
 

 
 
 

 
 
Fact Sheet: Eco-Efficiency in the Retail Industry 

 
 

Introduction 
Retail outlets range from small boutiques to medium 
sized department stores.  Despite the wide range of retail 
outlets, there is one common factor shared amongst them 
- every retail outlet creates waste.  Large amounts of 
highly recyclable, non-hazardous materials are produced 
within the sector, including paper products, lunchroom 
and office waste, photocopier and printer cartridges, 
merchandise packaging (i.e. cardboard, boxboard, and 
pallets), leaf/yard waste and spoiled, out-dated or broken 
merchandise.   Retail outlets are often large users of 
energy.   Industry growth, tied with reduced landfill space, 
and many landfill bans have created a great need for 
waste reduction and precycling. 
 
Implementing some basic environmental practices not 
only increases your company's environmental 
responsibility and lowers costs; it can also increase 
consumer support.  According to a number of research 
studies and polls, environmentally and socially proactive 
companies outperform the market average.  This fact 
sheet provides tips on general ways in which to reduce 
your environmental impact in your retail business. 
 
"Prevention is far more powerful, more painless, less 
costly, and consequently, more sensible than forever 
coping with and suffering from an unrelenting and 
debilitating stream of problems." 

- Joe Simonetta, Founder and Executive 
Director, Pro-Earth 
 
Eco-Efficiency 
What is Eco-Efficiency? 
Eco-efficiency is a practical and systematic approach that 
businesses can adopt in setting and achieving 
environmental and business performance objectives. It is 
very closely associated with and complementary to other 
concepts such as Occupational, Health and Safety 
(OHS), Total Quality Management (TQM), and Pollution 
Prevention (also known as source reduction). It involves 
changing processes, finding alternatives, and reducing or 
eliminating the generation of toxic wastes instead of 
dealing with problems of cleanup or disposal after the 
fact. It also includes extending product liability, enhancing 
material recyclability and maximizing the use of 
renewable resources. Eco-efficiency means doing more 
with less, creating and providing quality products and 
services while reducing resource use, waste and pollution 
along the entire value chain. It is not only about managing 
waste after it is created, but strives towards preventing 
and minimizing waste in the first place. 

 
This fact sheet was prepared by the Eco-Efficiency 
Centre - a non-profit, non-government educational and 
environmental management support centre for small and 
medium-sized enterprises in Nova Scotia. The Eco-
Efficiency Centre was established in 1998 as a 
partnership between Dalhousie University and Nova 
Scotia Power Inc., and is supported by private 
corporations, governments and foundations.  The Centre 
assists companies to achieve better environmental and 
economic performance through resource conservation, 
pollution prevention, recycling, reuse, and general good 
environmental practices.   

 

 
 
Packaging waste reduction in procurement 
and shipping 
Establish straight-forward purchasing guidelines that 
include using recycled materials, reducing packaging, and 
eliminating the use of disposable products.  Rethinking 
your shipping and purchasing practices to establish 
efficient packaging solutions will decrease disposal costs 
and create a more socially responsible business. 
Remember, your packaging procedures should follow the 
same guidelines that you set out for your supplier. 
 
The following are ways to prevent packaging waste in 
both procurement and shipping: 
 
Reduce 
Suppliers and customers should work together to… 
• Reduce product packaging for product lines; 

implement bulk packaging for clothing. 
• Buy goods with less packaging. 
• Choose products that will last longer. 
• Minimize the amount of tape, strapping, and shrink 

wrap used to seal packages. 



 
• Give customers bag or no bag option. 
• Avoid using excessive fillers by using the proper 

sized package for the good being shipped. 
• Avoid single-use products. 
 
Seven basic approaches to preventing waste 

1. Eliminate excess packaging. 
2. Reduce weight or thickness of packaging. 
3. Increase capacity of shipping containers. 
4. Replace single-use with multiple-use products. 
5. Purchase for long life. 
6. Redesign packaging. 
7. Transform waste into product. 
 
Reuse 
Suppliers and customers should work together to… 
• Replace wooden pallets with reusable plastic or 

cardboard pallets, and set up a collection system with 
your supplier. 

• Reuse incoming corrugated boxes and packaging 
materials for outgoing shipments. 

• Reuse polystyrene fillers and shrink wrap. 
• Shred waste paper and use for packaging.   

 

 
 
Recycle 
Suppliers and customers should work together to… 
• Investigate the possibility of using containers/bags 

made with recyclable or reusable material for 
packaging. 

 
Did you know? 
One recycled glass bottle can save enough energy to 
power a 100 watt fluorescent light for 40 hours!! 
 
