipation of a trend towards 
greener products but for health: the company introduced 
environmentally friendly products to the market before 
a market for such products really existed. 

While I hadn’t discovered many initiatives on the part 
of the government to discourage or prohibit plastic or 
foam food packaging, Dr. Weerachat explains that they 
have received a great deal of support, both directly and 
indirectly, from local and provincial governments. With 
the national Departments of Health and Environment 
Gracz has formed a partnership for bio-friendly 
packaging as part of the “Clean Food, Good Taste” 
certification process. 

In addition, 15 provincial governments have agreed 
to a Memorandum Of Understanding to be “no foam” 
provinces, all National Parks in Thailand have pledged 
to go foam-free, and Wattana district of Bangkok has 
also committed to a “no foam” packaging pledge that 
is expected to expand throughout the city, including 
around Sanam Luang, whose vendors have also pledged to 
go foam-free. Chiang Mai University is completely foam-
free: Gracz supplies the University directly, and all the 
shops on campus get their products from the University.

While many of these “no foam” commitments aren’t 
codified in law, Dr. Weerachat feels that it is not the best 
strategy to force anyone to change, that they should do 
so “from the heart.” I brought up the King’s Sufficiency 
Economy, to which Dr. Weerachat strongly agreed: 
“Thailand is an agricultural country, but we only use 
around 40% of what we grow. We have a lot of agricultural 
waste,” he continued, explaining that rice husks and palm 
leaves are typically discarded, and even bamboo or water 

hyacinth that are otherwise considered waste products 
can be used to produce bio-friendly packaging, and Gracz 
is using them to do so, creating some very aesthetically 
interesting looking products. Consequently, Gracz is also 
experimenting with creating products out of other types 
of agricultural waste. 

Gracz promotes a product cycle that goes “From Nature 
to Nature”, which assumes that their products are 
composted in a place where the compost facilitates new 
plant growth. Gracz packaging is compostable and even 
convertable to biogas (including the biogas the Gracz 
factories are powered by) and their latest experimental 
products have plant seeds within the containers so that 
plants can grow from the discarded packaging!

STEP 3
No More Plastic Bottles: Plastic water bottles are a 
horrible problem. The obvious solution is to stop buying 
and throwing away plastic bottles. We are using hundreds 
of billions of plastic bottles every year, and only a small 
fraction of them are being recycled. This includes you, by 
the way. Buy a reusable water bottle. Nearly every office has 
a water machine you can use to refill your water. Every gym 
has them. There are even organizations already working to 
help make this easier for you. 

The most successful in the region in Cambodia’s Refill 
not Landfill. Refill not Landfill supplies businesses around 
Cambodia with eco-friendly aluminum bottles to sell or 
give away, provided that they do one thing: provide free 
water refills to anyone who has one of their bottles. With 
nearly one hundred locations around popular tourist areas 
in Cambodia, visitors can easily find water as the local refill 
stations are listed on the bottle!

A similar program initiated by Trash Hero is first of such 
here in Thailand. As Refill not Landfill does, Trash Hero 
sells stainless steel water bottles to local businesses at cost. 
Local businesses can then sell those bottles to customers 
for a small profit—but only if the local business agrees to 
have a refill station that provides anyone with a Trash Hero 
water bottle, no matter where the bottle was purchased, with 
unlimited free drinking water.
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STEP 4
Say “No” to Plastic Bags: According to the Bangkok 
Metropolitan Authority (BMA), Bangkok alone uses 
around 600,000 plastic bags every day. Less conservative 
estimates put the number at 5 to 10 bags per person per day, 
translating to 200 million plastic bags per day nationwide. 
Using the BMAs projections, Bangkok produced more than 
5,000 tonnes (that’s 5 million kg) of plastic bag waste every 
day in 2016. That’s literally millions of millions of plastic 
bags that end up blowing across the countryside, littering 
our land, polluting our waters, washing up on our beaches, 
and ending up on the oceanic food chain.

(a pun meaning “Think about Plastic Bags”). Over three months 
in the first year of the campaign, 7-11 ran a pilot program at 500 
stores in which they instructed employees to ask customers if 
they needed a bag for small items: 7-11 estimates that they saved 
4.4 million bags over that short period.

When I asked about the costs, the reply was that they those 
costs are relatively small and that they actually care more about 
the environment. As for changing to properly biodegradable 
plastics, they claim these costs are much higher: 8 to 9 times 
more. And that a large part of the cost for such products are 
taxes on imports. They feel that the government should help 
with subsidies, both for producers of plastic-alternative and 
biodegradable packaging, and for companies that want to use 
those products but would have to absorb high costs of doing so. 

