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Our interaction with our planet earth is described as the techno-process which is the
process of taking resources, manipulating them as required (modifying substances),
making something with them, using what is made and then throwing what has been made
that no longer has utility1 away. The techno-process of take, manipulate, make, use and
waste is discussed particularly in relation to reducing, reusing and recycling materials,
earth systems, the web of life and materials in the built environment which, at over 70% of
all materials flows, comprise the major component of the flow through the techno process.
The most significant material flow is that of concrete as over two tonnes are produced per
person on the planet per annum. The use of new calcium magnesium blended cements
(TecEco cements) invented by the author that utilise wastes and sequester carbon dioxide
is discussed as an example of the significant impact changes in materials could make.
Reducing, re-using and recycling materials would reduce the impact of the techno process
on the planet, but is currently undertaken more for “feel good” political reasons than sound
economic reasons in many instances. Some unique practical solutions are offered to
resolve this dilemma including a unique electronic identification system for materials and
the use of new generation TecEco cement composite materials as potential repositories of
wastes including CO2.
Keywords: Abatement, sustainable, sustainability, sequestration, CO2, brucite (Mg(OH)2),
durability, reactive magnesium oxide, materials, magnesian, magnesia, reactive magnesia
(MgO), magnesite (MgCO3), hydromagnesite (Mg5(CO3)4(OH)2·4H2O), fly ash, pozzolan,
hydraulic cement, Portland cement, concrete, process energy, embodied energy, lifetime
energy, durability, shrinkage, cracking, extract, extraction, permeability, rheology,
emissions, flow, matter, materials, substances, wastes, reduce, reducing, reuse, re-using,
recycle, recycling, take, manipulate, use, waste, utility, digital, silicon chip.
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Utility is an economic term for value to the user.
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The Impact of Population Growth, Technology and
Consumption
According to the United Nations “The world population reached 6 billion in 1999. . The
overwhelming share of world population growth is taking place in developing countries
where it has more than doubled in 30 years.
Significant proportions of population increases in the developing countries have been and
will be absorbed by urban areas (45.6% in 1970-80; 58.7% in 1980-90; 71.8% in 19902000; 83.4% in 2000-10; and 93.4 in 2010-20). Urban settlements in the developing
countries are, at present, growing five times as fast as those in the developed countries.
Cities in the developing countries are already faced by enormous backlogs in shelter,
infrastructure and services and confronted with increasingly overcrowded transportation
systems, insufficient water supply, deteriorating sanitation and environmental pollution.
By the year 2006, every second human being is expected to live in urban settlements..
Recent estimates indicate an urbanization level of 61.1% for the year 20302.”
The transition into an urbanized world has enormous implications for the world economy,
for social conditions, as well as for the state of the world environment. Cities have a
network of linkages that extend far beyond their boundaries. Sustainable urban
development requires consideration of the carrying capacity of the entire ecosystem
supporting such development, including the prevention and mitigation of adverse
environmental impacts occurring outside urban areas. The unsafe disposal of waste leads
to the degradation of the natural environment: aquifers, coastal zones, ocean resources,
wetlands, natural habitats, forests and other fragile ecosystems are also affected3.
We use easily obtained fossil fuels to heat and power our complex civilisation, yet all the
energy we will ever need is produced by our sun and by natural forces of, wind, water and
wave and will be for the next few billion years. Sustainability embraces creating new from
used, and requires minimal impact on natural resources such as old growth forest, coal or
oil. If sustainable development could be achieved that our cities could support large
numbers of people while limiting their impact on the natural environment.
Cities in the developing countries are already faced by enormous backlogs in shelter,
infrastructure and services and confronted with increasingly overcrowded transportation
systems, insufficient water supply, deteriorating sanitation and environmental pollution.
Urban settlement has however much promise for human development and the protection
of the world’s natural resources.
Improvements in technology brought us health and living standards that resulted in the
explosion in population that has taken place in the last century. Along with increases in
population and living standards came micro pollution at ever increasing levels. Fresh water
is rare in some countries and even the air we breathe is often contaminated with the fallout
from our activities. Technology brought us acid rain, pollution and the greenhouse gas
2
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problem and groups of scientists all over the world now believe that only technology can
extricate us from it.
“The recognition, throughout the European Union and indeed the rest of the world, that
sustainable growth should be a controlling process for guiding the development of
technology through the millennium and beyond, is now well established.
The more difficult problem is defining the content and thrust of the effort necessary to
convert the recognition into practice and then demonstrating, through the best practice, the
techniques and technology appropriate to reinforce the value of sustainability. The value
can and should be measured by both environmental as well as financial gains and there is
no more logical start point than Targeted Research Action on Waste Minimisation and
Recycling (TRAWMAR)4.
The role of technology, especially in relation to materials is specifically discussed in this
paper.
The media reports daily the need to stem greenhouse gases at the source. Examples in
Australia include a recent article in the Bulletin Magazine on “its Easy Being Green”5, and
a program on the Australian ABC’s Late Line6 that debated the growing scientific evidence
of limitations in the reforestation approach in relation to CO2 uptake – the so-called sinksaturation effect.
The scientific community and conservationists are now rigorously advancing source
reduction as the only available main option for ultimately reducing the Greenhouse effect.
Even the USGS Commodities Annual 2000 has this to say on the cement pages7.
“There continued to be concern over the environmental impact of cement manufacture,
particularly the emissions of carbon dioxide and cement kiln dust (CKD). A year end 1997
accord was reached in Kyoto, Japan, that would have so-called developed countries,
including the United States, reduce their carbon dioxide emissions to levels below those in
1990. This accord had yet to be signed or ratified by the U.S. Government. There was
much debate as to how this reduction was to be achieved and what its cost would be to
the economy “
According to the American Association for the Advancement of Science Population and
Environment Atlas8, “Consumption and technology impact on the environment by way of
two major types of human activity.
First, we use resources. We occupy or pre-empt the use of space, and so modify or
remove entirely the habitats of many wild species. We extract or take resources -- growing
food, catching fish, mining minerals, pumping groundwater or oil. This affects the stock of
resources available for humans and for other species in the future.

4
Minerals Industry Research Organisation (MIRO) Research Project RC 114 Targeted Research Action on
Waste Minimisation and Recycling at http://www.miro.co.uk/projects/arcprojs/rc114.htm.
5
April 25, 2000. P44-45
6
The Lateline Show. ABC 19 April, 2000. Senator Robert Hill interviewed by Chris Clark
7
United States Government service Annual 2000 at
http://minerals.usgs.gov/minerals/pubs/commodity/cement/170399.pdf
8
The American Association for the Advancement of Science Population and Environment Atlas at
http://atlas.aaas.org/index.php?part=1&sec=waste valid as at 24/04/04
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Second, we dump wastes -- not just those that consumers throw away, but all the waste
solids, liquids and gases that are generated from raw material to final product. These
affect the state of land, groundwater, rivers, oceans, atmosphere and climate.”
If we want to survive the next millennia as a race we will need to take more responsibility
for the environment.

The Techno-process
Our interaction with the geosphere-biosphere910 is described as the techno-process which
is the process of extracting resources, manipulating them as required (modifying
substances), making something with them, using what is made and then throwing what
has been made that no longer has utility11 away.
The techno-function (Take→Manipulate→Make→Use→Waste) describes this techno
– process.
The impact of the techno - function on the planet is significant. Resources are not
unlimited and the planet does not have an infinite capacity to reabsorb wastes.
To reduce linkages with the environment and for our own long term sustainable survival
the take and waste need to be reduced and preferably eliminated to what is renewable and
preferably biodegradable. To do this we must adopt the philosophy of Reducing, Re-using,
Recycling and Recovering.
Resources extracted from the geosphere-biosphere can be classified broadly into several
non exclusive types. Resources are renewable or non renewable, short use or longer use
materials.
•

Renewable Resources
A renewable resource is any natural resource (such as wood or solar energy) that
can be replenished naturally12 with the passage of time. Can be either short use
(renewable energy) or long use (wood). Depend on the health of the geospherebiosphere for natural replenishment.

•

Non-Renewable Resources
The use of non-renewable resources as materials or energy sources leads to
depletion of the Earth’s reserves. Non renewable resources are characterised as
non-renewable in human relevant periods.

9

For the purposes of this paper the geosphere is defined as the solid earth including the continental and
oceanic crust as well as the various layers of the earth's interior
10
For the purposes of this paper the biosphere is defined as “living organisms and the part of the earth and
its atmosphere in which living organisms exist or that is capable of supporting life”
11
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Figure 1 –The Techno - Process.
•

Short Use Resources
Are renewable (food) or non renewable (fossil fuels). Have short use, are generally
extracted modified and consumed, may (food, air, fuels) or may not (water) change
chemically but are generally altered or contaminated on return back to the
geosphere-biosphere (e.g. food consumed ends up as sewerage, water used is
contaminated on return.)

