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This report has been prepared for the Ministry of Infrastructure and Planning to 
support the solid waste work programme.  It has been prepared by Anne Lister, Waste 
Minimisation Officer, Gisborne District Council, after an assignment under the Pacific 
Technical Assistance Programme in July 2013. 
 
This report is the opinion of Anne Lister.  The report was developed after discussions 
with stakeholders and site visits. It should be used in conjunction with other reports 
and information and does not necessarily reflect the views of Local Government New 
Zealand or the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade. 
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Options for the establishment of a Waste Education Centre in Rarotonga, 
Similar to the Gisborne, New Zealand, “Rethink Centre”. 

Background 
 The Gisborne Rethink Waste Education Centre has been an important integral component in 

the waste minimisation achievements in the district for the last ten years.  

 Total waste to landfill for the 2012 year was 183kg per person (3.5kg/week). 

 Weekly kerbside collection is 55% waste and 45% recyclable (by weight). 

 As well as a strong education programme, the Gisborne system is incentivised to maximise 

waste diversion and remove recyclables and organics from the waste collection, with 

household recycling being free of charge. 

 Residents pay for 5kg units of waste and receive 52 stickers a year enabling them to have a 

weekly kerbside collection of 5kg of landfill waste.  If residents have waste in excess of this 

they must purchase additional waste stickers at up to $2.70 for 5kg. 

 This system discourages wastefulness.  

 Illegal dumping does occur and on reporting is immediately recovered.  In 2012 this 

amounted to 27 tonnes out of a total of 12,000 tonnes to landfill. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Cook Islands Strategy 
 

 The Cook Islands has a written current Waste Management Strategy covering the period 

2013 to 2016. 

  The strategy vision is for an informed and proactive Cook Islands communities taking 

responsibility for their own sustainable solid waste management, with an aspiration towards 

Zero Waste.  

 The Strategy states “Education and Awareness are the most crucial components of 

developing and embedding a culture of sustainable integrated solid waste management.  It 

is envisaged that efforts in this area will create the greatest gains and benefits in solid waste 

prevention and recycling for the country over time”. 

 The Cook Islands strategy includes the introduction of an incentivised system to encourage 

landfill waste minimisation and diversion to recycling. 

 The strategy includes a deposit refund system to have the polluter be the one paying for 

waste diversion and minimise the amount of divertible products going to landfill. 

 The strategy includes all the elements, once implemented, to create behaviour change 

around waste. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Scope of Assistance Project 
 

The project looked at the following alternatives: 

1. Who is the target audience of a waste minimisation education centre? 
 

 The education centre would be most effective if designed to attract all three target 

audiences included in the strategy;  

o children and youth, 

o the general adult population 

o business, including tourism 

 This could be achieved by having purpose build relevant displays, areas to accommodate 

easy access and dual purpose use.  

 The programme being delivered should be compatible with the school curriculum.  Providing 

links to the educational curriculum would assist teachers to incorporate this into their class 

content planning.  Waste management is currently taught in a 1-2 cycle in most of the local 

schools.  Students from outer islands could include a visit to the centre when in Rarotonga 

for other activities.  However this may not capture all students.   

 

2. Where should an education centre be located or should it be mobile? 
 

 An education centre that goes to the people would be preferable but is considerably more 

costly, both to establish and run, and with its small size would have a limited range of 

interactive material and learning opportunities. 

 A static centre could be housed in an existing building, a relocated building or a purpose built 

facility. 

 Buildings in the vicinity of the Rarotonga waste facility were investigated. The trade training 

facility was suggested but no buildings were available. 

 Successful educational site visits are already occurring at the Rarotonga waste facility. 

 The waste facility site has the added advantage of groups being able to see what is 

happening to the waste products once they arrive after being put out at kerbside for 

collection. 

 The Rarotonga waste facility has a building that could be successfully adapted to include an 

education centre. 

 



 

3. What is the scope of the educational topics that could be covered at the centre? 
 

 An extensive range of environmental topics are interrelated with waste. 

 If the location was at the waste facility the educational scope would include the Waste 

Hierarchy of “Reduce, Reuse, Recycle, Recover and Residual”. 

 Content would also include resource use, why waste is a problem, myths surrounding 

recycling, conscious consumerism, and what the future could look like. 

 Content would also include littering and the effects of waste getting into waterways, the 

lagoon and the wider ocean. 