The attitude at CP/7-11 is a practical one: they are a business 
after all. If they stopped offering plastic bags altogether or 
began charging customers for plastic bags, that could give an 
advantage to their competitors. This isn’t simply hyperbole, 
they have evidence to support it. They also discovered that, in an 
enclosed area where a campaign of education is implemented, 

it’s easier to create an environment of acceptance towards bag 
bans or surcharges. 

The first to initiate such a program was Thammasat 
University Rangsit campus. The university provided tote 
bags to students at the beginning of the program (along with 
canteens to reduce single-use plastic water bottles), before all 
shops on campus were required to charge customers if they 
wanted a plastic bag. The program (along with a similar one at 
Mahidol University) was adopted by students and businesses 
with little to no hassle, but in the areas around the edges of 
campus where non-students, unaware of the campaign, were 
confronted with an unexpected surcharge on bags, there were 
numerous customer complaints. 

Over the past six years of the campaign, 7-11 has measured the 
opinions of their customers regarding their anti-bag initiatives, 
both those that encourage employees to ask customers if they 
want bags and those that ask customers to think twice about 
opting for convenience over the environment. Such efforts 
have included screensavers on POS cash registers to remind 
employees to ask customers if they want plastic bags; in-store 
posters, stickers on checkout counters, and customer-facing 
POS displays that encourage customers to say no to plastic bags; 
they even have plastic bags that have the “Reduce plastic bags,” 
slogan printed on them—gotta love the irony.

“Don’t let the retailers be the scapegoats.” says Samrej 
Zeepongsekul of CP ALL’s Corporate Communication’s 
Division, “It requires a national collaboration to change such 
things.” Being careful to not shirk their responsibility, 7-11 
wants to remind us that they are only 2,000-some stores, 
while there are more than a million mom-and-pop shops and 
small food vendors that also distribute plastic bags, which is 
why their public campaign extends beyond their retail outlets 
with banners in rural towns and on the sides of songtaews 
encouraging people to “Persuade Thais to reduce bags.” 

Echoing Dr. Weerachat of Gracz, without legislation to 
enforce a bag tax or bag ban, the 7-11 strategy has been to 
educate people about the problem and change people’s 
attitudes. “There are two methods to address this problem: the 
best way would be to convince people, to invite people to care, 
to get people in their hearts and minds,” Mr. Samrej explained. 
“That is the long-lasting way, but it is also too slow as it may 
take 5-10 years before it enters their subconscious as it has in 
northern Europe. The other way is faster: the law like they do 
in China,” he continues. “For Thai people, we think the best is 
a mixture of the two.” Still, CP ALL recognizes the difficulty, as 
most Thai customers still feel they need a straw and employees 
give bags out of habit and courtesy. Mr. Banyat says he sees it as 
a learning experience, that change is occurring more and more, 
but that it takes time. 

In the 3rd year of the 7 Go Green campaign, 7-11 started 
reaching out to school children, working with the Department 
of Education and producing cartoon content that highlighted 
such problems as plastic waste going down storm drains and 

fish eating plastic bags, as well as social media campaigns and 
video competitions. Khidtoong Clubs have been established 
at around 40 school campuses and claim to have 50,000 
student members. Next up is an online game where people are 
questioned what items they would need a bag for or not. The 
claim that 7-11 is the poster child for irresponsible plastic waste 
is clearly unfounded. 

Do these efforts absolve 7-11 of their contribution to Thailand’s 
irresponsible convenience-driven plastic waste culture? Is the 
responsibility on CP ALL to do better to compel their staff not 
to thoughtlessly give away superfluous straws and unnecessary 
bags? I still shop at 7-11 and I never walk out the door with a 
straw or a bag. How about you?

In Thailand, Trash Hero has sold more than 30,000 bottles 
to nearly 200 businesses. If each bottle sold prevents 365 
plastic bottles from being purchased each year, they estimate 
that they have prevented 12 million single-use plastic bottles 
from being used once and tossed away. In addition to a 
similar program that was launched in Indonesia in August 
2017, the goal is to distribute 115,000 bottles through 500 
participating businesses in 30 locations worldwide within 
the next three years, resulting in an estimated reduction of 
41 million plastic bottles! 

For those of you who can’t be bothered, you can still buy 
your own refillable bottle: some even have built-in water 
filtration that removes up to 99.9999% of bacteria and other 
contaminants. With one of those, you can literally refill 
from any tap and drink both safely and environmentally 
friendly! Although many are actually made out of plastic, 
they typically are not made with BPA, PVC, or phthalates, 
and still reduce single-use plastic waste. While these 
are currently a bit tricky to find here in Bangkok, with a 
growing trend towards responsibility, they should be easier 
to find soon!

YOU SAY YOU REUSE YOUR PLASTIC 
SHOPPING BAGS AS TRASH BAGS? 