•

Long Term Use Resources or Materials
Materials are “the substance or substances out of which a thing is or can be
made13.” Alternatively they could be viewed as “the substance of which a thing is
made or composed, component or constituent matter.14”
Some materials are renewable (wood), however most are not renewable (metals,
most plastics etc.) Materials generally have a longer cycle from extraction to return,
remaining in the techno-sphere15 whilst being used and before eventually being
wasted. Materials may (plastics) or may not (wood) be chemically altered and are
further divided into organic (e.g. wood & paper) and inorganic (e.g. metals minerals
etc.)

Other classifications are possible such as surface or sub surface resources, etc. but not
relevant to my arguments in this paper.
13

dictionary.com at http://dictionary.reference.com, valid as at 24/04/04
The Collins Dictionary and Thesaurus in One Volume, Harper Collins, 1992
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The techno-process is very inefficient in that large quantities of renewable and non
renewable resources are extracted to produce small quantities of materials which
themselves are used to produce even smaller volumes of things actually used, many of
which do not retain utility (value to us) very long before they are in turn discarded.
Examples abound. One study found that around 93 percent of materials used in production
do not end up in saleable products but in waste, while 80 percent of products produced are
discarded after a single use16.
Some excellent examples of this wasteful process are given by David Schaller17
“A typical coffee business uses 0.2 percent of the coffee bean to produce a cup of coffee. This
means 99.8 percent of the coffee bush becomes “waste.”
When we make a so-called green detergent from palm oil, we use only 5 percent of the biomass
from the plantation; the rest is treated as waste.
When we ferment barley and hops to make beer, we take out only 8 percent of the sugars. the rest
is treated as waste; the same for the proteins and fibers.
Something less than 3 percent of the original Btu value of a lump of coal makes it out as usable
light in our lamps, similarly low percentages exist for energy conversion in transportation and
industry.
Studies show that between a half and three-fourths of the materials used in our industrial economy
are generated and treated as waste before ever entering the economy. They are not seen or
treated as commodities and aren’t valued as such”

Mining is a major culprit as it involves the extraction of a non renewable resource, the
processing of significant volumes of material for a small quantity of end product as most
substances being mined are present only in small percentages, the rest being discarded
as tailings.
The production of flour is an example of the use of a renewable resource in which
significant amounts of straw, husk etc. are wasted during the process.
It is essential that we find more uses for these wastes for linkages to the biospheregeosphere to be reduced. The inventive is that economically we would be better off.

Earth Systems
The Earth has well-connected systems. Carbon dioxide emitted in one country is rapidly
mixed throughout the atmosphere, and pollutants released into the ocean in one location
are transported to distant parts of the planet. Local and regional emissions create global
environmental problems.
According to NASA18 “The frontier of earth system science is to:
1. Explore interactions among the major components of the earth system.
16

Quoted in Weizsäcker et al., Factor Four, Earthscan, 1997
David Schaller, Sustainable Development Coordinator, US EPA Region 8 - Denver, Beyond Sustainability:
From Scarcity to Abundance, BioInspire Newsletter, 13 February 2004
18
http://www.earth.nasa.gov/science/
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(Ed. These are:
• The biosphere - Living organisms and the part of the earth and its atmosphere in
which living organisms exist or that is capable of supporting life.
• The atmosphere - earth's vital blanket of gases
• The geosphere = The solid earth including the continental and oceanic crust as well
as the various layers of the Earth's interior.
• The hydrosphere - earth's circulating water systems
• The energy system - the energy that powers all Earth's systems)
2. To distinguish natural from human-induced causes of change, and
3. To understand and predict the consequences of change.”
As we learn about how the earth works from our study of biology, geology, hydrology,
metrology and so on we have recognised patterns that help us understand how our planet
works. Some of the most important patterns are:
•

Networks - how all things are connected to each other

•

Cycles - how things happen or get used over and over again

•

Flows - how things and energy move from place to place

•

Balance - how things manage to stay the same.

It is difficult to completely understand let alone put numbers to the complex flows and
balances that go on around the planet. We do know however that pollution from wastes of
various kinds has affected atmospheric composition, land cover, marine ecosystems,
coastal zones, freshwater systems, global biological diversity and many other global
systems.
Due to our pervading interference the constituent components of matter which are
molecules are no longer produced or used in equilibrium. Of particular concern and
therefore the most studied is the carbon cycle which is out of balance. Complex carbon
based molecules put together by living matter over many millions of years are being used
as if there was no tomorrow. The level of carbon dioxide waste from this process is rising
too rapidly for conversion by photosynthesis or utilization by organisms for skeletons and
shells. As a consequence the level of CO2 in the air has risen from 280 parts per million in
pre-industrial times to around 370 parts per million today. Methane concentrations have
also risen by 145 percent over the same period. Before the industrial revolution gaseous
chlorines did not exist in the atmosphere. By 1996 there were 2 731 parts per trillion, most
of these produced in the 20th century19.

19

WRI, World Resources 1998-99 Database Diskette, 1998.

7

Figure 2 – Global CO2 Balance20

Carbon and Oxygen Flows
Rising atmospheric carbon dioxide concentration and its potential impact on future climate
is an issue of global economic and political significance. Of possible even greater
importance is the depletion of oxygen in the atmosphere.
As mentioned carbon dioxide is currently around 370 ppm whilst oxygen is just over 20 %.
Nitrogen is ubiquitous at around 78%. Both carbon and oxygen are present in a combined
form because of their importance in reduction and oxidisation processes.

The Carbon Cycle
The Carbon Cycle is a complex series of processes through which many of the carbon
atoms in existence rotate. Later in this paper an attempt to explain the potential impact of a
paradigm shift in recycling and materials technology could make will be attempted.

20

National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA), Climate Monitoring and Diagnostics Laboratory
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Figure 3 - The Carbon Cycle21
Carbon is a major courier of energy. Plants capture energy from the sun using the
photosynthesis process as a result of which carbon is fixed in their structures. Animals
consume food produced in this way releasing the stored up energy and CO2. We also burn
what was once living to obtain energy and release CO2.
Living plants and the geological remains of living plants and animals are major reservoirs
of carbon. While there is considerable debate about the magnitude and location of these
sinks, there is strong evidence that they are very significant.
We release large quantities of carbon dioxide by burning fossil fuels – according to the
Wood’s Hole site on the internet “The concentration of CO2 in the atmosphere has already
increased by about 30% since the start of the industrial revolution sometime around the
middle of the 19th century and will continue to increase unless societies choose to change
their ways.” We are also destroying the living carbon sink by manipulating land surfaces
for water management, settlement, food and energy production.

21

After Schimel, et al. 1995. CO2 and the carbon cycle. In: Climate Change 1994. Cambridge University
Press: Cambridge, UK.
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Carbon dioxide is a major greenhouse gas and the continued release has resulted in a rise
in the temperature of the earth’s surface, disruption in climates and as a result agriculture
and caused a small rise in sea level due to the melting of ice.
According to the NASA Goddard Institute for Space Studies Error! Reference source not
found. “shows that the warmest temperature occurred in 1998, while the third warmest
year was 2001.” As Error! Reference source not found. shows, there has been a strong
warming trend over the past 30 years, a trend that has been shown to be due primarily to
increasing greenhouse gases in the atmosphere. El Niños, in which warm water spreads
over the tropical Pacific Ocean, are one major cause of fluctuations about the long-term
trend. There was a very strong El Niño in 1998, while a weak El Niño has existed for the
last several months of 2002. The fact that 2002 is almost as warm as the unusual warmth
of 1998 is confirmation that the underlying global warming trend is continuing22.”

Figure 4 - Trend of global annual surface temperature relative to 1951-1980 meanError!
Bookmark not defined.
.
According to the Wood’s Hole Institute web page23 “Most of the increase in atmospheric
CO2 concentrations came from and will continue to come from the use of fossil fuels (coal,
oil, and natural gas) for energy, but 20-25% of the increase over the last 150 years came
from changes in land use, for example, the clearing of forests and the cultivation of soils
for food production.”

22

From The Research Page of the Goddard Institute for Space Studies, New York. at
http://www.giss.nasa.gov/research/observe/surftemp/
23
http://www.whrc.org/science/carbon/carbon.htm
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Figure 5 - The Clearing of Forests and the Cultivation of Soils for Food Production24

Numbers in the Carbon Cycle
Summary totals presented by the Wood’s Hole Institute for carbon in the carbon cycle
during the decade ending 1990 (in billion metric tonnes or petograms) are:

Net
Emissions
Missing
Atmospheric
Oceanic
emissions
=from Fossil +
-carbon
increase
from changes uptake
fuels
sink
in land use
3.3(±0.2)
=5.5(±0.5)
+1.6(±0.7)
- 2.0(±0.8) -1.8(±1.2)
Converting to tonnes CO2 this is:

Atmospheric
=
increase

Emissions from
+
Fossil fuels

12.07 (±0.73) =

20.152
(±0.1.83)

+

Net emissions
Missing
- Oceanic from changes in
carbon
uptake
land use
sink
7.32
6.59
5.86 (±2.56)
(±2.93)
(±4.39)

In general agreement with other research there appears to be a discrepancy which is
believed to be because there has been a greater than measurable amounts taken up by
living plant sinks. We may also be increasing the overall size of our atmosphere!

24

The Carbon cycle, Woods Hole Research Centre at www.whrc.org/science/carbon/carbon.htm valid
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Figure 6 - Sequestration and Emission of Carbon Dioxide25.
A study of all the other earth systems including for example the hydrosphere of which
freshwater systems are a part and in relation to which water quality, salinity and supply are
major issues or sea fisheries which are in major decline is beyond the scope of this paper.

The Affect of the Techno-Process on the Web of Life

25

From the Woods Hole Institute web site at http://www.whrc.org/science/carbon/carbon.html
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Figure 7 – Most Pollution Eventually Makes it to our Waterways Killing Fish and
other Life26
What distinguishes our planet from any other we have yet discovered is that there exists
life, comprising carbon based molecules which have evolved in a delicate balance with the
rest of the atoms and molecules that make up planet earth.
Living matter is different from dead matter in that it contains genetic coding and has the
ability to take atoms and molecules from the environment to build new replicates of itself
for the future. This delicate balance is characterized by the flow of substances from the
dead world to living matter and in reverse and has gone on for billions of years. Since the
dawn of mankind and in particular the industrial revolution our ability and willingness to
manipulate everything around us has however has wreaked havoc with living life forms.
For example, according to some estimates, seventy percent of Earth’s coral reefs will
cease to exist in the next forty years if the current trend continues. Every year, around one
thousand (1,000) species are driven to extinction. The loss of tropical forests is especially
alarming as they are the home habitat of over fifty percent of the world’s species of plants
and animals 27.
There is no doubt that we have seriously disturbing the “web of life” and evidence is
mounting of worse future problems unless we can reduce our impact.
We take atoms and molecules from the dead and living matter around us in what is the
techno-process and then when finished throw them “away”. There is no such place as
“away” Many of these transformed atoms and molecules enter the global commons and
return as part of the flow negatively affecting our wellbeing and that of other living
organisms on the planet.
Persistent chemicals are not confined to the area in which they are created. Gases like
Chloro fluoro hydrocarbons (CFC’s) which is a waste enter what is the global commons.
CFC’s were developed during the 1930s and found widespread application after World
War II. They are halogenated hydrocarbons, mostly trichlorofluoromethane and
dichlorodifluoromethane and were used extensively as aerosol-spray propellants,
refrigerants, solvents, and foam-blowing agents because they were non-toxic and nonflammable and readily converted from a liquid to a gas and vice versa.
CFCs were however found to pose a serious environmental threat because in the
stratosphere they broke down under ultraviolet light releasing chlorine which destroyed
ozone. A hole over Antarctica developed in the ozone layer which shields living organisms
on earth from the harmful effects of the sun's ultraviolet radiation.
“Because of a growing concern over stratospheric ozone depletion and its attendant
dangers, a ban was imposed on the use of CFCs in aerosol-spray dispensers in the late
1970s by the United States, Canada, and the Scandinavian countries. In 1990, 93 nations
agreed to end production of ozone-depleting chemicals by the end of the century, and in
1992 most of those same countries agreed to end their production of CFCs by 199628.”

26

Microsoft Office 2003 clipart.
Powerof10 web site at http://www.powersof10.com/p10_day/planet.pdf
28
http://www.c-f-c.com/supportdocs/cfcs.htm
27

13

Heavy metals have been of particular concern. The term “heavy metal” refers to metals
that are relatively high in density and toxic or poisonous even at low concentrations.
Examples include mercury (Hg), cadmium (Cd), arsenic (As), chromium (Cr), thallium (Tl),
and lead (Pb).
Heavy metals are natural components of the Earth's crust and cannot be degraded or
destroyed. They are particularly dangerous when released as wastes because they tend to
bio-accumulate up the food chain.
For example, marine organisms can consume a particularly dangerous form of mercury
called methylmercury. When fish eat these organisms, the methylmercury is not excreted,
but retained in bodily tissues. The older the fish and the more organisms further down the
food chain they have consumed, the greater the amount of methylmercury in their tissues.
The accumulated methylmercury is concentrated as it is passed up the food chain and any
organism at the top such as us faces a serious risk of mercury poisoning by eating such
fish.
Heavy metals can enter a water supply from industrial and consumer waste, or even from
acidic rain breaking down soils and releasing heavy metals into streams, lakes, rivers, and
groundwater. We are constantly being alerted to the fact that living organisms in the far
reaches of the globe contain significant traces of organic and metallic pollutants and that
the deepest marine sediments, remotest glaciers and icecaps are contaminated. The list of
contaminants is frightening and long. Pollution from waste is everybody’s problem.

The Environmental Affects of Resource Extraction in the
Techno – function

Take→

Waste

Manipulate→Make→Use→

Detrimental Affects on
Earth Systems
In the past the main cause of concern was that resources would not be sufficient to sustain
the human race let alone the techno-process (even if it was not called that) “Frequent
warnings were issued that we faced massive famines, or that we would "run out" of
essential fuels and minerals.29”

29

The American Association for the Advancement of Science Population and Environment Atlas at
http://atlas.aaas.org/index.php?part=1&sec=waste valid as at 24/04/04
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The first and most well known to predict such gloom and doom was Thomas Malthus who
wrote numerous papers on the subject including “An Essay on the Principle of
Population30” predicting widespread food shortages with increases in population.
Neo Malthusians believe that increases in population will eventually degrade
environmental resources leading to devastation. There has however been little evidence of
population growth associated with resource consumption generally being limited by the
supply of resources to date mainly due to the input of technology applied as a result of
market forces which has improved discovery, extraction and production. When a particular
mineral for example looks like it may be becoming scarce market forces drive the price up
which encourages further exploration and the discovery of new deposits.
Renewable resources such as water, fish stocks, even the air we breathe are today of
much greater concern because they are now understood to be much more fragile and
influenced strongly by overuse and pollution
According to the recent report "Global Change and the Earth System - A Planet under
Pressure" IGBP SCIENCE No. 431, funded largely by the Swedish Government, our planet
is changing quickly. In recent decades many environmental indicators have moved outside
the range in which they have varied for the past half-million years. We are altering our life
support system and potentially pushing the planet into a far less hospitable state.
"The world faces significant environmental problems: shortages of clean and accessible
freshwater, degradation of terrestrial and aquatic ecosystems, increases in soil erosion,
loss of biodiversity, changes in the chemistry of the atmosphere, declines in fisheries, and
the possibility of significant changes in climate. These changes are occurring over and
above the stresses imposed by the natural variability of a dynamic planet and are
intersecting with the effects of past and existing patterns of conflict, poverty, disease, and
malnutrition.31"
Population is always a factor in waste and pollution, along with consumption and
technology. The level of production of wastes or pollutants is the product of the number of
people, the amount each person consumes, and the amount of waste created for each unit
of consumption in the whole process from production and packaging to the consumer and
his or her dustbin or sewage outlet.
It is not population growth per say that is the problem; it is the increase in flows through
the techno-process previously defined associated with increasing levels of the technology
factor and associated consumption.
Several efforts have been made to identify the relative shares of responsibility for rising
pollution. Environmentalist Barry Commoner studied examples from the United States
between 1946 and 1968. Population growth accounted for only 14 to 18 percent of the
increase in synthetic organic pesticides, in nitrogen oxides and in tetraethyl lead from
vehicles. It was responsible for only 7 percent of the increase in non-returnable beer
30

Thomas Malthus, An Essay on the Principle of Population. An Essay on the Principle of Population, as it
Affects the Future Improvement of Society with Remarks on the Speculations of Mr. Godwin, M. Condorcet,
and Other Writers. LONDON, Printed for J. Johnston, ST. Paul's Church-yard, 1798
31
"Global Change and the Earth System - A Planet under Pressure" IGBP SCIENCE No.
4http://www.igbp.kva.se/cgibin/php/publications_books.show.php?section_id=48&article_id=105&onearticle=, download the summary
from http://www.igbp.kva.se/cgi-bin/php/frameset.php)
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bottles and a mere 3 percent of the increase in phosphorus from detergents. In almost
every case, technology was the dominant factor. A later study by Commoner of nitrates,
cars and electricity in 65 developing countries came to similar conclusions32
Studies of changes in air pollutants (SO2, nitrogen oxides, smoke and CO2) in countries of
the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) between 1970 and
1988 showed technology as a downward pressure in all four cases -- mainly through
increased energy efficiency in the case of CO2 and nitrogen oxides, and through cleaner
technology in the case of SO2 and smoke. Population growth was responsible for a quarter
of the upward pressure on emissions, while consumption was responsible for three
quarters33.

Exponential Growth
There is an explosion of substances through the techno-process many of which have
damaging wastes associated with them. The worst are fossil fuels and cement production.
The Industrial Revolution was the beginning of the transformation of societies into the
energy-intensive economies of today.

Figure 8 - Global CO2 Emissions from Fossil Fuel Burning, Cement Production, and
Gas Flaring for 1751-2000.34

32

Commoner, Chemistry in Britain, 8(2): 52; Commoner, in Consequences of Rapid Population Growth in
Developing Countries, proceedings of United Nations expert group meeting, August 1988, ESA/P/WP.110,
United Nations, 1989. cited in the American Association for the Advancement of Science (AAAS) Atlas of
Population & Environment, Natural Resources and Waste downloadable from
http://atlas.aaas.org/index.php?part=1&sec=waste valid 29/04/04.
33
Harrison, The Third Revolution, Penguin Books, 1993, cited in the American Association for the
Advancement of Science (AAAS) Atlas of Population & Environment, Natural Resources and Waste
downloadable from http://atlas.aaas.org/index.php?part=1&sec=waste valid 29/04/04.
34
From Marland, G., T.A. Boden, and R. J. Andres. “Global, Regional, and National CO2 Emissions. In
Trends: A Compendium of Data on Global Change.” 2003, Carbon Dioxide Information Analysis Center, Oak
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Australia is one of the biggest energy consumers per capita in the world and has tripled
consumption in the past 20 years with 94% of our current energy consumption from fossil
fuels35. As a consequence Australia contributes approximately 1.5% of the world total
anthropogenic Greenhouse Gases. This however, represents 33.3 tonnes per capita
emission for 1990, the highest of all the OECD countries, including the USA, which records
the next highest emission of 23.0 tonnes per capita36.
Another major source of emission is the production of cement. In 2003 the world produced
1.86 billion tons of cement37 -- about a quarter of a ton for every man, woman and child on
Earth. Production is now probably well over 2 billion tonnes. Over 13 billion tonnes of
concrete are the result which is over two tonnes per person per annum on the planet.
The growth of energy consumption is closely correlated with the increases in gross
national product which is a measure of economic development. The current consumption
patterns of fossil fuels, as well as contributing to emissions, is not sustainable and neither
is the production of cement (See Reducing the Impact of the Techno Process on page 19.)
The emissions from the burning of fossil fuels and production of cement are shown in
Figure 8.

The Environmental Affects of Wastes in the Techno-function

Waste

Take→Manipulate→Make→Use→

Detrimental Affects on
Earth Systems
Of major concern is the problem of wastes which are the output of the techno function
according to which wastes are created in producing and consuming resources.
It is well known for example that countries belonging to the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) produce much more waste per capita than
underdeveloped countries in which by necessity the peoples tend to live more holistically
and in harmony with nature.
Huge volumes are produced. In the mid-1990s for example countries belonging to the
OECD produced 1.5 billion tons of industrial waste and 579 million tons of municipal waste
-- an annual total of almost 2 tons of waste for every person8.
Ridge National Laboratory, U.S. Department of Energy, Oak Ridge, Tenn., U.S.A. at
http://cdiac.esd.ornl.gov/trends/emis/glo.htm valid 27/04/04
35
The Sunday Tasmanian Sunday September 2, 2001.
36
Durie, R.A., Invited keynote address: ‘Australian Greenhouse Gas Mitigation Responses’ presented at the
second Asia Pacific Conference on Sustainable Energy ad Environmental Technology, June 1998, Gold
Coast, Australia.
37
US Government Survey, Mineral Commodities Summary, Cement 2004 at
http://minerals.usgs.gov/minerals/pubs/commodity/cement/cemenmcs04.pdf valid 27/04/04
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A recent waste audit in South Australia in 1998 found “53.1% by weight of the waste we
send to landfill is generated from construction and demolition activity (including waste fill).
Waste materials in this category include concrete, bricks, tiles, steel, glass, metal, wood,
asphalt and plastics. Domestic waste comprised 27.5% by weight of waste sent to landfill
and commercial and industrial waste comprised 15.7% by weight. Around three-quarters of
commercial and industrial waste is comprised of garbags, food/kitchen waste, cardboard,
paper, wood, and plastic bags/film38.” Many of these wastes are potentially recyclable.
According to Maria Atkinson of the Green Building Council of Australia the figure nationally
of waste going to landfill from construction and deconstruction activities (predominantly the
churn of refurbishments) was around 40%39.
The figures for building materials in waste streams vary around the globe and one of the
problems is that the method in which audits are conducted also varies making it hard to
obtain comparative statistics.
The flow of unwanted or waste materials is affecting our planet. The solid wastes that are
not incinerated generally go to landfill and pollute water courses and the local area. Liquid
and gaseous pollutants are more insidious and spread invisibly in the global commons.
Landfill is the technical term for filling large holes in the ground with waste. These holes
may be specially excavated for the purpose, may be old quarries, mine shafts and even
railway cuttings. More recently the mountains or islands made of waste are being created.
Apart from wasting what are potentially resources landfill sites produce climate changing
gases such as methane which is some 25 times more powerful than CO2 as a greenhouse
gas but only remains in the atmosphere for about ten years and so looses it's greenhouse
effect quickly compared to CO2 which remains in the atmosphere significantly longer.
The current atmospheric concentration of methane is 1.8 ppm or 25x1.8 = 45 ppm CO2
equivalent. This is 12% of CO2 concentration and its growing 2.5 times as fast40. The
current concentration of CO2 on the other hand is around 370 ppm.
Landfill can cause ill health in the area, lead to the contamination of land, underground
water, streams and coastal waters and gives rise to various nuisances including increased
traffic, noise, odours, smoke, dust, litter and pests.
“The real cost of dumping is not borne by the producer of the waste or the disposer, but by
the people whose health and property values are destroyed when wastes migrate onto
their property and by the taxpayers who clean it up … It is better for liners to leak sooner
than later, because then there will be responsible parties that can clean it up. Liners don’t
protect communities. They protect people who put the waste there and the politicians who
let them put the waste there, because they are long since gone when the problem comes
up41.”
38

Department for Environment and Hereitage, South Australia,
http://www.environment.sa.gov.au/reporting/human/waste/landfill.html valid 27/04/04
39
Atkinson, Maria, Speech, Energy Efficiency Conference 14 November 2003, Green Building Council of
Australia, at http://www.gbcaus.org/gbc.asp?sectionid=16&docid=116 as at 24/04/04
40
University of Oregon, Electronic Universe Educational Server http://zebu.uoregon.edu/1998/es202/l14.html
valid 06/05/04
41
William Sanjour, EPA, cited in Furlong, Erin, Royal Roads University 2001 Waste Audit Report October 11,
2001
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Only a couple of days ago the headline in the Mercury, a local Tasmanian newspaper said
“Call for Landfill Cancer Enquiry42 The paper went on to say that “The site of an old Hobart
landfill should be tested for groundwater contamination after a number of cancers have
been discovered in the area over 30 years….The opposition first pushed for testing of the
old tip last June and renewed its call this month after the release of the State of the
Environment Report. This said that 100 of Tasmania’s 176 landfill sites may have
contaminated ground water….The potential damages to an ecosystem or to a community’s
health can be significant and the costs of cleaning up the site can be high…. A Department
of Mineral Resources study in 2002 examined 10 tip sites and found potentially dangerous
groundwater contamination in six.”
According to the EPA “Resources that simply become waste are not available for future
generations and extraction and harvesting of additional resources can have long term
environmental impacts. Even as we implement protective waste management programs,
toxic chemicals still can find their way into the environment throughout the life cycle of
materials in extraction, production, transportation, use, and reuse. Persistent, bio
accumulative and toxic chemicals released into the environment can present long term
risks to human health and the environment, even when released in small quantities.43”

Reducing the Impact of the Techno Process
It is essential that the human race, with all the power it has over the environment moves
rapidly towards reducing the linkages between the techno-sphere and the geospherebiosphere before it is too late. To do this the inputs and outputs of the techno-function
need to be reduced. We need to change the techno function to:

Reuse
Take less→Manipulate→Make→Use→Waste less
Recycle

Manipulate
And more desirably to:
Reuse
Take only
renewables

→Manipulate→Make→Use→
Manipulate

Waste only what is
biodegradable or can be reassimilated

Recycle

To make a material difference to the quantum of resources extracted and consequent and
subsequent waste we need to tackle the big problems first and the biggest problem is the
weather. So far “everybody is talking about the weather but nobody does anything about

42
43

The Mercury, Hobart, Tasmania 26th April 2004, p 3.
Office of Solid Waste Strategic Planning Document, 2003 - 2008, 9/23/03
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it44” Now is the time for focussed action to modify the principal techno sub processes that
pollute with carbon dioxide.