Corrugated Cardboard 
Of all the waste generated in the retail sector, 24% is 
corrugated cardboard.  Although corrugated cardboard 
can be recycled or reused, it is best to look at the source 
to reduce such waste.   
 
Turn Trash into Cash! 
Now that the environment has become more highly 
valued, waste is increasingly being viewed as a resource. 
The Nova Scotia Materials Exchange (NSMEx) is a 
province-wide, web-based database for businesses to 
submit and browse listings of unwanted waste materials 
and post notices of materials needed. This may be just 
the tool your business needs to help you conserve 
resources, reduce waste, and save money! To list, visit 
www.nsmaterials.com or call the Eco-Efficiency Centre for 
details. 

 
Office Waste Reduction 
Some general waste prevention activities for the office 
are double-sided photocopying, packaging reduction, and 
switching to reusable supplies.  However, to further 
lessen the impact on the environment, and benefit from 
cost reduction, it is important to implement the following 
retail specific waste prevention activities: 
 
Reduce 
• Purge direct mailing lists to limit number of mailings. 
• Develop computer-based learning centres for new 

employees in order to eliminate written manuals. 
• Sell damaged merchandise at reduced prices or 

donate items to a charitable organization. 
• Reduce breakage and spills through proper materials 

handling and storage procedures. 
 
Recycle 
• Use recycled or lightweight coated paper for 

catalogues/flyers. 
• Establish collection bins specifically for beverage 

containers, plastics, paper, and glass.  Ensure that 
the bins have proper signage to clarify the separation 
process. 

• Send used photocopier and printer cartridges and 
printer ribbons to a remanufacturing firm or return to 
the suppliers.  Remanufactured items are supplied at 
a lower cost than new cartridges. 

 
Energy Use 
Energy use in retail outlets consists primarily of electricity 
and oil used as heating fuel.  Lighting is now up to ten 
times more efficient than incandescent lighting still found 
in many facilities.  Not only will your energy bill decrease 
but maintenance will drop up to 90% and your business 
environment will improve due to improved lighting quality. 
Some ideas to conserve electricity and oil are as follows:  
 
Lighting 
• Use energy-efficient lamps and ballasts. 
• Avoid over-lighting areas; use natural light as a 

primary source whenever possible. 
• Keep light fixtures clean to maximize the amount of 

light output. 
• Install timers or motion sensors to control lighting.  

Encourage "lights out when you go out" practices in 
the office. 

 
Did you know? 
The energy saved by recycling one aluminium can is 
enough to power the average Canadian television set for 
108 minutes!!  
 
Heating, Ventilation and Air Conditioning 
• Control temperature settings in buildings and parking 

facilities.  Turn heat down or off during off hours.  
Limit access to thermostats.  On older units, install 
timers or computer controls. 

• Conduct routine maintenance on heating and 
ventilation equipment to ensure it is operating 
efficiently; replace old equipment with newer, more 
efficient equipment. 



 
• Improve building envelope (ceilings, floors, walls, 

weather-stripping, caulking, doors seals, replace 
broken or cracked windows, storm windows, 
vestibules). 

 
Energy Consumption 
Lighting and heating ventilation air conditioning systems 
(HVAC) account for 58% of the total retail energy 
consumption.  
 
Water conservation 
The following are examples of easy water conservation 
practices which encourage management and employees 
to use water wisely and return it to the environment in a 
non-hazardous form. 
• Use water only as necessary.  Check for and repair 

any leaks in the piping.  Remind employees to turn 
off faucets and reports leaks. 

• Install flow restrictors, aerators, toilet dams, urinal 
flushing controls, or other low-flow devices to faucets 
or showerheads.  Install automatic shutoffs on 
faucets and fountains. 

• Use appropriate settings on equipment and 
appliances to maximize water efficiency.  Use 
appliances efficiently: run full loads, install water 
saving devices. 

• Use cold water instead of hot water wherever 
possible. 

 
Did you know? 
If a faucet drips once every second, 10,000 litres of water 
are wasted in one year!! 
 
In the lunch room 
• Replace paper towels with cloth towels or rags. 
• Use reusable kitchen ware (i.e. cups, plates, bowls, 

cutlery) and coffee filters. 
• Recycle aluminium, glass, and plastic containers.  

Provide containers to collect employees' recyclable 
materials. Post appropriate signage on receptacles to 
encourage separation of materials.  Arrange for staff 
to receive the proceeds from the collected items by 
means of staff functions or fresh morning coffee. 

• Set up an on- or off-site composting system for lunch 
organic waste. 