IDEALLY, WE ALL SHOULD SEPARATE 
OUR FOOD WASTE TO CONVERT TO 

COMPOST; THEN WE COULD USE PAPER 
BAGS OR NO BAGS AT ALL! OTHERWISE, 

BIODEGRADABLE TRASH BAGS ARE 
AVAILABLE AT MOST GROCERY STORES, 

BUT THESE ARE ONLY MARGINALLY 
BETTER; WHILE MANY USE STARCH AS 

A MAJOR COMPONENT, THEY TYPICALLY 
STILL CONTAIN PLASTICS THAT SIMPLY 

BREAK DOWN INTO STILL-PROBLEMATIC 
MICRO-PLASTIC PARTICLES. HOPEFULLY, 

SOMEONE IN THAILAND WILL SOON 
FOLLOW THE LEAD OF BALI-BASED 
AVANI, WHO IS MAKING “PLASTIC” 
BAGS OUT OF THE CASSAVA PLANT. 

AVANIECO.COM 

PLANT-BASED 
“PLASTIC” BAGS

Fortunately, there are some actions that indicate that 
the tide may be turning. In August 2016, a campaign 
was launched to cut down on the use of plastic bags; the 
Department of Environmental Quality Promotion enlisted 
15 major supermarket chains to withhold the distribution 
of plastic bags to consumers on the 15th of each month. 
This one-day “ban” resulted in a reduction in the use of 
1.8 million plastic bags. Thammasat University, Rangsit 
Campus, has employed a similar approach, prohibiting all 
shops on campus from giving away free plastic bags. 

Otherwise, quitting plastic bags is easy enough. The first 
step is simply saying, “No”, particularly at 7-11 and other 
“convenience” stores. I was already carrying my own cloth 
bags to do my grocery shopping before this journey began. 
And avoiding take-away food unless I already knew it came 
in a paper bag gradually got easier. What bothered me was 
how casually everyone else used a plastic bag every time 
they bought anything, no matter how small. 

Rather than trying to convince everyone to say no, I 
wondered why 7-11 and other shops didn’t simply stop 
forcing everyone to take a bag (along with often unnecessary 
straws). Didn’t it just make sense, at least from a financial 
standpoint, only to give people bags if they asked for them? 
Consequently, when I arrived at CP-ALL (7-11’s parent 
company) for my meeting with representatives of it’s 
Reputation Management Department, this was the first 
thing I wanted to know. The answer, surprisingly, was: 
They’ve been trying to.

In fact, 7-11 implemented a four-point 7 Go Green 
initiative in 2011-2012 that included a Plastic Bag Reduction 
Campaign under the name

2GOGREEN
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STEP 5
Find Inspiration for Upping my Anti-plastic Game: 
Although I had made great strides in steps 1-4, grocery 
shopping was still a challenge. In most major grocery stores, 
including my preferred ones, practically all fruits and 
vegetables are wrapped in plastic. Almost all of the meat, 
cheese, dairy, and bread are wrapped in single use plastic 
bags. Shampoo, deodorant, toothpaste—most toiletries in 
fact: plastic. There are a few paper-based packages, such as 
juice and yoghurt, but many of these have plastic caps; coffee 
beans, pasta, and most everything that comes in a box, such 
as breakfast cereal, are invariably also wrapped in plastic 
inside the box. I went home from the first shop with a package 
of Hilltribe Organics eggs and a jar of jam. 

I added a few farmer’s markets to my calendar but, because 
I had so little food at home, I ended up eating out a lot in 
these early days, which wasn’t really a solution to the overall 
problem. The propagation of plastic is more insidiously 
ingrained in our society than I thought and, in order to adopt 
new shopping habits and new eating habits, I realized that 
my anti-plastic crusade would require a serious lifestyle 
change. Luckily I met someone early in the year who was a 
great inspiration and source of information.

Enter Madeleine Recknagel, educator, practitioner and 
champion of a zero waste lifestyle, and inspirational role 
model for those looking to leave a reduced plastic footprint. 
Our first meeting, over a lunch of vegetarian fare, firmly 
established the padawan and jedi status of our relationship, as 
I came bearing my pyrex straw while Madeleine unsheathed 
a full array of eating utensils that she carries with her in an 
upcycled cloth carrier.

One thing I quickly learned from Madeleine was that 
creating less waste was a superior strategy to finding eco-
friendly alternatives, as biodegradable straws and bags 
(or banana peels for that matter) don’t always decompose 
completely in landfills. And while I would discover that 
Madeleine is clearly on a crusade against single-use plastic, 
both developing educational materials to stem its usage and 
leading or joining regular beach cleanups, the lifestyle she 
espouses is zero waste on numerous fronts.

