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two-way, snap-fit fasteners in place of
bolts or glue, the components of
durable products can be separated
out and reused once their useful life is
over. Design for disassembly, however,
may be more placebo than panacea,
because its success depends upon a
sophisticated recovery and refabrica-
tion network as well as the creation
and cultivation of a demand for recy-
cled materials.

“Large appliances, furniture, and au-
tomobiles have been recycled by scrap
processors for ages, and disassem-
bling a product [not designed to be
taken apart] hasn't stopped a scrap
processor yet,” points out Lenny For-

or mo

: 3
o
‘mation, v
call 800-932-0633.

mato of Boulder Resources, a large
marketer of scrap metals in New York
City. Scrap processors like Formato,
though, are now having to deal with
the advanced polymers being used in
place of metals in everything from
cars to bicycle frames to refrigerators.
Unlike the existing scrap metal infra-
structure (auto manufacturers were
historically huge contributers to the
recycled steel industry), currently
there are no viable collection or re-
processing systems for these plastics.
The shift from metals to polymers may
mean more high-performance goods—
carbon-fiber compaosites, for exampie,
are lighter and stronger than any met-
al—but it also means that a host of
appliances and products that were
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once recycled now end up in landfill,

A better approach to manufactur-
ing is to use materials for which work-
able recovery systems already exist,
use the least amount of material nec-
essary, and design the product to take
up as little space as possible on its
way to the material reclamation facil-
ity. These principles can apply to an
object as pedestrian as a plastic water
bottle or as upscale as an imported
dining chair. For example, the Louis
20 Stacking Chair, designed by
Philippe Starck for the German manu-
facturer Vitra, has a virgin polypropy-
lene shell {which is recyclable} and
aluminum arms and legs (also recy-
clable) attached by screws, so that
eventually it can be taken apart and
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each of its elements reused.

While “design for disassembly” has
been the industrial designer’s mantra
over the past few years, less enlight-
ened form-givers seem to prefer
*found objects.” With the best of in-
tentions, many design schools are
teaching students to jerry-build trash
inta presumably useful products. This
methodology often leads to dubious
results, as seen at an exhibition called
"Hello Again, Recycling for the Real
World®” last year at New York's Fashion
Institute of Technology. Here, furni-
ture built from discarded soda cans
and their ilk filled an entire hall with
one-liners, for the most part, unat-
tractive objects that failed to address
the critical issues of aesthetics, mass
production, or large-scale recycling
efforts. If these products were in-
tended for the real world, then it can
only be imagined that most visitors
left the exhibit with the exact oppo-
site impression: recycling lacks prac-
ticality and beauty.

Yet others are proving that a more
informed and involved use of trash
can enrich everyday objects. Judith
Arange of the Miami-based Arango
Design Foundation, for example, has
organized an exhibition entitled “Ref-
use: Good Everyday Design from Re-
used and Recycled Materials,” which is
currently touring the country, Her in-
tent, she says, is to display “the chal-
lenge of making pleasing, useful
objects from refuse, of reusing and
recycling without diminishing perfor-
mance or sacriflicing aesthetic quali-
ty." A good example is Waste-lites, a
series of pendant lamps by Arnout
Visser, a Dutch designer who speaks
poetically about "ecreating a new
life from a spent plastic bottle.” He
achieves this by heating colorful plas-
tic containers and blowing them like
glass into vessels that shade energy-
efficient lamps. The transformation
from trash to treasure is so unique
that, when illuminated, the shades in
fact appear to be glass, causing on-
lockers to tap on them to determine
their true material.

Reuse of all sorts of materials has
produced some elegant results. Wood-
en pallets and shipping crates, which
account for about 40 percent of Amer-
ica's waste wood, can be reemployed
in beautiful forms, as proven by An-
thony Guido, principal of Philadelphia-
based Parallel Product Design and
Development and the industrial de-
sign chair at the University of the Arts
in Philadelphia. His outdoor furniture
exhibits a neo-Eamesian purity. In ltaly,
designer Enzo Mari produced an in-
expensive booklet for the Italian manu-
facturer Alessi that gives instructions
on how to make your own flower vas-
es from plastic bottles. Mari, a long-
standing believer in a poetic "mass
creativity,” expresses Alberto Alessi’s
desire to transform cbjects "emptied
of any value after use” into "delicate-
ly refined"” things.

