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A sharing economy:
Relevant for waste?
Underutilised assets lie everywhere, but more and more opportunities are springing up to maximise the use
phase of the goods we buy. It’s called the sharing economy, and it may turn out to be a modern-day saviour for
waste prevention. Maxine Perella finds out why

T

he rise of the sharing economy,
which has accelerated in recent
years through the advent of digital
and open-source platforms, is
posing all sorts of questions for traditional
businesses – not least waste management
companies.
Changing attitudes, particularly among the
younger generations, have led to a shift in the
way we consume, from ownership of goods
toward access of services. Growing appetite
for peer-to-peer (P2P) transaction is already
having a profound effect on certain sectors,
such as car sharing, finance and corporate
event hosting. Going forward, other
industries watching from the sidelines will
almost inevitably face similar disruption.
Worth a buck or two
And it doesn’t appear to be a passing fad.
Research undertaken by
PricewaterhouseCoopers estimates that the
global sharing economy is worth $15bn and is
projected to rise to $335bn by 2025. It’s worth
noting that this analysis covers just five
vertical markets. Compare and Share, a
comparison marketplace operating in this
space, believes there are more than 7,500
sharing economy businesses running across
at least 17 vertical markets, which in total are
growing faster than Google, Yahoo and
Facebook combined.
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It will probably be one
of the most effective
early forces in terms of
real waste prevention
and resource efficiency
So, what does this mean for waste and
resources? Firstly, there’s an estimated £3.5
trillion of idle resources out there. These are
mostly assets such as parked cars and empty
properties/meeting spaces, but also include
vast numbers of consumer goods such as
electronic items. The longer such goods
remain unused, the more likely they are to
become redundant. The sharing economy,
however, is about tapping into opportunities
to keep them in use longer. And this is key.
Helping people to dematerialise
According to Steve Lee, CEO of the Chartered
Institution of Wastes Management, P2P
sharing ultimately has the capacity to double
up as a great tool for reuse. “It will probably be
one of the most effective early forces in terms
of real waste prevention and resource
efficiency. There’s no doubt about it, it will
help us to dematerialise,” he says. That said, he
feels the notion of sharing is quite a tricky one
for the waste management industry to grasp.

“Most of the stuff that we touch has already
been designated as waste. But if you take the
definition of the sharing economy as the use
of idle resources with others, it gets a bit
easier.”
Early champion
According to Lee, local government could be
considered an “early champion” of the sharing
economy due to the existing partnership
working structures between and within
different waste authorities focusing on
various aspects of service provision
such as joint procurement, fleet
management, recycling collections and
joint access to markets.
It’s a view echoed by Dr Adam Read,
practice director for resource efficiency and
waste management at Ricardo-AEA.
He points to the evolution of waste supply
chains and the “increasing number of
partnerships with local authorities where the
service is now expanded beyond municipal
solid waste to address local commercial waste
streams, and where the council acts as the end
market for the compost, digestate, heat and
electricity produced”.
But where competitive pressures exist, such
as in the private sector, the idea of sharing as a
growth opportunity becomes somewhat more
challenging. However, as Mark Shayler,
director at sustainability consultancy Ape,
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points out, nothing is impossible. “If we are
genuinely on the cusp of a change where waste
will be seen as an asset, then there are clear
opportunities for waste companies to work
together – at the very least to maximise
removal from landfill streams and divert
them into other areas.”
He adds: “Not every waste company can be
an expert in every material, and consequently
you could see some specialisation emerging,
either material-based or service-treatmentbased. On the worst level, I can see them
working together on that basis.
“On the best level, how can we repurpose
what’s going into landfill to capture material
for recovery and refurbishment? They won’t
work with each other, but I can see them
developing more positive relationships with
smaller, community-based recycling
organisations to do that.”
Third-sector groups
According to Dr Read, such an approach
would work well to widen public appeal
around sharing of resources. He points out
that third-sector groups generally have access
to vehicles for bulky goods collection and also
might have access to property space for
storage and sales.
“It seems the best opportunity to me. We
already have some of the major waste
management companies closely aligned with
charities that have UK-wide coverage.
“Some best practice in this area has already
been widely shared through WRAP-funded
reuse partnership projects in Leicester,
Norfolk and Surrey.” Under such a scenario,
the larger waste firms might opt to buy out

The sharing economy: At a glance
What is it?
The sharing economy takes a variety of
forms, but revolves around peer-to-peer
distribution, sharing and reuse
of excess capacity in goods
and services. It is primarily
enabled by digital platforms
and open-source software
Why is it so popular?
It enables people to
interact with each other
directly, rather than
through a traditional
business transaction, to
get what they need from their community
as and when it suits them. It works
particularly well for items or services that
are expensive to buy,
such as cars and
hotel rooms

third-sector reuse organisations, rather than
work in partnership with them.
But independent chartered
environmentalist Mike Tregent doesn’t feel
that acquisition is necessarily the right model
going forward. “I certainly think that more
joint and partnership working has a place.
Perhaps this is a matter of scale with the local
community and economy leading on
provision of services and skills, with the
waste industry and government policy
driving the issues of resource efficiency and
security of supply.