As outlined on her blog, “The Sustainable Self: Creating 
a More Responsible community with you leading the 
way,” Madeleine not only follows a seven-point strategy 
to personal waste management, she is actively involved in 
encouraging others to take action. She proposes we rethink, 
refuse, reduce, reuse, repair, recycle, and rot, to deal with the 
various challenges of plastic and other waste.

The first few R’s are surprisingly obvious and I had already 
adopted several of them: Refuse was a no-brainer: say no 
to plastic bags, straws, and other non-essential single-
use plastic products. Reduce your plastic usage is a little 
trickier: you may find it hard to give up all items contained 
in plastic packaging, but you can often choose glass or paper 

alternatives. On her blog, Madeleine suggests considering 
the transition as a step by step process: “Do you really need 
all the things you have in the bathroom? Is it good for you? 
Do you understand the ingredients you use on your skin? 
Check whether there are better natural options.”

Once you are open to different solutions for your lifestyle, 
those that are arguably better for both the environment 
and your health, it’s easy to start to Rethink your habits, 
including making DIY products. With a smile, she points to 
her own glorious skin as evidence that her simple, all-natural 
beauty products are more than adequate. I can only imagine 
how shiny her kitchen counters must be, as she also produces 
her own household cleaning products. Madeleine was a huge 
source of inspiration on this front, explaining to me how to 
make my own toothpaste and deodorant, and suggesting 
that I use shampoo bars, a loofah sponge, and soap nuts (for 
washing clothing).

MADELEINE RECKNAGEL HAS BEEN GIVING TALKS AND 
WORKSHOPS AT SCHOOLS, UNIVERSITIES, AND COMPANIES 
TO HIGHLIGHT THE ISSUES OF PLASTIC POLLUTION ON 
OUR HEALTH AND ENVIRONMENT, BUT ALSO TO WORK ON 
SOLUTIONS AND PROGRAMS FOR CHANGE. IF YOU WANT 
TO COME ON A CLEAN UP AS A VOLUNTEER, FOLLOW 
HER ON HER FACEBOOK PAGE: THE SUSTAINABLE SELF 
OR INSTAGRAM: THESUSTAINABLESELFBKK. SHE IS ALSO 
CURRENTLY WORKING ON THE THAI VERSION OF THE 
PLASTIC POLLUTION APP, WHICH CAN BE FOUND IN THE 
GOOGLE OR APPLE STORE FOR FREE: UNIQUIZZ (HTTP://
WWW.UNIQUIZZ.COM/) - GAME: PLASTIC POLLUTION. HERE 
ARE HER TIPS FOR GETTING STARTED ON A ZERO WASTE 
HOME.

THE SUSTAINABLE SELF: CREATING A ZERO-WASTE HOME
STEP 1: LIST ALL THE PRODUCTS OR ITEMS YOU CONSUME 
IN YOUR HOME IN THE FIRST COLUMN.
STEP 2: LIST ALL THE THINGS YOU CAN’T LIVE WITHOUT, 
ALONG WITH ANY ZERO WASTE/PLASTIC-FREE OPTIONS.
STEP 3: WRITE DOWN WHICH THINGS YOU CAN EASILY 
OBTAIN IN YOUR REGULAR SUPER-/ FARMER’S MARKET 
AND WHICH THINGS MIGHT REQUIRE SHOPPING AT A 
DIFFERENT PLACE OR LEARNING HOW AND TAKING TIME 
TO MAKE.
STEP 4: NEXT, THINK ABOUT THE BARRIERS THAT MIGHT 
STOP YOU FROM MAKING THE CHANGE. WRITE DOWN 
HOW YOU WILL DEAL WITH IT.
STEP 5: FINALLY, GIVE ALL THE QUICK AND EASY 
CHANGES A PRIORITY 1 RATING. GIVE THE THINGS 
THAT ARE A LITTLE BIT HARDER TO CHANGE A 
PRIORITY 2 RATING, AND EVERYTHING THAT REQUIRES 
A SIGNIFICANT BEHAVIOR CHANGE, INVESTMENT, OR 
LEARNING SOMETHING NEW A PRIORITY 3 RATING.

BEGIN IMPLEMENTING ALL YOUR FIRST PRIORITIES. THIS 
WILL ENABLE YOU TO GET OFF TO A GREAT START! AS YOU 
WORK YOUR WAY THROUGH YOUR SECOND AND THIRD 
PRIORITIES, REMEMBER TO GO AT A PACE THAT FEELS RIGHT 
FOR YOU. YOU ARE NOT COMPETING WITH ANYONE ELSE 
AND NOT EVERYONE HAS ACCESS TO THE SAME SUPPORT 
SYSTEMS. YOU MIGHT WANT TO TRY FOCUSING ON ONE 
CHANGE PER WEEK, FORTNIGHT, OR MONTH.

