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Creative recycling or upcycling, as it is fashionably known, has greatly picked up pace in India. The pandemic has further
emphasised the need to reduce, reuse and recycle — and while at it, use our grey cells to do so. Sourav Roy meets a few such
waste warriors who have been thinking out of the box for a while now

Fruit in fruit-shells
Eat Raja is a small juice shop huddled
between two temples in Bengaluru’s
Malleswaram area. The most famous
delicacy here is Chilli Guava, where
the spice-sprinkled juice is served in
the fruit’s own shell. “Of course, I’m
gonna eat the shell,” a customer says
after she is down three shots of the
juice’s servings. In the end, she has
nothing left in her hand. “This is how
waste management works,” Raja, the
shopowner, exclaims.

Raja lost his father in 2018 and in-
herited the juice stall. In over a year’s
time, he had transformed it into a ze-
ro-waste business. Initially, he faced
a backlash. “We were serving juice
in washable glasses and had no cus-
tomers for days together. Customers
asked for paper cups and lectured me
on hygiene and I gave them a piece of
my mind. Given the prime location of
our shop, we could have easily gener-
ated profits by selling water bottles,
but I was adamant,” he recalls.

The groundbreaking innovation of
serving juices in the fruit’s own shell
was a gamechanger. “Since I had the
time, I could experiment and develop
these indigenous methods of serving
juices in their own fruit-shells. Wa-
termelon, mosambi, orange, mango,
cucumber, bitter gourd; you name it!
The pulps and leftover shells act as
fodder for cows,” he adds.

With some redesign and creative
messaging, the shop soon started
attracting social-media savvy young-
sters. “I had seen queues outside the
two temples beside my shop, but now
there was a third queue.” Raja al-
ready has plans of set-
ting up a new branch
in Church Street,
where he wants to
train more staff,
but the ongoing Co-
rona crisis has been
a setback. “My idea
is to spread faster
and become bigger
than Coronavi-
rus,” he jok-
ingly says.

Not into the ashtray anymore!
“Unlike in the West where much of the garbage
goes into incinerators, countries like India,
Indonesia, Nigeria, Vietnam and Myanmar
have had robust cyclic economies for a long
time. Historically, the importing capacities of
these closed economies were low, which led
to a rise in domestic manufacturing. The re-
cycling sector was always integrated into this
as it brought down the cost of raw materials,”
says Kabir Arora, Coordinator for Alliance of
Indian Wastepickers at Hasiru Dala, a Bengalu-
ru-based social impact organisation.

With modern-day research and awareness,
innovation in waste manage-

ment has taken off. Today,
we have organisations

like the Kanpur-based
PHOOL, which
collects flowers
from temples and
upcycles them into
creative products
like perfumes and

incense sticks. We
also have vanity brands

like Mumbai-based
Real State, which uses dis-

carded marble waste to create
elegant jewellery products. The list of organi-
sations that are creatively managing waste is
actually endless.

I spoke to Naman Gupta, the founder of Code
Effort, a Noida-based company that has recy-
cled over 50 tonnes of cigarette butts over the
past four years.

The company sources cigarette waste from
all across India through its contractors. The
paper from the butts is used to manufacture
mosquito repellents, while the soft polymer,
which acts as the filter, is used to make soft toys,
plush toys, cushions and mattresses.

“We have eradicated 25 crore cigarette butts
from going into landfills and dump yards, which
translates into 12 crore litres of water getting
saved from being contaminated. We are now
researching how to use the Cellulose Acetate
polymer to create better products like spectacle
frames. We are done with our R&D and plan-
ning to launch our operations as soon as the
Covid dust settles,” Naman says.

Pens with seeds
I spoke to Lakshmi Menon, a
Cochin-based entrepreneur who
rose to fame for making pens that
grow into trees when discarded.
Her social enterprise, called PURE
Living, employs cancer survivors
and individuals with paraplegia
and they have made over 2.5 lakh
units of these miraculous pens with
seeds embedded in them. “My idea
has been replicated by many oth-
ers now. I have not taken a patent
for this, just to ensure that no one
who wants to copy my idea is ever
stopped from doing so,” Lakshmi
says.

One of Lakshmi’s recent innova-
tions is the Chekutty doll, an idea
she came up with in the aftermath
of the devastating Kerala floods of
2018. “Chendamangalam, a weav-
ers’ village in Kerala, was complete-
ly submerged underwater for over
a week. Since it was Onam season,
this led to the soiling of tonnes of
brand new cloth materials. The
initial idea was to burn them, but I
started using the clothes to make
simple dolls and called them Che-

kutty. Che represented the name
of the village, while kutty means
a toddler in Malayalam.” The first
unit Lakshmi’s team
worked with had faced
losses of 21 lakh due to
the floods. They even-
tually made a profit of
36 lakh over the next
three months by sell-
ing these dolls.
“Today, literally
every house in
Kerala has a
Chekutty doll,
which has be-
come a mascot
of the Malayali
spirit and our re-
silience against
the devastating
floods,” she adds.