Who are the main players?
Airbnb, Uber, Zipcar,
Liftshare, StreetBank and
JustPark, to name a few
Is the government taking an interest?
Most definitely. It commissioned an
independent review last year to examine
how the UK could encourage the growth
of a sharing economy, which set out
some key recommendations. In the last
budget, the chancellor also announced a
package of measures to create
opportunities for sharing and to
break down some of the
barriers that exist
And what’s more…
The UK has two trade bodies now active
in this space – Sharing Economy UK and
UKShareCo

Here the waste industry would be the
intermediate between these,” he says.
Taking a top-level perspective, Daniel
O’Connor, founder of “resource
redistribution network” Warp It, believes
waste companies need to look at what assets –
tangible or otherwise – have idling capacity
and focus on those. “The obvious suspects are
plant and equipment, but you could also
explore space and storage – even expertise.”
Looking at the bigger picture, he says there
is an opportunity to supply enabling
frameworks platforms to help facilitate the
trading of these assets.
Harvestmap.org
One example of such a platform can be seen
in the Netherlands. Superuse Studios, a
Dutch eco-builder, has created an opensource online tool called Harvestmap.org
that employs satellite technology (mainly
Google Earth) to identify waste stock in
nearby industrial zones, enabling it to access
high-quality materials cost-effectively.
Those using the site can identify large
amounts of waste materials such as plastics,
wood, metals and chemicals that are available for local collection.

Zipcar pitches itself as an alternative to car rental and ‘car sharing made easy’

FLOOW2
Another, more corporate, online enabler is
FLOOW2, which calls itself the “world’s reset
button”. This is a business-to-business sharing
marketplace where companies can share
(either through renting, borrowing or buying)
industrial handling equipment and services as
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well as skills and knowledge. Skills swapping
is a key area where the waste-to-resources
sector would benefit, given the rapid pace of
change it is undergoing. But this presents its
own difficulties, particularly around expertise
that is seen as commercially sensitive.
“I am sure there is much to learn given the
isolated nature of the waste companies in
recent years with increasing competition
around contracts. The real issue is selling this
concept to the CEOs and other key
stakeholders,” notes Dr Read.
Likewise, Tregent believes improved skills
need to be nurtured and shared, along with
advancing technologies and better data – not
just between private waste firms, but also
among local authorities and the third sector.

“Each can learn from the other, but there will
need to be effort and a high degree of
openness,” he maintains.
According to Shayler, more intelligent use
of resources requires more skills. He feels
waste management companies have a lot to
offer here in terms of disseminating their
knowledge, in return for routes to market.
Sharing networks
“[Skills] is exactly what they can offer and
that’s exactly what the companies they are
beginning to work with are lacking – how do
you get those community-type sharing
networks to scale to be more efficient and
more effective? That’s where the likes of Biffa
and SITA can really have an impact. They’ll

gain kudos essentially through the growth of
the partners they’re working with.”
He adds that waste management companies
have a fundamental understanding of
logistics, material flows and efficiency, and
they need to apply that. “It’s not sharing of
resources in the physical sense, it’s the sharing
of business development skills in order to
make everyone’s business better. That’s where
they need to head.”
Barriers
Whether any industry player will take the bull
by the horns on this remains to be seen. Plenty
of barriers remain in terms of scaling up the
sharing economy, even in those sectors where
it works well. Commonly cited obstacles
include commercial sensitivities, trust,
liability, privacy and insufficient knowledge
to develop a viable business proposition.
Interestingly, Tregent sees a big question
mark around how the sharing economy will
intersect with another notable emerging
economy – a circular one.
“I do not believe that there are barriers in
the normal sense. It is more about how the
industry reacts to change in the markets, how
the economics plays out and about public
perception of a changing economy as we move
forward in time,” he says.
“There are some big questions around how
companies might try to internalise risk in
relation to resource efficiency and security of
supply. This is likely to involve reverse
logistics and an extension of producer
responsibility, both of which could serve to
distance the current waste sector from control
of the main transitional issues. Investment in
a more slowly growing or flat economy could
also be a barrier. There would need to be a
much closer look at social investment and
shared public/private ownership.”
Product leasing
O’Connor feels P2P sharing will undergo a
transition as it evolves. Looking ahead, he sees
more retailers adopting product leasing and
takeback models, which could in time create
less reuse opportunity for the industry.
“Waste will be a thing of the past in the
future, so waste management companies I am
sure are already looking at how they can pivot
their whole offering.
“It’s going to be very interesting to see what
gets developed, who gets bought, who
disappears. In a period of change, it is the
nimble, lean organisation that can spot and
take advantage of an opportunity more
quickly.” RWW

Streetbank encourages people to give things away, share items and share skills
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Maxine Perella is a freelance journalist