Reuse is pretty simple, particularly when you start 
rethinking, reducing, and refusing. While I wasn’t ready to 
give up my beloved Emporium salad bar, I simply washed out 
the plastic bags I used to purchase my salads and brought 
them back again and again. When I mentioned that I had 
some difficulties using various containers I had saved for 
dried fruit and nuts, Madeleine says that she carries small 
cloth bags for such individual items, and isn’t afraid to ask 
for a manager if grocery store staff are uncertain about 
allowing her to use them. Otherwise, Madeleine buys most of 
her groceries at farmers markets and local wet markets, and 
shops for bulk dried goods, including rice, grains, and nuts, 
every several months in Chinatown.

Madeleine is also a fan of the three-tiered Thai tiffin box 
(aka a pinto) for takeaway food. I had already purchased 
several but hadn’t used mine yet. My plan was to leave one 

with my neighborhood Thai restaurant that I had stopped 
getting delivery from since my plastic ban, and to bring one to 
the office for take-away lunches. Madeleine explained that Thai 
food stalls were perfectly willing to put your food in them and 
her matter-of-fact-ness emboldened me to make it a habit.

While I haven’t upped my entire waste-reduction game to her 
level, I’m certainly inspired to continue improving, replacing 
items packaged in plastic with DIY alternatives as I finish up 
what I have. My home is too small for a garden, so I’ll have to 
wait on Rot and the whole concept of composting (though I have 
started feeding the neighborhood animals more). Recycling, I 
do the best I can, given Thailand’s recycling infrastructure, and 
Repair comes fairly naturally to me. Following her advice and 
her example, however, certainly set me on a more hopeful path, 
and I recommend visiting her blog to get inspired and take action 
yourself. Check out the sidebar on  the prior page to get started.

EVERY PIECE OF TRASH ON THE BEACH WAS BOUGHT BY SOMEONE WHO PROBABLY NEVER THOUGHT IT WOULD END UP AS MARINE 
LITTER, DESPOILING A BEAUTIFUL BEACH. WELL NOW THERE’S NO EXCUSE FOR YOU! HERE ARE A VARIETY OF WAYS YOU CAN AVOID 

UNNECESSARY DISPOSABLE PLASTIC SO THAT YOU CAN REST ASSURED YOU AREN’T A PART OF THE PROBLEM.

TO LEARN MORE ABOUT MAKING YOUR OWN DIY PRODUCTS THAT REDUCE PLASTIC WASTE, VISIT 
MADELEINE RECKNAGEL’S BLOG, WWW.THESUSTAINABLESELFBLOG.WORDPRESS.COM, OR LAUREN 

SINGER’S YOUTUBE CHANNEL TRASH IS FOR TOSSERS.

DEODORANT

1.	 MELT BEESWAX AND COCONUT 
OIL IN A DOUBLE BOILER. 

2.	 MIX MELTED WAX AND OIL 
INTO BOWL WITH BAKING 
SODA AND CORNSTARCH. 

3.	 ADD ESSENTIAL OILS, IF DESIRED.
4.	POUR QUICKLY INTO MOLD  

(OR OLD DEODORANT STICK)

DIY RECIPE:   CUP BAKING SODA,   
CUP CORNSTARCH, 5 TABLESPOONS 
COCONUT OIL, AND 1 TABLESPOON 
BEESWAX (IF MAKING A SOLID BAR 
INSTEAD OF A CREAM) —OPTIONAL: 

ESSENTIAL OILS (TEA TREE AND 
LAVENDER BOTH PROVIDE SCENT 

AND ARE ANTI-BACTERIAL)

YOU OUGHT TO CHANGE 
YOUR TOOTHBRUSH 

EVERY 3 TO 4 MONTHS; 
THAT MEANS YOU’LL 

GO THROUGH AT 
LEAST ANOTHER 100 

TOOTHBRUSHES IN YOUR 
LIFE. CONSIDER ORDERING 

A BOX OF 24 BAMBOO 
TOOTHBRUSHES TO GET 
YOU AND YOUR LOVED 

ONES THOUGH THE 
NEXT COUPLE YEARS. 

BRUSHWITHBAMBOO.COM 

TOOTHBRUSH

AVOID EATING TAKE-AWAY FROM 
FOAM PACKAGING. LOOK FOR 

RESTAURANTS USING CONTAINERS 
MADE OF PLANT-BASED 

MATERIALS OR BRING YOUR OWN 
REUSABLE CONTAINER, SUCH AS A 
PINTO. TIP: MANY OFFERINGS ON 

UBER EATS USE GRACZ.

