The Never-ending
(Product) Story
Eco-entrepreneur TOM SZAKY built a multi-million dollar business selling
garbage, cleverly upcycled as colorful totes and new shampoo bottles.
But now he’s dreaming up a world that literally has zero trash.
STORY BY JE ANNE O’BRIEN COFFEY
P H O T O G R A P H S BY DAV I D E N G E L H A R D T
TerraCycle CEO
Tom Szaky thinks this
tote might just solve
waste problems.
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TerraCycle’s offices
are built from everyone else’s cast-offs—
mismatched chairs,
buckets, and soda
bottles.

TOM SZAKY’S LATEST IDEA TAKES

Manufacturers are
betting that beautiful,
durable, reusable
containers are the future.

off, he will put himself out of business.
At 37 years old, the CEO of TerraCycle built a $30 million dollar company
from trash. Through smart partnerships
and conscientious capitalism, Szaky is
making good money recycling other
people’s garbage. But that was never his
endgame.
“Our job is to solve everything,” Szaky
says, with absolute seriousness. Meaning
in the end, nearly everything everyone
owns will end up in the waste stream.
That’s a whole lot of stuff. And what to
do with all that stuff has troubled him
since college. So for the company’s next
move, Szaky hopes to eliminate singleuse packaging entirely, everywhere. Yes,
you read that correctly. No more disposable packaging. Mind. blown.
“It keeps things very exciting,
right?” Szaky says. “But it’s also overwhelming, how big the issue is.” The
evidence of everyone’s conspicuous
consumption is all over TerraCycle’s
Trenton, New Jersey, offices. What was
once a prized collection of vinyl record
albums has been repurposed as cubicle
dividers. One conference room is called
the game room, because the walls are
papered with used board games. Old
doors serve as desks, propped on discarded filing cabinets. None of the office
chairs match—all were sourced from
someone else’s cast-offs. The company’s
worldwide collection network has
recycled more than 4 billion individual
items, and Szaky’s own office is delineated not by walls, but by curtains made
of clear two-liter plastic bottles, strung
from the ceiling.

More broadly, the sobering facts
pile up like so much trash. The average American generates 4.4 pounds of
waste a day—75 percent of that is not
recycled. A plastic bag was found in the
Mariana Trench—the deepest part of
the sea. By 2050, there could be more
plastic in the ocean than fish.
TerraCycle has warehouses full of the
consumer detritus and figuring out what
to do with it is never-ending. The company’s scientists have made dirty diapers
into toilet seats and cigarette butts into
ashtrays. Through some epic science, the
company has helped Procter & Gamble
produce bottles for Head & Shoulders
shampoo—the largest brand in the
world—using 25 percent ocean plastic.
But it isn’t enough. “As much as
we do, we can’t keep up,” Szaky says.

“Plastic isn’t evil. What is evil is using
a product once and throwing it away.”
In fact, he notes, most of that waste
TerraCycle collects is stuff no one ever
wanted anyway—the consumer weren’t
hoping for a plastic bottle, Szaky notes.
They wanted the soda inside.
Loop, a new division of TerraCycle
that has grown from zero to 60 employees in just one year, aims to deliver the
soda—and a whole lot of other products—without the plastic or any other
single-use packaging. The company has
partnered with major consumer brands,
including Procter & Gamble, PepsiCo,
and Coca-Cola, to sell their products in
durable reusable containers. Consumers
will order from Loop, paying a deposit
for the container, which belongs to the
manufacturer. Shipping partner UPS
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Hundreds of brands have signed on for
Loop, which involves redesigning packaging to return and refill—think classic milk
bottles. Anything that isn’t consumed, like
razor blades and cleaning wipes, must be
returned to Loop for recycling.

“Disposability has
two virtues that
I think people care
more about than
the environment:
it’s cheap and
convenient.
No matter how
much we want to
be good, we like
those a lot.”
—TO M S Z A K Y

“Chief Design Junkie”
Tiffany Threadgould is excited to figure out how to
recycle your used wipes.

will deliver the items in a Loop reusable tote, and when the containers are
empty, the consumer will toss them
back into the tote and notify UPS for
pick up. Loop will clean the containers
and return them to the manufacturers,
while consumers either get their deposit
returned or a refilled product back on
their doorstep.
The containers themselves are
aspirational—items you’d be happy to
display on your counter. Clorox wipes
come packaged in an etched stainless
steel tube with a soft push-button lid.
Haagen-Dazs ice cream arrives in a shiny
pint designed to keep the ice cream
cold, but not chill your hand, should you
choose to eat right out of the container
(which you would never do, right?).
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The idea is reminiscent of another
circular system familiar to families half
a century ago—the milkman. “Not just
milk, but cheese and many other things
came in packaging that was beautiful
and durable,” Szaky says. “We still find
the packages in flea markets today.”
Creating that new supply chain has
been quite a whirlwind, says Tiffany
Threadgould, TerraCycle’s “Chief Design
Junkie,” according to an ink-stamped
piece of scrap cardboard that serves as
her business card. If you’ve ever seen
a jacket made of old toothpaste tubes,
shopping totes made from juice boxes
and chip bags, or Coors Light beer coolers crafted out of old billboards, chances
are Threadgould designed them. Her
team is also responsible for all the Terra-
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Cycle office furniture—those LP cubicle
dividers and door desks, and the conference room papered with old maps.
But Loop, expected to roll out starting in Paris and New York later year, is
an entirely new challenge. “A lot of my
own sweat and tears have gone into
Loop,” Threadgould says. “It’s super
exciting to see it evolve.”
When Threadgould first arrived
at TerraCycle about a decade ago,
the company’s primary business was
worm poop fertilizer, a product Szaky
developed while a student at Princeton
University. He fed school cafeteria
food waste to worms and packaged
the results in old soda bottles—the
world’s first product made from, and
packaged in, waste. After a run-in with
Scotts Miracle-Gro (the fertilizer giant
sued TerraCycle over false advertising claims), the company was thinking
bigger, and experimenting with turning
other types of waste into treasure.
“[Szaky] had a whole barrel full of
Cliff energy bar wrappers,” Threadgould
recalled. “It blew my mind that he was
taking in all this garbage, but didn’t
know what he’d do with it.” It was a
dream come true for Threadgould.
Her Masters of Fine Art thesis was
titled “Trash Nouveau—Reincarnating

