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A
s I write this article, we have 
just passed 100 days to go to 
the start of the Olympic Games 
and it is hard to believe that I 

am approaching the end of an incredible 
journey that began six years ago for me. It 
is not over yet though! 

Staging the largest peacetime logistical 
operation in the world in a sustainable 
way in the presence of the world’s media 
is no easy task. We continually face 
direct scrutiny and technical challenges 
on many fronts. However, looking at 
our progress over the last 12 months 
(as our recently published Pre-Games 
Sustainability Report shows), I feel we are 
well positioned to deliver on our flagship 
sustainability commitment – to deliver a 
Zero Waste Games. 

After several years of research, analysis, 
and consultations with industry and 
sustainability expects, advisory groups 
and key partners, we published our 
Zero Waste Games Vision in February 
this year. This details the steps that we, 
and our partners, are taking to deliver 
our Zero Waste Games commitment. 
It also complements our overarching 
commitment to stage a low carbon Games. 

A Unique Challenge

BAck In 2004 our commitment to treat 
waste as a resource and send nothing 
direct to landfill seemed so simple – if 
only! Events are high pace and high 
intensity activities in compressed, 
fixed timescales. These challenges are 
compounded by complexities of the 
supply chain, diverse and inconsistent 
packaging specifications, inconsistent 
waste and recycling collection systems, 

and inconsistent messaging and 
communications at venues regionally 
and nationally. Perhaps the biggest 
challenge of all is to predict how 
people will behave on the day in an 
environment where recycling will not 
necessarily be front of mind. 

Waste will be generated at more 
than 100 venues across the Uk before, 
during and after the Games by different 
teams, client groups (such as spectators, 
athletes, press and broadcasters), 
suppliers and delivery partners. nearly 
90 percent of operational waste, though, 
is estimated to be generated on the 
Olympic Park and other London venues. 
Of this, around 40 percent is likely to be 
food or food-contaminated packaging. 
We will also have "construction-type" 
waste generated as a result of making our 
venues ready for competition or for hand 
back to their owners. 

Additionally we will have Games-
related waste arising at more "open" sites 
across the Uk – along the route of Road 

Races, at cultural events, the Torch Relay, 
official hotels and approach routes to 
venues, for example. By definition these 
situations cannot be controlled in the 
same way as our official venues in terms 
of material types entering waste streams. 

It is no wonder, therefore, that waste 
recycling performance in the Uk events 
sector is generally poor. A significant 
amount of material is typically landfilled 
or sent for energy recovery. 

Taking Action

FOR THE Games, we are in the unique 
position of being able to take a "command 
and control" approach to delivering on 
our waste and resource management 
obligations. Identifying areas up front 
that have the potential to create waste 
and then employing strategies, which 
either avoid its generation in the first 
place or target solutions which can be re-
used or recycled is absolutely crucial.

Securing the right delivery partners 

Counting 
Down To Zero

Phil Cumming, sustainability manager for the London Organising Committee 
of the Olympic Games and Paralympic Games, begins the final countdoen 

to delivery of what promises to be the first truly "zero waste Games"
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Colour-coded bins being trialled at the Aquatics Centre
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and robust contracts is essential. We 
have established strict requirements 
on zero landfill, reporting, supporting 
re-use objectives, provision for revenue 
sharing and the need for approval before 
any facilities (recycling, composting, etc) 
can be used. 

Our cleaning and waste team, headed 
up by Deborah Sackett, has used our 
sports test events to review how things 
worked operationally and also how 
materials were being used and the kinds 
of waste being generated. Although we 
have not had the same control over our 
operations as we will have during the 
Games, we have still achieved some 
encouraging results. For example, we 
estimate that we recycled in excess of 
62 percent and diverted 96 percent of 
operational waste from landfill in 2011. 
We achieved a re-use and recycling 
rate in excess of 99 percent for our 
installation and decommissioning 
activities, much of which was due to the 
re-use of sand from test events at Horse 
Guards Parade and Greenwich Park. 

