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Introduction
Waste generation and resource use 

are at unsustainably high levels in 

Ireland and throughout the EU, 

and have increased in tandem with 

economic growth (EPA, 2008a, 

2008b; EEA, 2007). In this context, 

resources include materials, products, 

water and energy. The challenge 

for society is to break the link 

between economic growth and 

the environmental impacts arising 

from commercial production/service 

provision, resource use, consumption 

and waste generation. Life-cycle 

thinking is needed in order to 

manage these environmental impacts 

at all stages from cradle to grave (or 

cradle), i.e. from extraction through 

production and consumption to 

waste for reuse or recycling (Figure 

10.1; EEA, 2007).

Economic sectors causing greatest 

impact include energy and water 

supply, transport, mining and 

construction as well as agriculture. 

The import of fossil fuels and mineral 

resources into the EU as a whole is 

increasing as domestic extraction of 

these materials declines (EEA, 2007). 

This means that the environmental 

impact associated with resource 

extraction is being transferred to 

other, often less developed and 

poorly regulated, parts of the world.

Prevention of waste is preferable 

to waste management and is 

at the highest level in the EU 

waste hierarchy. Reducing the use 

of resources will reduce waste 

generation, energy use, transport 

impacts and all consequential 

environmental impacts. In general, 

waste prevention can be achieved 

either by reducing the overall level of 

demand for goods and services or by 

using less, or less harmful, materials 

to meet reasonable needs. Prevention 

also seeks to reduce emissions, 

to reduce harmful substances in 

material streams and their dissipation, 

and to improve resource efficiency 

throughout the life cycle of a product 

or service.

The increased use of materials in 

the economy now will inevitably 

lead to the increased generation of 

waste at some point in the future. 

Some of the resources consumed 

in an economy add to the durable 

material stock (houses, roads, etc.). 

However, virtually all resources 

used eventually become waste, 

whether this takes place within days 

(e.g. food packaging), years (e.g. 

electrical equipment) or decades 

(e.g. buildings, infrastructure 

refurbishment) of consumption.

Prevention is reflected in emerging 

EU policy on the sustainable use 

of natural resources, integrated 

product policy and waste prevention 

and recycling (CEC, 2003a, 2003b, 

2003c, 2004). However, achieving 

this in practice is considered 

particularly complex as, in a similar 

way to climate change issues, societal 

behaviour changes are needed now 

without any immediately tangible or 

apparent benefits (EEA, 2007).

Causes of Increasing 
Waste Generation
Rapid economic and population 

growth is acting in concert with 

increased per capita consumption 

of goods and services to drive 

up waste generation in Ireland. 

Patterns of consumption are 

shaped dynamically by a variety 

of interdependent social, cultural, 

political and economic changes 

in Ireland, Europe and the world. 

These include economic growth, 

globalisation, individualisation, 

new technology (including the 

Internet and telecommunications), 

targeted marketing/advertising, 

smaller households and changing 

populations (EEA, 2005).

Figure 10.1 Life-Cycle Chain from Extraction through Production to 
Consumption and Waste (Source: EEA, 2007)
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