Fossil Fuels
Energy consumption results in the most gaseous releases because of our dependence on
fossil fuels. There is a strong need to kick the fossil fuel habit however this is unlikely to
happen unless alternative sources of energy become more economical. “This may be
sooner than we think as “just under half of the world’s total endowment of oil and gas has
been extracted already, and that output will begin to decline within the next five years,
pushing prices up sharply.45” Most geologist however concur that thirty rather than five
years is more likely.
Even if we do kick the fossil fuel habit before it kicks us, it will take centuries to bring the
carbon balance back down to levels in the 50’s. Abatement and sequestration on a
massive scale are essential. “Complementary to traditional areas of energy research, such
as improving energy efficiency or shifting to renewable or nuclear energy sources, carbon
sequestration will allow continued use of fossil energy, buying decades of time needed for
transitioning into less carbon-intensive and more energy-efficient methods for generating
energy in the future.46”
It is encouraging that there is a slow shift to renewable energy as Figure 9 shows.

Figure 9 - Evolution from 1971 to 2001 of World Total Primary Energy Supply47

44

Mark Twain
According to Dr. Colin Campbell, a petro-geologist in and article titled How Long Can Oil the Last, The
Sunday Business Post 27th October 2002
46
National Energy Technology Laboratory (Numerous Authors) Chemical And Geologic Sequestration Of
Carbon Dioxide, at http://www.netl.doe.gov/products/r&d/annual_reports/2001/cgscdfy01.pdf , page 7 valid
28/12/03.
47
International Energy Agency, Key World Energy Statistics 2003 Edition downloaded from
http://www.iea.org/bookshop/add.aspx?id=144, 27/04/04
45

20

Cement and Concrete
The main material used for buildings and infrastructure is concrete. Concrete is made by
utilising a cement such as Portland cement to bond stone and sand together. Ordinary
Portland Cement (OPC) is the most common cement used and the concrete made with it
is an ideal construction material, as it is generally economic, durable, easily handled and
readily available.
Contrary to lay understanding Portland cement concretes have low embodied energies
compared to other building materials such as aluminium and steel, have relatively high
thermal capacity and are therefore relatively environmentally friendly.

Figure 10 - Embodied Energy of Building Materials48
However concrete, based mainly on Portland cement clinker, is the most widely used
material on Earth. Production for the year ended 30 June 2003 was 1.86 billion tonnes37,
enough to produce over 7 cubic km of concrete per year or over two tonnes or one cubic
metre per person on the planet resulting in significant global emissions.

Figure 11 - Embodied Energy in Buildings48

48

URL: www.dbce.csiro.au/ind-serv/brochures/embodied/embodied.htm (last accessed 07 March 2000)
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As a consequence of the huge volume of Portland cement manufactured, considerable
energy is consumed (See Figure 11 - Embodied Energy in Buildings48 on page 21)
resulting in carbon dioxide emissions. Carbon dioxide is also released chemically from the
calcination of limestone used in the manufacturing process.
Various figures are given in the literature for the intensity of carbon emission with Portland
cement production and these range from 0.74 tonnes coal/ tonne cement 49 to as high as
1.24 tonne 50 and 1.30 tonne.51 The figure of one tonne of carbon dioxide for every tonne
of Portland cement manufactured52 given by New Scientist Magazine is generally
accepted.
The production of cement has increased significantly since the end of World War II.
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Table 1 - Cement Production = Carbon Dioxide Emissions from Cement Production
1926-200253
These releases are due to:
•
•
•

The burning of fossil fuels in the kilns used;
Emissions associated with electricity used during the manufacturing process, and;
The chemical release of CO2 from calcining limestone.

As of 2004 some 2.00 billion tonnes of Portland Cement (OPC) were produced globally54.
This accounts for more embodied energy than any other material in the construction
sector55. The manufacture of OPC is one the biggest single contributors to the greenhouse
49

New Scientist, 19 July 1997, page 14.
According to the article Cement and Concrete: Environmental Considerations in Environmental Building
News volume 2, No 2 – March/April 1993 researchers at the Oak Ridge National Laboratories (USA) put the
figure at 1.24 tonnes of CO2 for every tonne of Portland cement.
51
Pers comm. Dr Selwyn Tucker, CSIRO Department of Building Construction and Engineering, Melbourne
52
Pearce, F., "The Concrete Jungle Overheats", New Scientist, 19 July, No 2097, 1997 (page 14).
53
Cement production = Carbon dioxide emissions at 1 tonne cement= 1 tonne CO2 Source of data USGS
cement XLS file. Data collected by Van Oss, Hendrik G. and Kelly, Thomas D. Last modification: April 15,
2004 Available at http://minerals.usgs.gov/minerals/pubs/of01-006/ as at 29/04/04
54
USGS figures extrapolated to 2004
55
Dr Selwyn Tucker, CSIRO on line brochure at http://www.dbce.csiro.au/indserv/brochures/embodied/embodied.htm valid 05/08/2000
50
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effect, accounting for between 5%56 and 10%57,58 of global anthropogenic59 CO2
emissions.
Global production of cement is likely to increase significantly over the coming decades as:
•
•
•
•

Global population grows;
GDP grows;
Urban development continues; and,
Through increasing industrialisation.

A direct consequence of such huge usage and growing demand is the associated
enormous potential for environmental benefits and improvements in sustainability.

Summary
The key to more rapid moves toward sustainability is to change the technology paradigm
and this is discussed in more detail later in this paper (See Making Reducing, Re-using
and Recycling Work in the Long Term without Subsidies or Taxes on page 28). If solar
cells for example suddenly became very cheap to make a far higher proportion of
electricity would be generated using them.

The Built Environment - A Focus for Sustainability Efforts
Our understanding of the flows and interactions in the global commons is very inadequate.
The widely held view is that sustainable management strategies are complex to devise
and politically difficult to introduce. What if they were economic?
The obvious place that seems to have been missed by just about everybody to focus
sustainability efforts is the built environment. It is our footprint on the globe. Given the size
of the built environment there are huge opportunities for changing the techno function.
The dominant proportion of what we take, manipulate and make that we do not consume
immediately goes into the materials with which we build the techno-sphere. Buildings and
infrastructure are our footprint on the globe and probably account for around 70% of all
materials flows and of this “Buildings account for 40 percent of the materials and about a
third of the energy consumed by the world economy. Combined with eco-city design
principles, green building technologies therefore have the potential to make an enormous
contribution to a required 50% reduction in the energy and material intensity of
consumption in the post-modern world.60”
“In 1999, construction activities contributed over 35% of total global CO2 emissions - more
than any other industrial activity. Mitigating and reducing the impacts contributed by these
56

Hendriks C.A., Worrell E, de Jager D., Blok K., and Riemer P. Emission Reductions of Greenhouse Gases
from the Cement Industry. International Energy Agency Conference Paper at www.ieagreen.org.uk.
57
Davidovits, J A Practical Way to Reduce Global Warming The Geopolymer Institute info@geopolymer.org,
http://www.geopolymer.org/
58
Pearce, F., "The Concrete Jungle Overheats", New Scientist, 19 July, No 2097, 1997 (page 14).
59
Anthropogenic – human produced
60
The Built Environment and the Ecosphere: A Global Perspective, Rees, William E
Professor and Director, The University of British Columbia, School of Community and Regional Planning
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activities is a significant challenge for urban planners, designers, architects and the
construction industry, especially in the context of population and urban growth, and the
associated requirement for houses, offices, shops, factories and roads61.”
According to the Human Settlements Theme Report, State of the Environment Australia
200162, “Carbon dioxide (CO2) emissions are highly correlated with the energy consumed
in manufacturing building materials. “On average, 0.098 tonnes of CO2 are produced per
gigajoule of embodied energy of materials used in construction. The energy embodied in
the existing building stock in Australia is equivalent to approximately 10 years of the total
energy consumption for the entire nation. Choices of materials and design principles have
a significant impact on the energy required to construct a building. However, this energy
content of materials has been little considered in design until recently, despite such
impacts being recognized for over 20 years.”
To date the main practical emphasis has been on designing building with low lifetime
energies. Little effort has been made to reduce the impact of materials on lifetime
energies, embodied energies and emissions.

What Governments are doing to Encourage Sustainability
For sustainability the take and waste components of the techno-process need to be
reduced and preferably eliminated to what is renewable and preferably biodegradable.
Governments generally view sustainability as a desirable goal and various policy options
are being experimented with such as:
1. Research and Development Funding Priorities.
2. Procurement policies.
Government in Australia is more than 1/3 of the economy and can strongly influence
change through:
• Life cycle purchasing policy.
• Funding of public projects and housing linked to sustainability such as
recycling.
3. Intervention Policies.
• Building codes including mandatory adoption of performance specification.
• Requiring the recognition and accounting for externalities
• Extended producer responsibility (EPR) legislation
• Mandatory use of minimum standard materials that are more sustainable
• Mandatory eco-labelling
4. Taxation and Incentive Policies
• Direct or indirect taxes, bonuses or rebates to discourage/encourage
sustainable construction etc.
• A national system of carbon taxes.
• An international system of carbon trading.
5. Sustainability Education

61

Energy and Cities: Sustainable Building and Construction Summary of Main Issues IETC Side Event at
UNEP Governing Council, 6 February, 2001 - Nairobi, Kenya
62
CSIRO (numerous authors), “Human Settlements Theme Report, State of the Environment Australia
2001”, Australian Government Department of Environment and Heritage. See
http://www.deh.gov.au/soe/2001/settlements/settlements02-5c.html, valid 29/04/04
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Consider building codes, research and development funding and policies of encouraging
recycling and legislating for extended user responsibility as they are most relevant to the
materials theme of this paper.

Building Codes
The emphasis has been on lifetime rather than embodied energies because potential
lifetime energy reductions through good design are significant. Most OECD countries have
set up energy efficiency standards for new dwellings and service sector buildings: this
includes all European countries, Australia, Canada, the USA, Japan, Korea and New
Zealand. Some non-OECD countries outside Europe have also established mandatory or
voluntary standards for service buildings and Singapore and the Philippines were among
the first.
To date building codes have not encouraged the use of more energy efficient materials, in
spite of the huge impact of materials not only on embodied energies but lifetime energies
as well.

Research and Development Funding Priorities
The early North American and to some extent European approach was to “prime the
pump” and research global warming. The early Australian approach to sustainability was
much cruder and involved the outright purchase of abatement with little research. To date
materials science, which the paper demonstrates as fundamental has however received
little funding globally.
As of early 2004 European priorities were genomics and biotechnology for health,
information society technologies, nanotechnologies, intelligent materials and new
production processes, aeronautics and space, food safety and health risks, sustainable
development and global change, citizens and governance in the European knowledgebased society. In the USA Federal funding priorities include nanotechnology, defense, and
aeronautics.
Geological sequestration has also been a priority in many countries as it is associated with
the petroleum industry and doubts have been raised as to the transparency of funding63
To date Australian research priorities have not included materials science however the
Australian research funding priorities for 2004 – 2005 may well lead the way globally as
included under the heading “Frontier Technologies for Building and Transforming
Australia” are advanced materials. “Advanced materials for applications in construction,
communications, transport, agriculture and medicine (examples include ceramics,
organics, biomaterials, smart material and fabrics, composites, polymers and light
metals).64” The Killer Application – TecEco Cements on page 32 are material composites
that include wastes and sequester CO2.
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Wilson, Nigel “Call for public input to carbon plan”, The Weekend Australian, May 1-2, 2004,'Resources',p

7.
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Descriptions of Designated National Research Priorities and associated Priority Goals,
http://www.arc.gov.au/pdf/2004_designated_national_research_priorities_&_associate.pdf valid 06/05/04
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Recycling
Recycling involves a series of activities by which wastes are collected, sorted, processed
and converted into raw materials and used in the production of new products.
Recycling is carried out by individuals, volunteers, businesses and governments. For high
value waste recycling is profitable and undertaken by business, usually by buying back
wastes, but not so as the value declines. Governments generally have recognized the
importance of recycling but have gone about the introduction of recycling through councils
and local authorities in completely the wrong way. As the hazards of discarded wastes do
not correlate with their value, many wastes are recycled by the authority of legislation or
power of producer organisations.
Instead of being forced upon us using good taxpayer dollars for “feel good” reasons, much
more effort should have been put into the development of technologies to make the
process economic. With market forces driving recycling much more would occur much
more efficiently.
The problem is to make the process of recycling less “feel good” and more economic so it
is driven by market forces.

Accounting for Externalities - the True Cost of the Techno-process
“…the exponential growth curve of cost associated with negative impacts or "externalities"
such as climate change, salinity, acid sulphate soils, river system degradation, or general
pollution, has up until now, been a legacy for future generations to deal with. For decades
the cash price of goods and services has been artificially deflated, with much of the real
cost being outsourced on to the environment.
The costs, however, that are backing up on us - bush fires, dust storms, floods, soil
erosion, salinity, changes in disease patterns, hurricanes and cyclones - can often be
attributed, at least in part, to climate change. An integral part of the dilemma we have is
the denial that anything truly threatening is happening”65.
Accounting systems that recognise the value of natural capital66 are required so that the
true costs of sub techno-processes that extract and waste are born by those who gain the
benefit of doing so.

Extended producer responsibility (EPR)
EPR incorporates negative externalities from product use and end-of-life in product prices
Producers are made responsible for environmental effects over the entire product life cycle
so that the cost of compliance cannot be shifted to a third party and must therefore be
incorporated into product prices.
Examples of EPR regulations include emissions and fuel economy standards (use stage)
and product take back requirements (end of life) such as deposit legislation, and
mandatory returns policies which tend to force design with disassembly in mind.
65
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Earthscan Publications Pty. Ltd. 2000
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Producers are made responsible for collecting and recycling end-of-life products. Wastemanagement costs are shifted to those most capable of reducing disposal costs by
changing designs for recyclability, longevity, reduced toxicity, and limited volume of waste
generated. Disposal costs are reflected in product prices so consumers can make more
informed decisions.
The above solutions all involve a cost. What if benefits could be incorporated?

What Governments Should be Doing and Why
Much as been written about the role of governments and the need to bring about common
good.
1. The first requirement is that the people in power realise their urgent responsibility to
promote sustainability
The democratic system has a fatal flaw in that the outlook of politicians and therefore
governments is usually not much beyond the next election. As a consequence policy is
generally extremely short sighted and too directly connected to the needs of the here and
now rather than mindful of the future.
Change is occurring, sustainability issues are becoming recognised as important but all
too slowly.
2. The second requirement is that governments all over the world co-operate to bring
about sustainability
Problems on a global scale are not just the concern of one or two countries but all people
on the planet. World federalists believe we need a system of democratic global
governance on top of (not instead of) national governments. Such a system would provide
enforceable legal mechanisms for resolving conflicts and safeguarding the environment.
Perhaps they have a point.
In spite of the two UN ‘Habitat’ conferences on urban prospects,67 and their huge impact,
cities have not been given serious attention in the mainstream sustainability debate until
very recently. For example the World Conservation Strategy of 1980, which first used the
term “sustainable development,” paid little attention to accelerating urbanization. The
Brundtland report68 did discuss the issue, but the main emphasis was on the “urban crisis
in developing countries.”
The role of the built environment, particularly in rich cities has been neglected; however
this is difficult to reconcile with physical reality.
“The world population reached 6 billion in 1999.….At the current rate the world will have 7
billion people soon after the year 2010. The overwhelming share of world population
growth is taking place in developing countries (…95.2% in 1990-2000; 97.6% in 2000-10;
67

Vancouver in 1976 and Istanbul in 1996.
In 1983 the United Nations appointed an international commission to propose strategies for "sustainable
development" - ways to improve human well-being in the short term without threatening the local and global
environment in the long term.The Commission was chaired by Norwegian Prime-Minister Gro Harlem
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Report."