We have also encountered confusion 
over the standards that should be 
applied for recyclables and compostable 
packaging. As a result we worked with a 
number of stakeholders including WRAP, 
the national non-Food crops centre, 
and members of the British Printing 
Industries Federation cartons Group 
and Uk Renewable Packaging Group 
to develop a clear and unambiguous 
specification to align with our corporate 
policies and our three primary waste 
streams (recycling, food and compostable 
packaging, and non-recyclables). 

We have required all our caterers to 
source the majority of packaging and 
consumables needs through a master 
supply framework, which is in compliance 
with this specification. McDonald’s is 
also aligning its packaging with this 
specification. WRAP has provided 
us with additional support to ensure 
compostable items are fit for purpose 
and meet the requirements of quality 
protocols. According to WRAP the use of 
compostable items probably has not been 
attempted at this scale in the Uk, if not 
the world… I am not sure whether I am 
excited or scared by knowing this. 

We have also worked with WRAP 
to develop a colour-coded scheme to 
help people deposit items in the right 
bins across our venues. A recycling 
communications strategy and plan is in 
place and being rolled out to prioritised 

client groups and venues through various 
internal and external channels. Again, 
I understand that the alignment of 
"on-pack" and bin communications and 
messaging has never been attempted 
before and I am really looking forward to 
see how this works in practice. 

We are also encouraging more 
responsible waste management practices 
at locations where we have no or limited 
control or influence. For example, drawing 
on their considerable "recycling on the go" 
experience, we worked with coca-cola 
to develop the London 2012 Zero Waste 
Events Protocol. Published in February, 
this protocol sets out action points to help 
reduce waste, and to equip organisations 
involved in London 2012-related activities 
to prevent waste and boost their recycling 
performance. A dedicated website (www.
zerowasteevents.org) has been developed 
to enable users of the protocol to share 
their learnings and successes. 

We have been a key inspiration 
behind the development of a number of 
sustainability tools and standards aimed 
specifically at the events sector. The most 
notable is BS 8901:2009 "Specification 
for a sustainability management system 
for events", which has been an important 
driver for continual improvement in 
the industry. Its international successor 
– ISO 20121 – is at an advanced stage 

and is anticipated to be published this 
summer. Other examples include WRAP's 
Event Resource Management Tool, 
the Food Legacy Programme, the new 
Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) Event 
Organisers Sector Supplement  and our 
Sustainability Guidelines for corporate 
and Public Events. 

The Games And Beyond

ThE ulTiMATE test of our strategy and 
plans will be the Games themselves. 
While we have attempted to put effective 
arrangements in place we do not pretend 
to have all the answers or that we will get 
everything right. 

We recognise the opportunity for 
the principles and practices we have 
developed in connection with the Games 
to be used more widely. We are already 
working with our partners to review the 
effectiveness of our strategy and plan to 
capture best practice and share learnings 
as a legacy that can be used and built on 
by others. I look forward to reporting 
back on what we achieved and our key 
learnings after the Games before I face 
new challenges in 2013. CIWM

All London 2012 documents referenced in 
this article are available at  

www.london2012.com/sustainability

Zero Waste Games commitment

in order for london 2012 to claim it has staged a Zero Waste Games it will:
•	 ensure, wherever possible, that the amount of waste produced in 

connection with its activities will be minimised
•	 ensure that no waste arising within "closed venues" (sites managed by 

lOCOG where access is restricted) during the operational period will be 
sent directly to landfill

•	 treat all waste as a potential resource within "closed venues" and seek 
closed-loop solutions (that is, seek "real" recycling solutions, rather than 
downcycling) where appropriate and practicable

•	 ensure that at least 70 percent, by weight, of operational waste is re-
used, recycled or composted

•	 take reasonable endeavours to re-use or recycle at least 90 percent, by 
weight, of the material arising from the installation and decommissioning 
of our venues (stretch target)

•	 work with suppliers, partners and local authorities to encourage 
alignment of waste management practices at "open" sites with those 
adopted for "closed venues"

•	 work with partners to develop tools, public education and outreach 
initiatives to promote low-waste lifestyles

Where our activities have the potential to generate waste in the periods 
leading up to Games, we aim to manage it in a manner that is as consistent 
with our Zero Waste Games commitment as possible. 
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