FOAM
PACKAGING

WATER BOTTLE
MILLIONS OF THESE END UP 
THE OCEAN EVERY DAY. IT’S 

EASY TO STOP USING THESE BY 
CARRYING YOUR OWN GLASS OR 

STAINLESS WATER BOTTLE OR 
CANTEEN. TRASH HERO OFFERS 
BOTTLES AND REFILL STATIONS 

IN PARTS OF THAILAND; I 
REUSE A GLASS BROCCOLI 

REVOLUTION JUICE BOTTLE. 

SPONGE
USE A LOOFAH: 

NATURE’S SPONGE. 
YOU CAN FIND THEM 

HERE AND THERE 
ON THE STREETS 

OF BANGKOK OR AT 
CERTAIN FARMER’S 

MARKETS. 

SHAMPOO AND 
SHOWER GELS 

BANGKOK SOAP OPERA 
(BANGKOKSOAPOPERA.

COM) HAS BOTH BAR SOAPS 
AND SHAMPOO BARS THAT 

ARE FREE OF PLASTIC 
PACKAGING. THEY ALSO HAVE 

DEODORANT AND CREAMS 
IN GLASS AND METAL JARS 
THAT YOU CAN REUSE TO 

MAKE DIY PRODUCTS. 

IN ADDITION TO LESSENING 
YOUR EXPOSURE TO TOXIC 

CHEMICALS, A SIMPLE 
SOLUTION OF VINEGAR, 

BAKING SODA, AND LEMON 
PEEL WILL WORK WONDERS 

ON YOUR KITCHEN AND 
BATHROOM SURFACES. 

HOUSEHOLD 
CLEANERS

SAY “NO” WHEN ORDERING DRINKS IN 
A RESTAURANT OR BUYING DRINKS AT 
7-11 (DO YOU REALLY NEED A STRAW 
FOR THAT BEER?) BRING YOUR OWN 

STRAW, SUCH AS A BAMBOO ONE 
FROM KOH LIPE’S BAMBOO SISTERS 

(BAMBOOSISTERS.COM) 

STRAWS

ARE YOU REALLY GOING TO 
EAT THAT TAKE-AWAY FOOD 

SOMEWHERE WITHOUT 
UTENSILS? IF NOT, SAY “NO” TO 

TAKE-AWAY UTENSILS. IF YOU USE 
THESE OFTEN, BRING YOUR OWN 

SET OF REUSABLE UTENSILS. 

PLASTIC UTENSILS

THESE ARE NOT ONLY WASTEFUL, 
THEY ARE LOW QUALITY. USE 
A METAL SAFETY RAZOR, AN 

ELECTRIC RAZOR, OR AT LEAST 
BUY A MACH3: SURE THE BLADES 

ARE EXPENSIVE AND ARE 
DISPOSABLE TOO, BUT THEY 

LAST FOR A MONTH EACH AND 
PRODUCE LESS WASTE. YOU 

CAN GET A MUHLE RAZOR AT 
CRAFTSMAN BARBER 69, PHRA 
KHANONG NUEA: FACEBOOK.

COM/CRAFTSMANBARBER

PLASTIC RAZOR

LIKE THE RAZOR, PLASTIC PRODUCTS 
ARE SO INFERIOR AND WE’RE THROWING 
AWAY BILLIONS. GO TO A TOBACCONIST, 

SOMEWHERE THEY SELL CIGARS AND 
GET A PROPER METAL LIGHTER, OR A 
NIGHT MARKET FOR A VINTAGE ZIPPO. 

BETTER YET, VAPE OR QUIT.
ZIPADEEDOO, M FLOOR, SIAM DISCOVERY  

ZIPPADEEDOO.COM 

PLASTIC LIGHTER

COTTON SWABS
Q-TIPS AND OTHER COTTON SWABS 
COME IN TWO KINDS: THOSE WITH 

PAPER STEMS AND THOSE WITH PLASTIC 
ONES. IT’S EASY ENOUGH TO PURCHASE 

THE PAPER ONES, THOUGH YOU CAN 
ALSO CLEAN YOUR EARS BY RINSING 

REGULARLY WITH A SOLUTION OF 
HYDROGEN PEROXIDE AND WATER.

CREATING A ZERO  
WASTE HOME

2GOGREEN
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STEP 7
“Create Awareness” and Facilitate Community 
Engagement: Svein’s call to action and the youthful 
enthusiasm of his new intern Bailey Rosen, inspired me 
to get actively engaged in solutions at a larger scale, and 
to expand my effort to help others promote their own 
initiatives to facilitate behavioral change in Thai people. I 
had already met with developers to create a smartphone app 
to help track my plastic footprint, with the goal of offering 
tips for others to track and reduce their own plastic usage, 
as well as links to trash cleanups, anti-plastic alternative 
products, and lists of restaurants that used bio-friendly 
packaging and/or non-plastic straws. 