68

27

and 98.4% in 2010-20). The population of developing countries has more than doubled in
35 years, growing from 1.89 billion in 1955 to 4.13 billion in 1990.
Significant proportions of population increases in the developing countries have been and
will be absorbed by urban areas (…71.8% in 1990-2000; 83.4% in 2000-10; and 93.4 in
2010-20). Urban settlements in the developing countries are, at present, growing five times
as fast as those in the developed countries. Cities in the developing countries are already
faced by enormous backlogs in shelter, infrastructure and services and confronted with
increasingly overcrowded transportation systems, insufficient water supply, deteriorating
sanitation and environmental pollution.69”
Since the wealthiest 25 percent of the human population consume 80 percent of the
world’s economic output70, approximately 64 % of the world’s economic
production/consumption and pollution is associated with cities in rich countries. Only 12
percent is tied to cities in the developing world71. In short, “half the people and threequarters of the world’s environmental problems reside in cities, and rich cities, mainly in
the developed North, impose by far the greater load on the ecosphere and global
commons72”.
It is time for governments to take an active role, to recognize their responsibility to seek
sustainability as a cornerstone to all government expenditure and policy and facilitate
economic systems that encourage sustainability such as carbon trading and EPR. The
problem is to achieve “common good” without a disproportionate impact on taxation.

Making Reducing, Re-using and Recycling Work in the
Long Term without Subsidies or Taxes
Even though governments through policy can introduce change it is important that
technologies that seek sustainability are also fundamentally economic otherwise they are
inefficient and not viable in the long run.
Economic viability attracts investment, and insufficient investment is finding its way into
sustainability. Natural capital is undervalued.
Consider the techno-function:
Take→Manipulate→Make→Use→Waste
The function has an input and output rate and volume dimension. If the impacts of the
techno-function on the geosphere-biosphere are to be reduced then the rate and volume
of flows through the function need to be reduced and they are therefore of vital interest.
A large proportion of what passes through the techno-process that is not renewable or
easily reassimilated ends up as the materials with which we build our techno-sphere. The
rate and volume of these flows can be reduced by:
69

http://www.unchs.org/habrdd/global.html, valid as at 22/02/04
WCED 1987
71
Rees,W. E. (1999) The Built Environment and the Ecosphere: A Global Perspective, Building Research
and Information 27: (4/5): 206-220
72
Rees, W. E. (1997) Is “sustainable city” an oxymoron? Local Environment 2, 303-310.
70

28

•

Reducing the input to produce the same output

•

Recycling so that fewer resources are required to be extracted.

By reducing, re-using and recycling the function becomes:

Take less→Manipulate→M
Manipulat

And more desirably:

Take only
renewables

→Manipulate→Make
Manipulate

Reducing the “Take”
& “Waste”
The biggest factor in increasing
economic growth and raising
living standards over time has
been the economy’s ability to
produce more out of less, i.e.
to become more productive.
Productivity is good economics
and driven by positive market forces. Productive companies reduce inputs for the same
output quality, volume and cost. An increase in productivity would put less demand on
natural resources which is something we all would agree is desirable.
Arguably on a personal values scale in the future productivity will become the domain of
robots and the challenge will be what we do rather than how efficiently we do it. This is
especially true of knowledge workers who in western countries comprise probably three
quarters of the work force73.
Figure 12 - Robot Construction in the Future
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For an excellent discussion on the affects of knowledge on politics, business and society see Peter F
Drucker, Post Capitalist Society, Butterworth Heinemann, 1993
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For robotics to be used in construction it will be necessary to squeeze self hardening
materials out of a nozzle so they just sit without deformation until they gain full strength.
Various materials from structural containing fibres for reinforcement to void filling and
insulating will be required and like a colour inkjet printer will be selected as specified by the
design.
Accuracy will be far greater than currently possible, wonderful architectural shapes as yet
unthought of will be used and fibres will provide reinforcing. Walls will most likely have a
low strength foamed insulating cementitious material between the faces making services
easy to add at a later time. Conduits could also be provided by design.
The use of robots in construction will reduce the waste of new construction materials
immensely. Just like an inkjet printer only uses the right amount of ink, only the exact
amount of material will be used. The introduction of robots to construction will also mean
more wastes can be utilised for building materials. More self hardening materials will be
required, not less and mineral binders like TecEco's new cements have the obvious
advantage of being able to utilise a large quantity of wastes (See The Killer Application –
TecEco Cements on page 32).
There is no doubt that on a global scale, reducing the rate and volume of inputs required to
satisfy the needs of the techno-sphere and output of waste materials that no longer satisfy
needs will reduce our detrimental linkages on the environment. The use of Robots is but
one practical idea as to how this could be done.

Re-using and Recycling
Before re-using and recycling can become economic the main economic hurdles to
overcome are the laws of supply and demand and economies of scale. To do this we need
to change the technical paradigm.
Henry Ford leveraged his success selling cars to devise more efficient methods of
production. As a consequence he was able to sell his cars more cheaply, increasing sales,
providing more money for innovation, which reduced costs even further and so on. Ford
was able to sell more at lower prices and yet make more money by achieving economies
of scale. The laws of economics rely on positive feedback loops. Industrial economies of
scale tend to increase value linearly, while the laws of supply and demand would dictate
that exponentially more is sold or used the lower the price for the same quality.
It can however take years before these laws kick in.
For example during the first 10 years, Microsoft's profits were negligible. They started to
rise in 1985 and then exploded. The experience of Federal Express was similar. The same
applies to fax machines and the internet which similarly festered for some time before
becoming ubiquitous.
The question is whether the world can wait for an explosion in the recycling business to
take place. There is a desperate need to achieve sustainability quickly. What factor or
factors are missing? What will make it happen as a matter of profitable economics rather
than policy?
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The trouble is that right now it just costs too much to reuse and recycle for these
processes to be driven by economics alone. As a consequence government intervention in
the form of regulation (Germany, some other countries and some states in some countries
e.g. South Australia in Australia to some extent) and subsidies (most of the rest of the
developed world) are required for what is no doubt a desirable social outcome.
How can re-using and recycling move beyond the desirable subsidized by tax dollars to
the preferred pushed and dragged by sound economics?
Currently it is more expensive to reuse and recycle than to use newly extracted resources.
There would be a rapid turnaround in the sustainability industry if this hurdle could be
overcome so that it was cheaper to reuse or recycle.
There are two main costs involved in re-using and recycling. The costs of sorting waste
streams and then transporting sorted recyclable materials back to a location in which they
can be reused.
The second law of thermodynamics (the law of entropy) was formulated in the middle of
the last century by Clausius and Thomson. Like most natural processes, waste streams
tend to follow this law in that wastes at the point of elimination from the techno-process
tend to be all mixed up. Disorder is prevalent for two main reasons; things are made with
mixed materials and the waste collection process tends to mix them up even more.
The current technical paradigm for the techno-process generally requires separate inputs.
Costs are incurred and waste generated in separating what is required from the balance of
material as nature itself rarely concentrates. As mentioned earlier, one study found that
around 93 percent of materials used in production do not end up in saleable products but
in waste16.
Re-using and recycling is even more uneconomic because the cost of un-mixing even
more complex waste streams is prohibitive. After recycling is completed there is a cost of
returning the materials back to manufacturers who can use them. Simultaneously dealing
with the disassembly/sorting constraints, cost, material problems and transport issues
during recycling are critical challenges.
I once had the pleasure of a long discussion with Edward de Bono, the inventor of the
words “lateral thinking” about a new technology I have invented that you will hear about
later in this paper. He said that what was needed for market success was a “killer”
application, an application that just could not help but succeed.
To get over the laws of increasing returns and economies of scale and to make the sorting
of wastes economic so that wastes become low cost inputs for the techno-process new
paradigms are required. The way forward involves at least:
•

A new killer technology in the form of a method for sorting wastes

•

A killer application for unsorted wastes

The “Killer” Technology - Silicon Identification of Materials
The means to very efficiently sort wastes may just lie in the silicon chip. The cost and size
of intelligent silicon with embedded thought are both falling exponentially. Silicon chips
already have a diverse range of uses For example they are being used in paint by car
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manufacturers for identification purposes and one was recently put in the ear of my dog for
the same reason. Silicon chips will one day be as plentiful as what they could be
embedded in. They will tell us the cost at the check-out, the manufacturer, warranty details
who the owner is and what waste stream a robot should put them into when eventually
wasted.
Remember the impact bar-coding had in supermarkets? Silicon embedded in products will
do the same thing for the cost of sorting waste streams. Robots will efficiently and
productively be able to distinguish different types of plastic, glass, metals ceramics and so
on.
The only economic hurdle that would remain would be the efficient transportation back to
manufacturing points of these waste streams. This could be overcome with a ubiquitous
killer application.
We are progressing towards a silcon intelligence defined flow of materials from producer to
consumer. Wal-Mart, one of the biggest US retailers has initiated the introduction of smart
tagging of all goods that it will sell in the store. So too have the US defense department for
all provisions. Everything will have a tag that indicates what order it was on, delivery
details, price, disposal etc. The US packaging giant, Smurfit-Stone want to eliminate the
smart label and implant chips directly into packaging. TecEco want to go a stage further
and implant intelligent silicon that will do everything everybody wants it to do, directly into
the materials out of which things are made.

