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Ten Years Back and Ten Years Forward.
A review of the most interesting eco-innovations of the last ten years, and a glimpse into the future and what the next ten years may bring.

The speed of technological advance over the last 10 years has been dizzying, but the environmental and social performance of technology has not kept pace. For example, high-tech composites are impossible to recycle, and microchip manufacture releases toxic cocktails into the air and stores them in the bodies of workers. In every area, new steps forward in technological performance are accompanied by significant steps backward in terms of sustainability. Space age technology is causing havoc on spaceship earth.

However, there have been glimmers of hope and the basics of materials efficiency, energy saving and recyclability have in the past decade become fairly well integrated into the mainstream.

Examples are considered, encompassing trends such as fair trade, organically grown materials, bioplastics, algal hydrogen, alternative drive trains, recycled PET. Also dicussed are the drawbacks and failures of some famous eco-archetypes ...

Based on an anlysis of over 2000 existing semi-sustainable products, while a handful have been close, there is not yet a 100% sustainable one. This prompted a small exercise where Edwin designed some rough concepts for a wide range of blue-sky, 100% sustainable products. Each of these trial Designs was thwarted by a missing technology. But after covering sectors from automotive and household to food and electronics, a pattern began to emerge. In every case, the product could become 100% sustainable with the application of just one or two magic bullets, or missing-link technologies. In particular:

· Switchable Additives, such as pigments, preservatives and flame retardants, which would perform their function while the product was in use, but then could be deactivated to allow for composting (usually hindered by preservatives e.g. in tanned leather) or recycling (usually hindered by additives such as colours, which contaminate batches of recyclate).

· Sensing RFIDs, that contain both the designer's details of product composition, but also which sense and memorise what has happened to the material during the complex path of manufacture and assembly, all to tell the right story to the disassembler when the product is eventually recycled.

· Solar factories and solar logistics (such as biodiesel lorries) to ensure that all the energy and embergy used in a product's lifetime is solar or renewable.

These three magic bullets solved a lot of problems when designing rough concepts -- an extended study would reveal more directions and consolidate or disprove the assumption that we are very close, that we just need a few nudges to precipitate these ting into existence.

The context for this is a goal Edwin has been considering. Something amazing yet approachable, daunting yet achievable -- for 100% of products to become 100% sustainable by the year 2100.

100 x 100 x 100, or 100 cubed. That's a big challenge when in 2004 we don't even have one product that is 100% sustainable. And there are something like 100 million product types in the world. But unless we start thinking about where we want to go, we will end up where we are headed ...
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