As my incipient community grew, I discovered a Hong 
Kong-based organization (Ocean Recovery Alliance) 
developing a plastic tracking app that I hope to introduce 
to Thailand as I retool my own, ideally for children. I 
met restaurateurs looking for bio-friendly packaging and 
introduced them directly to Gracz, Bamboo Sisters, and 
other small suppliers. Bailey and I started fleshing out 
the Google map with the location of “straw-unfriendly” 
restaurants (for lack of a better term). I spoke with Roman 
from Trash Hero about helping expand the Trash Hero 
water bottle refill program in Bangkok. 

I even collaborated with my team at 2Mag to help launch 
the Ecotopia shopping experience at Siam Discovery 
scheduled for December 14 to promote awareness of the 
lifestyle, showcase locally-made “upcycled” products, offer 
workshops, and organize a dinner for this community so that 
they could finally meet one another in person. If everything 
goes according to plan, everyone will be drinking from non-
plastic straws at the dinner and post-event cocktail party! 
Things have really been coming together, and I hope the 
launch of Ecotopia at Siam Discovery will be a great step 
forward in the acceptance of sustainable living in Thailand, 
including the reduction of single-use plastic straws, bottles, 
bags, and take-away food containers.

STEP 6
Offset My Plastic Footprint: There had been a growing buzz 
about an organization called Trash Hero, whom I had discovered 
while producing our Green Issue (2Mag #95), commending 
them for their weekly trash cleanups. The founding chapter 
on Koh Lipe has run a volunteer beach clean up every week 
for nearly 200 weeks. Successful chapters have since been 
founded across Southeast Asia and even in the US and Europe. 
Having been a solitary Trash Hero since my childhood (to 
this day picking up plastic whenever I’m at the beach), I set up 
a meeting at, what I believed to be the headquarters of Trash 
Hero Bangkok.

When I first walked into the meeting room/design studio/
classroom of Starboard Surfboards at Taco Lake (the unofficial 
HQ of volunteer-based Bangkok Trash Hero), there were 
translucent sheets of plastic covering the floor which, at the 
time, seemed too ludicrous to register. They were blueprints 
for stand-up paddle (SUP) surfboards being examined by Svein 
Rasmussen (Starboard’s Chief Innovator) who explained that 
they liked to get a functional perspective on their board designs.

I now regard it as absurd that our first encounter featured 
so much plastic—literally covering the floor. In retrospect, I 
realize that these sheets of plastic are a useful reminder that 
there is a reason plastic has so ubiquitously invaded our lives: it’s 
practicality. And that the use of plastic does not, in and of itself, 
have to be eradicated from our lives—not yet, at least. Later 
in our meeting, Svein informed me that they are acquiring a 
plastic recycling machine so they can melt down and repurpose 
all the plastic Starboard uses.

Before the meeting started however, Erik Schnitzler 
(Starboard R&D Windsurfing) walked me around the meeting 
room/design studio/classroom: beyond a SUP-shaped sofa, 
educational posters adorned the wall, serving as a backdrop 
for weekly presentations given to international school students 
who volunteer to come in for education and activism. First they 
clean up trash, then they discuss solutions. To inspire them, 
Svein tells students that recycling is going to create huge future 
business opportunities and he shows them recycled products 
such as Parley for the Ocean Adidas shoes and the surfboards 
leaning in corners and resting upon various furnishings: the 
rails on one board are strips of balsa wood; the fin boxes of other 
boards were made from repurposed fishing nets; the blank of 
another was made of recycled Styrofoam (EPS) that was picked 
up by Trash Hero on an island off the west coast of Thailand 
near Koh Lipe as a pilot project trying to investigate how they 
could use styrofoam from the beaches to put into the boards.

I told Svein about this article and the causes that 2Mag is 
passionate about. I told him what I was passionate about. I think 
he appreciated that, as a kid, one of my first jobs was picking up 
garbage on the beach. I regretted missing a chance to join them 
for their latest cleanup: Trash Hero Bangkok had taken dozens 
of volunteers to ride SUP boards around Banglamphu Canal to 
gather floating trash with nets. It sounded way more fun than 
when I was picking up beer bottles and cigarette butts left by 
teenagers on the beach.

We discussed the differences. When I was a kid, I did it for 
the paycheck as the amount of trash was quite small. Today, the 
problem is overwhelming. Increasing even. Giving full credit to 
the efforts of Trash Hero volunteers everywhere, I suggested 
that cleaning up trash nowadays, while heroic and meaningful, 
is shouting at the wind. “Nonsense!” Svein might well has 

exclaimed, his rebuttal swift and vigorous: “It’s about creating 
awareness.” “Making it fun.” “Showing off the effort and taking 
pride in the work.” “Even picking up one or two things isn’t the 
point,” Svein explained. “It’s about creating awareness and 
inspiring others.” 