The complexities of reusable
packaging are many, from
proper seals to easy cleaning.

Go ahead, eat out of the pint—this
design keeps your ice cream cold
and your hands warm.

Garbage Into Usable Objects” but she
didn’t have the space or the resources to
upcycle at the level she wanted.
TerraCycle gives Threadgould that
chance. A graffiti-covered commercial
garage serves as her mad scientist’s
lair. It’s outfitted with power tools, an
industrial-strength Juki sewing machine
that can stitch together anything from
multiple layers of packaging to yoga
mats, and a laser cutter that can carve
complex 2D shapes, slicing through wine
crates like butter.
Returnable packaging is just the
start for Loop, which brings a whole
new set of challenges: if the product
inside is not consumed, it must be recycled. Among other things, that means
creating a sturdy, odor-proof diaper pail
for shipping used nappies back to the
Trenton HQ, to be turned into something new.
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“To me, business is super exciting
and awesome. But it’s also the
biggest vehicle for change—I think
it’s more powerful than
politics, disease, war.”
—TO M S Z A K Y

“You have to be pretty open-minded
to work here,” Threadgould says with
a laugh, noting that dirty diapers were
not something she expected to work
with in her design studio. In one of the
more unusual emails to go companywide at TerraCycle, employees with babies were asked to drop off their soiled
products at work.
Threadgould is inspired by the new
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challenge, stink and all, explaining,
“After 10 years, there are only so many
tote bags you can make out of recycled
juice pouches.”
Across the board, it’s really important
to get the design right, says Szaky, because no one is going to sign up for Loop
just because it’s the right thing to do.
“Disposability has two virtues that I
think people care more about than the

Even cigarette butts can
be art, given the right
perspective.

environment: it’s cheap and convenient,”
Szaky says. “No matter how much we
want to be good, we like those a lot.”
The same applies to business
dealings—a lesson the CEO learned the
hard way. “I used to go into companies
all the time and say, ‘This is about doing
the right thing,’ and I’d get the meeting,
but no contract,” Szaky recalls. “When
I reframed, saying, ‘This is how you grow
your business. Oh, and by the way, you can
do it with something you feel really good
about,’ it was like magic. But that took a
lot of painful lessons.”
While TerraCycle is driven by doing
good, Szaky is quite clear that they
are not a charity. Any enterprise the
company pursues must fulfill the idea of
eliminating waste first, but it must also
be profitable or it won’t be sustainable.
“Many times a business asks, ‘What
is profitable?’ and then, ‘Is it a good

thing?’ We do the inverse,” he explains.
“We say, ‘Is it going to fulfill the idea of
eliminating waste?’ We have to answer
that yes. And then we say, ‘Can it be
done profitably?’ If that’s a yes, then we
execute. And it’s in that order.”
That understanding is key to Szaky’s
success, and it likely stems from his
upbringing. Born in 1982 in Budapest,
Hungary, under communist rule, Szaky
fled with his family after the Chernobyl nuclear disaster, eventually landing
in Canada.
“Over here, communism is really
vilified, but there are some really nice
things about it too,” Szaky says. “It’s a
lot more focused on society.”
Upon arriving in Canada, Szaky
melded that care for society with a newfound love of capitalism. “To me, business is super exciting and awesome. But
it’s also the biggest vehicle for change,”

TerraCycle works with corporate
sponsors to engage consumers while
recycling the seemingly unrecyclable.

he says. “I think it’s more powerful
than politics, disease, war. I mean, look
at what some companies have done in
next to no time.”
The speed with which companies
have jumped on board with Loop is a
case in point. In little more than 18
months, more than 100 brands have
come onboard, designing new packaging and, in some cases, new products
specifically for Loop. And while the
idea of driving customer delight while
doing good for the Earth is appealing,
Szaky admits the eagerness may have
something to do with the negative state
of politics.
“People want hope. Companies are
waking up and thinking, ‘Oh shit, we
have to do something. The government
isn’t going to do it,’ Szaky says. “The
world is ready, and karma is on our side.
Turtles will be happy because of Loop.”
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