Chekutty
doll is just one
example. There
are many ways
of upcycling
products. Take a
broken shelf and

engineer it into a clock. Take an old
newspaper and paint it with vivid
colours, turning it into a gift-wrap-

ping paper. Use
discarded bottle
caps to make
earrings, fridge
magnets and
badges. Use old
rubber tyres to
make brand new
footwear. Take
used beer bottles
and remould
them into vases,

food platters,
bowls or ashtrays.

Take discarded clothes and make
diary covers or wall hangings

with them. And there are brands
like Remagined, The Second Life,
Swavlambi and Pomogrenade, who
are actively mastering the art of
upcycling waste into meaningful
products.

“There is a difference between
upcycling and recycling (see box).
Recycling is when you take a ma-
terial, destroy it and recreate the

same material. Upcycling happens
when you take an object and reuse
it, and in the process, it is moved up
in the value chain. Upcycling is look-
ing at material as an opportunity
and not waste; allowing every object
to live its due course of life before
being sent for recycling,” says Avi-
nash Rebello, who runs (Re)Made
In India, a Bengaluru-based store
(which is currently undergoing relo-
cation) that curates upcycled goods
from various brands across India.

Raja

Recycling and
upcycling: What’s the
difference?
While these two processes are actu-
ally pretty different from each other,
the words recycling and upcycling
are sometimes used interchangeably.

Recycling is essentially an industrial
process wherein objects are converted
into new materials, which are then
used to make the same product again
or are recasted into a completely dif-
ferent product. Recyclables are, of
course, collected from homes and in-
dustries and taken to a recycling plant
where they are sorted and broken
down. While some materials are 100
per cent recyclable, others are not, in
which case, they are mixed with other
materials to make new products.

Upcycling, on the other hand, is a
different beast altogether. For one, it is
not industrial; it is indeed, the ‘creative
version’ of recycling. Upcycling is
making new stuff from old and used
things or things that would have gone
to waste anywwwy ay. For instance, an
old wooden chest of drawers that is
rotting could be transformed into a
small cabinet or a wooden table with
a little carpentry and painting. An
old pair of boots (see pic) can be used

as a plant-holder; or a lamp-
shade repurposed into a vase

(just saying!) In upcycling,
all you need is loads

of imagination
and some skills
and you are good

to go.

TThhee CCoorroonnaa eeffffeecctt
““CCoorroonnaa iiss ggooiinngg ttoo ddeessttrrooyy tthhee
uuppccyycclliinngg sseeccttoorr.. UUppccyycclliinngg,, aall--
tthhoouugghh nneecceessssaarryy,, iiss ssttiillll aa lluuxxuurryy
wwiitthhiinn tthhee wwaassttee mmaannaaggeemmeenntt
ssppaaccee..

EEvveerryyoonnee II kknnooww iinn tthhee bbuussii--
nneessss ooff uuppccyycclliinngg wwaass jjuusstt mmaann--
aaggiinngg ttoo kkeeeepp oonnee’’ss eenntteerrpprriissee
aaffllooaatt eevveenn bbeeffoorree CCoorroonnaa ssttrruucckk..
IItt iiss nnooww ggooiinngg ttoo ccaauussee aa hhuuggee sseett--
bbaacckk aanndd ppoossssiibbllyy ppuusshh uuss sseevveerraall
yyeeaarrss bbaacckk,,”” AAvviinnaasshh rruueess..

““MMaannyy ppeeooppllee dduummpp mmeeddiiccaall
ttrraasshh iinn ddrryy wwaassttee,, iinncclluuddiinngg
mmaasskkss,, ssyyrriinnggeess aanndd gglloovveess..
TTiimmeess aarree oonnllyy ggooiinngg ttoo ggeett ddiiffffii--

ccuulltt ffoorr wwaassttee ccoolllleeccttoorrss,,”” ssaayyss
NNaavveeeenn MMaarriiyyaann,, ffoouunnddeerr ooff
KKhhaalliibboottttllee,, aa BBeennggaalluurruu--bbaasseedd
rreeccyycclliinngg oorrggaanniissaattiioonn,, wwhhiicchh
uusseess tteecchhnnoollooggyy iinntteennssiivveellyy ttoo
wwoorrkk wwiitthh aappaarrttmmeenntt ccoommmmuu--
nniittiieess ffoorr ddoooorr--ttoo--ddoooorr ppiicckkuupp ooff
wwaassttee..

