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Sustainability is at risk of commercialisation - the very thing it is supposed to be fighting against - facing
greenwashing aimed at white consumers to the exclusion of minority groups. Yet around the world, every
community has its own sustainability traditions, many of which can unlock sustainable habits for all homes.
Diamond Yao talks to Asians worldwide to learn about their sustainable practices and investigates why they are
not included in the West’s mainstream sustainability discourse.

Taking good care of belongings and living space

Styrofoam and cardboard packaging are associated with fond
childhood memories for Amy Mei. “My mom would reuse
styrofoam or cardboard trays to load dumplings or steamed
buns whenever she would make them. Dust them with a little
flour, and they’re basically nonstick food trays”, she says. Faye
Francisco had a particularly creative moving out gift. “My
mom literally took a juice jug cleaned and cut holes in it to
hold my knives”, she says.

If you have ever been to an Asian household, you have
probably been asked to take your shoes off upon entering. This
practice ensures that the inside of the house remains clean for
longer and reduces the amount of water and cleaning
chemicals used.
Many Asians also take good care of all of their belongings to
replace them less. “We never peel the protective plastic off of
tv’s, electronics to keep them from getting dusty or
scratching”, says Esther Kim. This desire is not solely
motivated by sustainability. “What people don’t realise about
growing up poor is how important it is to look after stuff since
we couldn’t afford to buy replacements”, says Poh Ling Ng,
who grew up “kampung style” near the Bruneian jungle. “I
consider this sustainable behaviour by necessity.”

Gardening
Creativity is key in Asian sustainable practices. Many
mentioned growing plants from seeds they got from their food
that ranged from green onions to mango to ginger. Paula
Quon’s grandmother would reuse tofu containers to grow
herbs. To create a mini-greenhouse over her plants, Amy Mei’s
mother would cut plastic water bottles in half and place them
over the seedlings. Cathyyeng Dang’s family went even further.
“We would have fresh fruit and vegetables all summer without
having to buy from the grocery store”, she says of their garden.
Brittany Quy also had a garden for dragonfruit, starfruit,
lychee, longan and avocados. As she didn’t have to import
those, her food carbon footprint decreased dramatically.

Reusing everyday packaging and containers
In fact, most Asian sustainability concerns are tied to finances.
Richa Vijayvergiya’s family taught her to save and conserve
because of the rampant poverty surrounding her Indian home.
She learned to use empty lotion jars to hold her spare change
and bobby pins. “The mindset of not throwing away something
that can be reused [is prevalent]”, says Jean-Ling Elisabeth
Yeung. “Essentially zero waste, except white middle-class
women hijacked that term and made it hipster”.

Gardens also need to be maintained. To this end, many
mentioned saving the water from washing food in basins or
buckets to water their crops. And despite how common
composting is, it is not always recognised as sustainable; it was
always integrated into everyday living. “All food scraps were
buried. We just didn’t know it was called composting”, says
Poh Ling Ng.

On the other hand, many Asians feel ambivalent about
consuming for sustainability. That ambivalence can be seen on
Sustainable Asian Traits, an Asian sustainability Facebook
group that is more than 12,000 strong as of this writing. “The
posts that have high engagement are related to purchasing
specific items related to sustainability”, says Christine Chern.
“I try to avoid engaging with [those] post[s]. Facebook is
becoming a platform that people just use to push products.”

Reusing plastic bags as garbage bags
Non-food waste disposal is also taken very seriously. Singleuse plastic bags, a scourge of mainstream sustainability
movements, are reused for the trash and the recycling. “In my
family, we actually have a special way that we tie the plastic
bags, and we put them in a container”, says Christine Chern.
“So you might say like, ‘Oh, it’s not sustainable to use, like
single-use plastic bags’, but the way that we use them [...] was
a way [...] to save money and make our lives easier.” Poh Ling
Ng takes this further by lining his bins with newspapers, a
biodegradable material.

Many prefer to reuse items they already have. “Reusing
yoghurt boxes for Tupperware is probably a defining
characteristic of almost every Indian household”, says
sustainability entrepreneur Nivi Achanta. “You don’t have to
buy Tupperware again and it [...] shows how reusing and
repurposing items can be more convenient because it’s [...]
already at home.”
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Ecological clothes

Communal living

Old bags aren’t the only items repurposed. Some have
mentioned turning worn-out clothing into cleaning rags or
keeping long-lasting clothing until it breaks. It is also common
for children to grow up with hand-me-downs and for families
to hang dry clothing instead of using the drying machine.
Perhaps because these tricks were born out of financial
precarity, they aren’t recognised as sustainability tricks in a
capitalist society. “I think there are definitely some practices
that immigrants and Asians practice that in the US are
associated with poverty”, says Christine Chern. “There’s
certain practices that in the US [...], you’re kind of looked down
on for those practices.”

Coming from collectivist cultures and having, in many cases,
been exposed to poverty, communal living practices come
naturally to many Asians. Carpooling, food sharing, and
communal dining are ingrained behaviours for many. Sami
Chong recalls using tiffins, glass jars and lidded porcelain
bowls to carry food to his family and friends’ homes. For
many, these are practices passed down from their ancestors.
“My Oma and Opa (grandparents) were in a very small DutchIndonesian community. When they immigrated to Australia,
each family would make something essential to their cuisine
and [...] would swap it around”, recalls Sophie Tomassen.
Buying from their local farmers was also done in this
communal spirit. “My grandfather worked in agriculture in
Sabah, now back in Kuala Lumpur he continues to garden [and
has] lots of fresh fruits, veggies and herbs”, says Shriya Shan.
“My mother and grandmother are buddies with the local
produce sellers at the pasar (market) and do most of their
grocery shopping there.”

Not wasting food
Many Asians are conscious of food waste because their families
are close to the realities of poverty. “When my parents [and]
grandparents were growing up, it’s not so much that they were
like, ‘oh, climate change is an existential threat’”, says Nivi
Achanta, who grew up in a fairly well-off Indian family. “It’s
more so that they were like, ‘Oh, like look at all this waste and
poverty that’s going on around us. Our family has to do our
part to finish the food on our plate’.” Packing leftovers into
reusable containers for the next meal is an extremely common
practice. Some families would even go to creative lengths to
ensure their children learn that lesson. “My mom would tell us
that every grain of rice we left behind in our bowls would turn
into maggots that would infest our bodies when we died. That
was plenty motivation for my sisters and me”, says Cathyyen
Dang.
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