 If the location was at the waste facility content could include sanitation and liquid.  

 Any classes should leave the audience empowered rather than despondent.  The take home 

message is ‘I can do something’, ‘I can make a real difference’. 

 Action activities can be a follow-up eg. Waste audits at school, home or work, lagoon clean-

ups, school fundraiser metal recycling collections, swap days, waste free days etc. 

 

4. What resources would be required? 
 

 Part of an existing building on the waste facility site could be considered.  The footprint of the 

current site does not easily allow for an additional building on site. 

 Alternatively if more land was acquired, adjacent to the Rarotonga waste facility, a purpose-

built facility could be built. 

 There is a financial cost in designing and building the centre.  The Gisborne centre cost 

$50,000 which included renovation of an existing building and all the materials to fully 

operate the centre.  Using the same designer/builder who constructed the Gisborne Centre 

would give confidence around the outcome. It would be cost effective to have the centre 

partitioned, lined, and retrofitted by local trades people. 

 The staff at the education centre would need to have a thorough understanding of the 

complexities around waste management and minimisation.  They would also need the skills of 

delivery required to take it from ‘interesting’ to ‘I will make a real difference’.  Existing staff at 

WATSAN and the National Environment Service have these skills. 

 Staff members based at the landfill should be aware of the programme and its aims – the 

same level of knowledge as would be expected of the students.  This will empower and 

commit them to the industry they are involved in. 

 



 

5. What would an education centre at the Rarotonga waste facility look like? 
 

 The centre has to tell a story to impart an active and realistic message to all three audiences.  

This needs to be written prior to design of the centre so that the design then fits the waste 

minimisation message. 

 The centre should be themed, which requires careful planning at the design phase. 

 It is essential that the activities on the site reinforce the message being given to the people.  

“An informed and proactive Cook Islands community taking responsibility for sustainable 

solid waste management” will expect to see all items they are asked to separate being 

recycled. Immediate improvements could be made to: 

o Glass recycling – whereas whole bottles collected from some commercial premises 

are crushed and used for landfill cover and other uses, the glass collected from 

households is being landfilled.  If this glass has been separated into colours (green, 

clear, brown) on the collection truck there would be opportunities to send it to OI in 

New Zealand for recycling (who assist with freight).  The feasibility of this needs to be 

investigated with OI.  Alternatively a use could be found for it on the island. 

o Number 2 plastics eg shampoo and janitorial bottles are being landfilled.  However 

they are able be recycled. 

o Tin cans were not being recycled.  Although there is a private facility to crush and 

export these on the island, the cans collected at kerbside were not being directed to 

this facility and instead were going to the landfill. 

o A higher diversion rate of paper and cardboard could be achieved if this was also 

included in the household kerbside collection.  Currently this has to be self delivered 

to a private site.  The waste audit carried out by the MOIP showed this to amount to 

15% by volume of waste to landfill. 

 A classroom for a class of up to 35 school children; 60sqm (6mx10m): 

o This would have interactive displays and would need a trained educator running the 

class (probably 1 hour lessons, but that is totally dependent on the programme being 

run). 

o This room is only available through prior reservation – for both children and adult 

groups. 

o Target audiences can be invited for specific educational programmes eg. Year 4: 

waste, with emphasis on litter; Year 6: waste, with emphasis on purchasing; junior 

school: emphasis on sorting; adults can use the room for sustainability workshops, 

etc. 

 

 



 

 A room open to the general public; size could be around 36sqm (6mx6m). 

o This room would have static display, with the addition of a short video explaining 

what is happening at the sorting and landfill site.  This room would not need to be 

manned and could be open to those visiting the transfer station to drop-off material. 

o Site security out- of- hours would be necessary.  

 Other rooms: 

o The Gisborne Rethink Centre includes a mocked-up walk-through ‘landfill’ – this can 

be a small, dark thoroughfare and should be an ‘experiential’ room. This could be 

included in the classroom space. 

o A toilet and hand-washing facility. 

o A small storage room is an advantage – chairs and tables used for adult activities can 

be stored there when a class of students is on site, games and activities can also be 

stored there. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Recommendations 
 

 Establish a waste education centre at the Rarotonga waste facility. 

 Use the nor-western side of the existing shed and the northern veranda adjacent to it. 

 Choose displays from the Gisborne centre in addition to some site-specific displays. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Anne Lister 

July 2013 
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