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What is upcycling?

• Wiki definition : „is the process of converting
waste materials or useless products into
new materials or products of better quality or
a higher environmental value.”

• opposition – downcycling (plastic bottles)
• recycling (either up or down )



What is upcycling?

• movement, initiative to use waste
(something useless) to create needed and
beautiful things

• popular
• marketable
• stylish
• a way of expression
• …



When did it all start?

• word „upcycling” – 1st used in 1994 by 
worker of demolition company

• 2002 - a book „Cradle to cradle: „Remaking
the way we make things ” by William 
McDonough (a chemist) and Michael
Braungart (an architect)

but…



… it had begun much earlier

20’s XX 
Marcel Duchamp

ready-mades



Art of upcycling

Mark Langan

cardboard artworks

• Why are artists keen
on recycables?
– unusual
– cheaper
– easier to get
– ecological



Art of upcycling

• „Red Bull The Art. of Can” competition
(since 1997)

• for everyone, only restricion - made of cans



Upcycled clothes - Trashion

• usually only parts of clothes
• upcycled collections
• Haut Trash

• not useful
• not comfortable
• educative reasons



Upcycled clothes - Trashion

but in developing countries …

… it might be the only possibility



Upcycled jewellery

• more practical
• extraordinary, special
• great as a present



Upcycled accessories

• more practical
• extraordinary, special
• great as a present
• more durable

candy wrappers bag �

� military fabrics designer 
bags



Upcycled furniture

rolled newspaper
�

seat (ottoman)

old pallet

�

garden seat



Upcycled architecture

• shipping containers (once margin, now an
interesting architectural idea – homes, 
offices, cafes)

easily movable



Upcycling businesses

• Freitag brothers (graphic designers) and
FREITAG bag

• heavy-duty, water-repellent messenger bag

• lorry tarpauline - material , second-hand car 
seat-belt – carry belt, old bicycle inner tube
– edging

• 80 people as workers
• 300 shops around the world



Upcycling businesses

FREITAG bag



Upcycling businesses

• Virgin Atlantic Airlines – reduce waste by 
50% till 2012 

• Eurostar
• cooperation with eco-fashion company 

Worn Again – unique, eco-friendly
accessories



Upcycling businesses

Terracycle
– makes wide range of

products from soda 
bottles and juice boxes

– pays volunteer groups to 
collect waste

– buys „post-industrial”
waste from companies

– cooperation with Frito
Lay, Mars Inc. 

– sell in big chainstores



Upcycling businesses

• Terracycle

“People who shop at
boutiques already buy
green, so you’re not 
making an incremental
change,”

„The people who have to be 
convinced are those who
don’t care about the
evnironment”



Upcycling businesses

• NGO’s – Conserve, started in
New Delhi, India by Anita 
Ahuja

• employs dozen men and
women (trash-pickers)

• pick rubbish bags, clean
them, process and make them
into fashion accessories

• sold to stores in Britain, 
France and US

• profit per year – $ 317,000 
(enabled estabilishing a 
school, $ 100 per picker per 
month)



Polish upcycling businesses

HO::LO – bags and wallets
from old advertisments

advercycling

4 shops in Poland
distribution in

Japan, Germany and Greece



How to do it yourself?

• Upcycling may seem hard because:
– special tools
– a lot of waste
– time absorbing
– a good idea is essential (creativity)

all are beautiful - made by professional
artists or designers

but …



… these were made
by my friends

• circuit board earings

• button and beads earrings



… these were made
by my friends

•cork hooks



How to do it yourself?

• http://www.instructables.com/green
• https://www.andrew.cmu.edu/user/tetani

/upcycleart/htmls/projects.html



Uncertainties

• old shoe box as storage box
• leaflets as bookmarks
• using leftover rock from a quarry to build a road

are these upcycling or not? 
(there is no act of doing sth to the waste, 
just using it, but it has a better quality)

• „is the process of converting waste materials or useless
products into new materials or products of better quality or a 
higher environmental value.”



Your ideas?



To sum it up

• Upcycling is:
– a perfect possibilty to test your manual skills, 

create something special for yourself or your
dear ones

– an interesting branch of Art, Decorative Art, 
Architecture etc.

– a good idea for a business
– a possibility for the poorer (to earn money, to 

make things they cannot afford)
– not the only way to reduce waste
– not the most popular big scale form of recycling 

(downcycling is more common)



To sum it up

„Nature does not know
the concept of waste; 
the only species
capable of making
something no one 
desires is the human
species." - Gunter 
Pauli, Zero Emissions
Research and
Initiatives



Upcycling info, 
ideas, photos etc.

• http://www.treehugger.com
• http://www.eatmedaily.com/
• http://blog.makezine.com
• http://www.trunity.net/upcycling/
• http://zerocabin.com
• http://www.wornagain.co.uk
• http://www.freitag.ch
• http://www.conserveindia.org
• http://ho-lo.pl
• http://www.superuse.org
• http://www.reallynatural.com
• http://www.squidoo.com/up-cycling
• http://www.terracycle.net



Thank you for your attention
�


