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Slow Waste: Wood Pallets in the Expanded Field
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“Materials are reintroduced after use into the process of
assimilation, filtration, storage, and production to continue
their roles in nature’s cycles.”

—JohnT. Lyle

This project expands pallet use by slowing its waste process
to serve non-human entities and functions. The work draws
inspiration from the discipline of forest science to allow wood
to perform more diverse ecological functions, such as water
storage, soil retention, sheltering and perching to name a few.
Other wood materials include wood floors from a recently
renovated mill (estimated at 150 yrs old), large paper tubes,
scrap wood and paper. The wildflowers serve both human and
non-human entities, but with a particular aim to challenge and
share with the public a more ecological configuration between
familiar urban wood elements and more nuanced ecological
processes.

Pallets are part of a fast-paced urban society, and its produc-
tion, use and waste aims to sustain reductive tasks to benefit
the human condition. Yet, as this project considers, the sys-
tems of resource and waste are fundamentally tied to the
ecological world that profit from slower temporal transitions
and processes. Movements toward “slow food” and “slowing
stormwater” are part of a growing agenda to restore a dialog
between people and ecology, but still remains largely under-
valued. This design project considers how waste too could take
advantage of these perspectives by extending decay for the
benefit of an ecological habitat as well as human delight.

Waste materials like pallets are often expedited from place to
place and more significantly from form to form. It is estimated
that 4 billion pallets are in circulation every day in the U.S. and
thereisincreasing effort to recycle or to repurpose these mate-
rials.! However, the process and method are limited, with 75%
of the repurposed materials either being turned into mulch or
fuel.? Statistics like these show how pallets are simplified and
hastened in its return to the environment.

The etymological root of “waste” embodies the concept of
“abandonment” or “to leave,” which implies a boundary
between the human loci and where waste ends up. Even
when we try to circumvent this in-between world by reusing
or repurposing materials to more ecological systems, they are
often narrowly interpreted as carbon storage, energy, and/
or nutrients. Privileging certain ecological processes that suit
large-scale industrial processes are reducing whole materials
into their parts prematurely. In opposition, this project demon-
strates a more direct ecologically driven response by including
more diverse, open-ended reuse of pallet materials by all spe-
cies - it celebrates maturation.
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