 
Organic Options 
There are many different options for implementing an 
organics program in a place of business, that range from 
a "take-home" policy, to having local farmers pick up 
materials, to a contract with your regular waste hauler.  
However, the two basic ways of handling organics is 
either on-site or off-site composting.  Consider the 
different ways of composting to find out which method is 
best suited for your business. 
• Off-site composting is suitable for any business in 

HRM who receives waste pick-up by a local hauler.  
The hauler picks up the separated organic waste for 
a disposal fee and delivers it to a local composting 
facility. 

• On-site composting is a method that can vary from a 
small backyard composter, to an indoor vermi-

composter system, to a large-scale in-vessel 
composting system.  

Landfill Bans 
Nova Scotia achieved its goal of 50% waste diversion by 
2000.  This was accomplished by adherence to the landfill 
bans that remain in place for many items including: 
corrugated cardboard, newsprint, beverage, steel/tin and 
glass food containers, automotive batteries and 
antifreeze, used tires, waste paint, compostable organic 
material and several types of plastics, including shrink 
wrap. Speak to local waste haulers, recyclers and 
organizations like the Eco-Efficiency Centre about options 
available to your business. 
 
Employee education  
Employee awareness and participation is one of the most 
important factors in successfully running an 
environmentally efficient business.  With the support of 
your employees, your company will meet the goals you 
have set out to attain. 
 
Read the fact sheet “Eco-Efficiency and Greening 
Employees” for further detail.  However, the following will 
help to get your employees involved in waste reduction 
and resource conservation around the office.  
• Define the intentions of the program. 
• Keep it simple.  
• Make it convenient. 
• Communicate clearly. 
• Encourage feedback. 
• Keep the program exciting. 
• Share your progress results. 
• Share with your customers. 
• Thank your employees. 
 

 
 
 
"Find pollution or waste and you've found something you 
paid for but can't sell." 
  -Peter Coors, CEO, Coors Brewing Co. 
 
References and Resources 
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and web-sites from a number of sources to compile this 
fact sheet.  We would like to acknowledge those 
organizations, agencies and individuals: 
• Sustainable Business - 

http://www.sustainablebusiness.com 
• Light Better for Less - 

http://www.ec.gc.ca/ecoaction/success_display_stori
es_e.cfm?story_ID=1203011 

• Energy Star Building Strategy Fact Sheet, EPA 
http://www.epa.gov/cleanenergy/documents/napee_e
nergystar-factsheet.pdf 

• Recycling Works for Retail Businesses, GVRD 
http://www.gvrd.bc.ca/recycling-and-
garbage/pdfs/TipSheets-retail.pdf 



 
• Waste Reduction at Retail Stores, California 

Integrated Waste Management.- 
http://www.ciwmb.ca.gov/BizWaste/FactSheets/Retail
.htm 

• Retail and Direct Sales Industry, EPA 
http://www.epa.gov/wastewise/industry/id-retl.htm 

• Let's Waste less: Waste Reduction Tips for 
Retailers, HRM 
http://www.halifax.ca/environment/documents/spring_
2002.pdf 

• ChemEx (Dalhousie University) (902) 494-2495  
http://as01.ucis.dal.ca/chemex/ 

• Gifts in Kind program - (United Way)(902) 422-
1501 
http://www.giftsinkind.org/charities/content/Network%
20Affiliates/canada_web/pg_affiliates.htm 

• Technology Recycling Program (NovaKnowledge) 
- (902) 424-5229  http://www.novaknowledge.ns.ca/ 

 
Telephone and Website Guide 
Eco-Efficiency Centre  
Tel - 902-461-6704 
Website - www.dal.ca/eco-burnside      
Atlantic Canada Opportunities Agency (ACOA)  
Tel - 902-426-6743  
Website - www.acoa-apeca.gc.ca/e/index.shtml 
Atlantic Region, Environment Canada, P2  
Tel - 902-426-7231  
Website - www.atl.ec.gc.ca/epb/pollprev/ 
NS Dept of Environment and Labour  
Tel - 902-424-5300  
Website - www.gov.ns.ca/enla  
NS Materials Exchange  
Website - www.nsmaterials.com    
RRFB Nova Scotia  
Tel - 1-877-313-7732 (toll-free)  
Website - www.rrfb.com 
Directory of Solid Waste, Reuse,  
Recycling and Composting 
Contacts in Nova Scotia  
Website - 
http://www.gov.ns.ca/enla/emc/wasteman/contents.htm 
 
 
For more information, contact: 
 
The Eco-Efficiency Centre 
Burnside Industrial Park 
Dartmouth, NS B3B 1P9 
902-461-6704 (telephone) 
902-461-6703 (fax) 
eecentre@dal.ca (email) 
http://www.dal.ca/eco-burnside (website) 
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