Perhaps the factor of greatest con-
sequence, though, in designing holo-
aesthetically is that of amploying
secondary materials. But, until now,
designers have been unwilling to in-
corporate anything reclaimed or re-



processed into their work, Even with
the proliferation of synthetic versions
of all possible natural materials slip-
ping into our "natural” environment,
most still regard recyeled materials as
substandard. Some cite slow-to-de-
velop markets for such materials or
the aesthetic unpredictability caused
by material contamination; others, the
lack of refabrication technologies or
available (and reliable) data regarding
leng- or short-term performance and
durability.

MNevertheless, green design is mak-
ing headway. Pioneering manufactur-
ers and designers are committed to
transforming the cultural and eco-
nomic status of secondary materials.
Herman Miller, for one, has been in-
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corporating post-consumer plastics
into its products since the debut of its
popular Equa ergonomic office chair a
dozen years ago. The Zeeland, Michi-
gan-based company's recently intro-
duced Aeron chair has a PET frame,
which means that almest 25 percent of
the chair is made of post-consumer
plastic. 5till, such engineering hasn't
come without consciousness-raising
along the way, | wouldn't say it's been
easy to integrate eco-design,” says
Barry Mahal, director of design de-
velopment. "But rather than approach
it as an afterthought, we instead in-
corporate it as a part of the design
process.”

Those skeptical about secondary ma-
terials are probably unaware of how
much of them they encounter through
the course of a day. Like that of the
Aeran chair, the recycled content of
many products is not necessarily ob-
vious to the eye. When you do your
laundry using liquid Tide detergent
{bottled in a 30 percent post-consumer
HDPE plastic container), sit down to
breakfast and pour yourself a glass of
Tropicana orange juice (out of a 30
percent post-consumer glass contain-
er), eat a bowl of Cheerios (poured
from a 35 percent minimum post-con-
sumer paperboard box), and skim the
New York Times (20 percent recycled
newsprint), you are using secondary
materials.

As designers develop new ways to
incorporate recyclables into the prod-
ucts we use, these materials are like-

ly to make their presence better
known. Attractive, conspicuous uses
of secondary materials include a waste-
basket by Gino Colombini for the Ital-
ian manufacturer Kartell, which has a
beautiful mottled-plastic finish, and a
portable television by Philippe Starck
far the Paris-based electronics manu-
facturer Saba, which exuberantly ex-
ploits reclaimed, pressure-molded
sawdust. Preduction technologies,
used in innovative ways, offer another
glimpse into a holo-aesthetic world.
The simple process for making utili-
tarian cafeteria trays, for example, was
upgraded by the Italian furniture man-
ufacturer Nemo to produce its elegant
Olio stacking chair.

Recycling is here to stay. At some

point, every designer will confront or
be confronted with the new materials
and processes that it is yielding. Many
professionals are dragging their heels,
but others are leaping forward. "Mo
client has ever come to us directly re-
questing eco-design, but we are al-
ways trying to push it,” say designers
Jeanni Gerth and Antheny Guide of
Parallel Product Design and Develop-
ment. "We recently presented a variety
of concepts for a project centered
around a range of home entertainment
products—a TV, CD player, tape play-
er and receiver, speakers—and even
though only one proposal incorporat-
ed recycled materials, we were out on
a limb.” They'd specified molded fiber
imade from old newspapers) for the

housings instead of traditional plastic,
and, to their surprise, the head of the
company was pleased. "He was glad
someone was proposing something so
daring,” says Guido.

As it turns out, they've since heard
that that particular idea will not be
implemented. But it stands as a mod-
el nonetheless. After all, industrial de-
signers are only as capable as their
knowledge of state-of-the-art materi-
als and manufacturing processes—and
recycled materials are now very much
a part of the dialogue.

SUZETTE SHERMAN is a designer, en-
vironmental journalist, and researcher
of the principles and practices of en-
vironmentally sound design.
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