KKaabbiirr aaddddss:: ““WWhheenn tthhee lloocckk--
ddoowwnn ssttaarrtteedd,, ssuuddddeennllyy,, tthheerree
wwaass aa rriissee iinn tthhee mmiixxiinngg ooff wwaassttee..
TThhiiss wwaass bbeeccaauussee sseeggrreeggaattiioonn
ooff wwaassttee iiss ddoonnee bbyy ddoommeessttiicc
wwoorrkkeerrss iinn mmoosstt hhoouusseehhoollddss
wwhhoo aarree nnooww oonn lleeaavvee.. TThhee ffiirrsstt
wweeeekk ooff lloocckkddoowwnn wwaass cchhaaoottiicc

aanndd wwaasstteeppiicckkeerr oorrggaanniissaattiioonnss
wweerree ffiigguurriinngg oouutt hhooww ttoo mmaannaaggee
ooppeerraattiioonnss.. MMeeaannwwhhiillee,, ppeeooppllee
ssttaarrtteedd dduummppiinngg tthheeiirr mmiixxeedd
wwaassttee oonn tthhee ssttrreeeettss.. WWiitthh ssuucchh
bbeehhaavviioouurr,, eevveenn iiff wwee ssuurrvviivvee tthhee
CCoovviidd oouuttbbrreeaakk,, wwee’’llll ddeeffiinniitteellyy
ddiiee ooff ppllaagguuee..””

BBootthh NNaavveeeenn aanndd KKaabbiirr aaddmmiitt

tthhaatt tthhee CCoorroonnaa oouuttbbrreeaakk hhaass
lleedd ttoo aa rriissee iinn uussaaggee ooff pprrootteecc--
ttiivvee ggeeaarrss aammoonngg wwaasstteeppiicckk--
eerrss.. ““WWee ppuusshheedd aa lloott,, bbuutt

nnoobbooddyy wwaass ttaakkiinngg uuss sseerriioouuss--
yy.. SSuuddddeennllyy wwaasstteeppiicckkeerrss hhaavvee

bbeeccoommee ccoonnsscciioouuss ooff tthhiiss oonnee
vviirruuss,, aalltthhoouugghh tthheerree aarree mmaannyy
ddeeaaddlliieerr iinnffeeccttiioonnss tthheeyy hhaavvee aall--
wwaayyss bbeeeenn pprroonnee ttoo,,”” KKaabbiirr ssaayyss..

TThhee nneeeedd ttoo pprrootteecctt wwaasstteeppiicckk--
eerrss aanndd ssaanniittaattiioonn wwoorrkkeerrss iiss
ffeelltt tthhee ddeeeeppeesstt dduurriinngg ttiimmeess ooff
ssuucchh ccrriissiiss.. ““EEvveenn dduurriinngg tthhee
lloocckkddoowwnn,, ppeeooppllee aarree bbuuyyiinngg
ggrroocceerriieess,, wwhhiicchh mmeeaannss tthheeyy

aarreeggeenneerraattiinngg wwaassttee.. AAnndd wwaassttee
ccoolllleeccttiioonn hhaass ttoo ccoonnttiinnuuee..

IIff wwee sshhuutt sshhoopp,, wwaassttee wwiillll
ppiillee uupp eevveerryywwhheerree,,”” NNaavveeeenn
aaddddss.. ““EEvveenn iiff aa vvaacccciinnee iiss ddee--
vveellooppeedd,, wwhhaatt ggoooodd wwiillll iitt bbee
ffoorr tthhee wwaasstteeppiicckkeerrss iiff iitt iiss nnoott
aaffffoorrddaabbllee?? AAfftteerr hheeaalltthh wwoorrkkeerrss,,
iitt iiss tthhee ssaanniittaattiioonn wwoorrkkeerrss aanndd
wwaasstteeppiicckkeerrss wwhhoo aarree tthhee mmoosstt
vvuullnneerraabbllee ttoo CCoovviidd--1199.. BBuutt uunn--
lliikkee hheeaalltthh wwoorrkkeerrss,, tthheessee ppeeooppllee
ddoonn’’tt rreecceeiivvee ffaaiirr rreemmuunneerraattiioonn,,
hheeaalltthh cchheecckkuuppss oorr iinnssuurraanncceess..
TThhee ccrriissiiss ffoorr tthheemm hhaass oonnllyy bbee--
gguunn,,”” KKaabbiirr llaammeennttss..
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If our collective attitudes about rubbish has to change, then the overhaul has to
start small. Preferably at home. And for this to happen, it is crucial that more
people begin to look at waste as an opportunityyyt rather than, well, garbage.
Indeed, if there is one thing all experts on waste management agree upon,
it is the fact that the linear make-use-dispose model on which our societies

have been built over centuries, needs to go. As Marcus Gover, director of the UK
advocacy group WRAAAR P, said once in an interview, it is all about going “circular” and
what we need is a weaving together of our economic systems into a “harmonious,
never-ending bundle of recycling and reuse”. Evidently, no mean task this. However,
there are some bright souls who are, in their own small way, aiming to achieve pre-
cisely this ‘circular’ state of societyyyt . We profile a few:
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