When I asked questions about other Trash Hero programs, 
Svein and his team were candidly unaware of what other 
chapters were doing: they were busy with their own efforts. I 
was aware of the successful chapters in Koh Lipe and Ao Nang; I 
wondered how the Lipe Community Waste Management trash 
collection program could be expanded to other chapters. I told 
them about Refill not Landfill in Cambodia and wondered why 
the Trash Hero bottle program has not been widely implemented 
in Bangkok. Swiftly, it was time for “inspiring others” and 
Svein put me on the spot: “You can do it.” His immediacy and 
conviction that I should shoulder this responsibility was quite 
convincing. 

What I discovered was that Trash Hero is a completely flat, 
volunteer organization. It’s is a collective of individual heroes 
rather than a hierarchical structure. Thus, it seems natural that, 
while Swiss native Roman Peters and Thai Sakdadech “Meuk”  
Sutsawasng founded the first Trash Hero, Roman is no longer 
affiliated with the original branch but is still active in promoting 
new Trash Hero chapters worldwide. In less than three years 
since its inception, Trash Hero now boasts 41 chapters in eight 
different countries, including 22 chapters in Thailand. 

As far as Svien knew, there wasn’t even a proper database 
of the estimated 20,000 heroes that Trash Hero Thailand 
has inspired over the past four years. Information is shared 
mouth to mouth between heroes, regardless of chapter. When 
I pointed out that they could use someone to help coordinate 
the efforts of different chapters and develop a simple database 
of members that can be utilized to sign petitions to ban plastic 

bags, for example, Svein immediately suggested I was the man 
to do it. 

Svien then suggested we “take it upstream”: “Who in the 
government can support legislation that would immediately 
ban plastic bags?” We made agreement to share our contacts and 
start coordinating our efforts. A lot of the focus then centered 
on “How to utilize Trash Hero. How to move it forward.” When 
Svein talks of inspiring people or creating awareness, you can 
tell he’s looking for people who can make a spark, who can make 
bold strokes at pressing problems. 

Trash Hero believes that every one of us can be a Trash 
Hero. The mission is to create sustainable, community-based 
projects that remove existing waste, and reduce future waste 
by inspiring long-term behavior change through Action & 
Awareness, Education, Sustainable Projects, and Inspiration. 
That sounded good to me.
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STEP 8
Change People’s Hearts: While evidence of this trend 
toward sustainability is popping up all over Thailand, this 
is not a foreign concept in the Kingdom. Throughout his 
long reign, King Bhumibol Adulyadej preached the concept 
of the “sufficiency economy” —a philosophy that espoused 
sustainability, environmentalism, and making do with 
what one has. 

Modern development has caused changes in all aspects of 
Thai society, but arguably the most deleterious has been the 
adoption of a wasteful Western philosophy of consumerism 
and convenience. In his own words, the King preached: 
“A sufficient economy means to have enough to support 
ourselves…we have to take a careful step backward…”—a 
clear call to Thai people to return to moderation and 
prudence. 

The Thai people I have talked with who support my 
crusade against plastic sing the same refrain. They believe 
that, in their hearts, Thai people want to do the right thing: 
they simply need education and the option of alternatives. 
The expatriate foreigners who call Thailand their home 
tend to look at the problem from a more global perspective: 
Thailand’s problem is, in fact, the world’s problem, and we 

must develop solutions here that have succeeded elsewhere 
while helping solutions here spread abroad.

It has been inspiring to discover so many individuals, 
organizations, and businesses addressing this problem. 
Unfortunately the amount of plastic we consume is both 
wasteful and unsustainable, and it continues to increase 
to a shocking degree: in 2017 we will have produced 
approximately double the amount of plastic we did in 2010, 
around 350 million metric tonnes. 

In my heart, I believe that we will, sooner or later, ban 
most single-use plastics or replace them with eco-friendly 
alternatives. It’s already happening. But we can not and 
should not wait for our government or businesses to take 
action. I am making great progress reducing my plastic 
footprint. Now you must do so too. 

About the author: After moving to Thailand from Hawaii 
in 2001, Trevor Ranges explored the beaches and islands of 
Southeast Asia over a decade as a travel writer. My Plastic 
Footprint is a passion project launched in 2017 to utilize his 
personal and professional network to combat plastic waste. 
After discovering a community of passionate individuals and 
organizations throughout the year, Trevor aims to launch 
My Plastic Footprint platform in 2018 to help others follow 
in his footsteps of reducing plastic waste one straw, bottle, 
bag, and package at a time. To get involved, contact him at 
TrevorRanges@gmail.com
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