The Killer Application – TecEco Cements
What if wastes could be utilized depending on their class of properties rather than their
chemistry? What if an application could be found that could utilize vast volumes of
materials that offered useful broadly defined properties such as light weight, tensile
strength, insulating capacity, strength or thermal capacity? After all, the best thing to do
with wastes is to use them if at all possible.
There are many wastes that are just too costly to further sort into very specific wastes
streams such as many plastics. There are also waste streams such as mine tailings,
furnace sands, quarry dusts and the like for which no particular use could otherwise be
found.
Glasses tend to share in common a lot of properties as do plastics, wood, ceramics and so
on. Glasses are brittle, tough and abrasion resistant. Plastics are generally light, insulating
and have tensile strength. What if it did not matter if they were mixed up together?
The solution is to use these materials in composites for their properties rather than for their
composition. The problem then becomes one of finding a potentially cheap, un-reactive but
strong binder with the right rheology for use by for example robots of the futureReducing
the “Take” & “Waste” on page 29. Eliminate plastics, epoxies and other inorganic binders
that are just too expensive and the choice for durability and cost is a mineral binder.
Ordinary Portland cement concretes are a good start; over two tonnes are produced per
person on the planet per annum. Unfortunately they are too reactive to use with a wide
range of fillers. The breakthrough has been the development of a wide range of blended
calcium-magnesium binders with a low long term pH and that are internally much drier.
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Sustainability by regulation subsidy or taxes is not itself economically sustainable. The
new TecEco binder technologies are a breakthrough in that they change the technology
paradigm. “...it is technology that defines what is a resource as well as what our effective
supply of that resource is.74” Wastes can be used and in large quantities, there is wealth in
waste and significant overall improvements in sustainability are achievable with economic
benefits.
A major advantage of the TecEco technology over all other sequestration and abatement
proposals it that the technology itself is viable even without a value being placed on
abatement and sequestration. Another advantage of the magnesian tec, eco and envirocement technologies is that they define improvements in the material properties of
concrete.
The TecEco technology is but one very important example of where materials can make a
big difference to sustainability by providing composites that utilise wastes. There are other
ways improvements in materials will make a big difference.

Materials – The Key to Sustainability
Materials are the lasting substances that flow through the techno-process. They are the
link between the biosphere-geosphere and techno-sphere. The use of more sustainable
materials is fundamental to our survival on the planet. The choice of materials that we use
to construct our techno-sphere ultimately controls emissions, lifetime and embodied
energies, maintenance of utility, recyclability and the properties of wastes returned to the
biosphere -geosphere.

Biosphere Geosphere

Techno - World
Materials are the link
between the
biosphere and
technosphere and the
key to sustainabillity

Figure 13 - Materials - The Link between the Biosphere - geosphere and Technosphere
Fundamental changes are necessary to achieve real sustainability and if these are to
occur without economic disruption, as the materials we use control the sustainability of the
systems we proliferate, the materials paradigm we live in will also have to change.
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•

Materials science will become of great importance as the race to develop materials
for the future gets underway

•

The properties of many materials are too focussed. It should be possible in the
future to develop new materials with more than one property currently considered
as conflicting.

•

For example materials that are good insulators do not generally have a high heat
capacity. Combining insulating and heat capacity has huge potential for reducing
the lifetime energies of buildings. Another example is that materials that are light in
weight are not generally strong.

•

The embodied energy of most materials is too high. In the future it may be possible
to develop ways of making existing materials or new materials with the same
functionality and properties but with lower embodied energies.
The new TecEco kiln for example combines grinding which is only 1-2% efficient
with heating to reduce overall energy inputs by some 30%

•

Materials will be required that are either biodegradable or easily recycled within the
techno-sphere techno – process are required.
An example of a biodegradable replacement for a non biodegradable product
includes rice paper takeaway eating containers and utensils instead of plastic. An
example of easily recycled materials would be printer cartridges which are
economic to return for refilling or polling booths in Australia which are all returned
for recycling as paper under the watchful eye of the electorate commission.

•

Materials that remain useful for longer are required.
Things were once and still are to some extent built to break down after the period of
their warranty. Henry Ford started this by reducing the quality of the items that
lasted the longest in his cars. There is a way forward however. Imagine if
functionality and service were purchased instead of energy and things. An example
given in the book “natural Capitalism” was that instead of buying electricity one
would purchase heating and lighting75. I recently had the pleasure of entertaining in
Tasmania the representative of a Brazilian company, Magnesita S.A. He told me
that his company no longer just sold refractory bricks. They were paid on the basis
of downtime experienced by their steel producing clients. With better quality bricks
and less downtime they were paid more.

The Importance of Sustainable Materials for the Built
Environment
Urbanization has serious negative implications for global sustainability yet the impact and
the associated opportunities for improvement have been given little emphasis.
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Given the enormous materials flows involved, the obvious place to improve sustainability is
the built environment. The materials used determine net emissions, the impact of
extraction, how they can be reused and the effects on earth systems of wastage.
To reduce the impact of the techno - function that describes the flow of these materials
from take to waste it is fundamental that we think about the materials we use to construct
our built environment and the molecules they are made of.
With the right materials technology, because of its sheer size the built environment could
reduce the take from the geosphere-biosphere and utilise many different wastes including
carbon dioxide.
Materials used to construct the built environment should, as well as the required properties
have low embodied energies, low lifetime energies, and low greenhouse gas emissions
when considered on a whole of life cycle basis. They should also be preferably made from
renewable resources and either easily recycled or reassimilated by the geospherebiosphere

The Lesson for Governments
As Paul Zane Pilzer says “Technology is the major determinant of wealth as it determines
the nature and supply of physical resources74.” Why then is it that so little government
research funding is to change the technical paradigm for reducing, re-using and recycling
materials? Materials are after all a major part of the flow of resources in the techno
function and fundamental for sustainability. Instead of for example like the Australian
Greenhouse Gas Abatement program which had little for science and financially supported
projects with significant abatement including converting from coal to natural gas,
governments need to focus on fundamental research that change the technology factor.
As Pilzer’s first law of alchemy states “By enabling us to make productive use of particular
raw materials, technology determines what constitutes a physical resource74.” Pilzer goes
on further to explain that definitional technologies are those that enable us to make use of
particular resources. Wastes are potentially a huge resource. Improvements in recovery
and utilisation technologies will one day make them of significant value.
Fortunately some governments such as the EU are starting to research how we could live
more sustainably on the planet. As of today however I am not aware of any country or
group of countries that prioritise the development research into materials as a way of
reducing the take and waste in the techno - function, maximising utility and making re-use
and recycling more profitable.

Concrete - The Material for the Future
As previously discussed under the heading Cement and Concrete on page 21, concrete is
the single biggest material flow on the planet by a big margin. There is tremendous scope
to add strength and improve sustainability and other properties of concrete as a material
through the addition of other substances including wastes, many of which would add
tensile strength, insulating capacity or reduce weight. New composites made in this way
will be the high performance materials of the future.
Materials such as the new magnesian tec, eco and enviro-cements will have a role in the
development of these new materials as they not only absorb carbon dioxide in bricks,
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blocks, pavers, mortars and porous pavement, but also improve properties and allow the
incorporation of a wider range of materials.

Conclusion
The way forward is clear, technology can help us change the techno process so that we
take and waste less. By doing so the process becomes more economic and thus self
propelled with less government intervention. Finding 3 under the heading Transport and
Urban Design of the recent ISOS conference in Australia applies globally. It stated in part.
“…The Federal Government should promote Australian building innovations (e.g. ecocement) that contribute global solutions towards sustainability; provide more sustainable
city innovation R&D funds; and re-direct some housing and transport funds towards
sustainable cities demonstration projects76.”
Technology can make it possible to achieve a far greater measure of sustainability, to
economically reduce, re-use and recycle. The potential multipliers from spending on
research and development are huge.
With the development of definitional materials technologies as a result of appropriate
research and development funding as Amory Lovins of the Rocky Mountain Institute puts it
sustainability “will happen, and happen rapidly – because it’s profitable77”.
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