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Before the clean, 
there is the dirt. 
That’s where we 
come in.
In 2016 the cleaning industry was a mess.

Single use plastic bottles. Loud and obnoxious 
branding. Micro-beads. Synthetic ingredients. Harsh 
chemicals. We wanted to make it better - clean it up. 
So that’s where we started. With the dirt. 
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by Tessa Haigh 
IMPACT MANAGER AT THE DIRT COMPANY

The “right” 
way to be 
sustainable.



Just like we invented the role of impact 
manager - I needed to help invent some 
systems to make sure we were truly doing 
less harm, across all parts of the business. 

In the early months I had some quick and 
easy wins. I made a system to recycle 
all soft plastics, switched from pallets to  
cages to avoid pallet wrap, and made a set 
of rules for collecting and storing waste. 

Once all the surface problems were dealt 
with, I turned my attention to some of the 
bigger questions - like what to do with 
refill packs that can no longer be reused? 
These questions take months, not weeks, 
to answer. 

Along the way I sometimes found myself 
wandering into a frustrated head-space, 
observing false claims and misleading 
statements (even from suppliers) that 
encourage people to put the wrong kind of 
pressure on companies like ours, or pedal 
solutions that we know first-hand do more 
damage than good.  

Coming into the role of Impact Manager at 
The Dirt Company was daunting.  
My role was invented to make sure that the 
company was always true to its mission... 

To make products that do less harm.

But, as I get ready for my next adventure 
I look back and realise we actually did 
manage to seperate the wheat from the 
chaff and achieve so much, slowly and 
steadily. We’ve had a true impact. And 
we’ve done it all despite my near constant 
feeling of overwhelm driven by the popular 
claim of ‘sustainability’. 

We are now sending out refill packs on 
their fourth or fifth life.  
Our plastic powder scoops are made 
entirely from our end of life waste.  
We have committed more than $40,000 to 
causes I care about. And we have inspired 
other businesses to do the same.  

It turns out the tension between the old 
way of doing business, and the need (and 
customer willingness) to do better for the 
earth - is a powerful source of innovation. 
 
And so long as you can push past the 
noise, you really can achieve remarkable 
results.
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01. 
Refill
Return
Program



The Refill Return program is perhaps 
one of the most important parts of our 
business. It is certainly the part that gets 
the most attention, and has a big role to 
play in being able to deliver a solution that 
truly is lighter on the earth. 

It’s also the part of the business that makes 
the whole thing very complicated and very 
expensive. It costs us twice as much to 
process and reuse a refill pack than it does 
to buy a new one. 

The cost increase is mostly due to all 
the labour. There are a lot of hours spent 
opening envelopes, inspecting refills, 
recording them, and labeling them 
properly. 

The good news is that by changing and 
updating our processes we’re getting more 
and more efficient.  
 
Our systems are getting better and better 
- they’ve come a long way from hand 
scrubbing and boiling water. We truly 
believe that we will be able to create a 
process that makes 100% sense, even from 
a business perspective.  

The great news is that through this 
ongoing effort, more and more of the refill 
packs we are sending out (as a percentage 
of all refill packs going out), are not new, 
or on their first life - as we say.  
 
We peaked last year in December, with 
58% of all refill packs being sent to 
customers in reused packaging. 

Our target is to move that figure toward 
75%.

Learning.
Improving. 
And a long windy road ahead.

Status Update
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Program

“At the end of 2021, 
58% of refill packs 
being sent out were on 
their second life.  
Our target is to move 
that figure toward 
75%.”
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The great things 
we’ve done.

Prevented 640kg of 
plastic from being 
manufactured in the last 
12 months. 

This figure represents just the weight 
of plastic in Reused refill packs, and 
accounts for only 10% of the total 
plastic reduction in our system. 
The rest is achieved through our 
highly concentrated product design, 
and the omission of single use plastic 
bottles. 

Sent out a refill pack on 
its fifth life.  

Most of the refill packs we receive 
back are on their first or second trip 
-  it’s an age thing. 
 
But recently we’ve noticed packs 
that have already completed four 
trips coming back to us, and that’s 
pretty exciting. 

Started the build on 
iteration four of our refill 
processing system

We keep finding ways to process 
refill packs in faster, and more energy 
efficient ways. We are now pulling 
together our fourth iteration of the 
processing equipment, and we can’t 
wait to share the result. 

Received and processed 
refill packs from other 
companies. 
 
 
We’ve washed them and sent them 
back - for a laugh and also because 
it’s great to show other companies 
what their customers want. 
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The things we
are getting 
better at.

Getting a higher 
percentage of reused 
packs out the door. 

The percentage of refill packs we’re 
able to get out really depends on the 
percentage that come in - and our 
ability to process them quickly and 
with minimal damage. 
 

Make it easier for our 
customers to understand 
the Refill Return process. 

We know we have changed our policy 
a few times here, and it can be hard 
for our customers to follow.  
 
We’re always learning lessons in 
system design and communication, 
and at some stage we believe we will 
make one final update. 

Cost effective 
processing 

We need to find a way to make the 
processing of packaging just as cheap 
as ordering new packaging, because 
only then will other companies be 
interested in following our lead. 

“We will never stop 
innovating.  
Our story will continue 
as we grow and create 
the best sustainable 
practices out there”.





You’ve probably heard about cost per load, the math that 
reveals the true cost of your laundry detergent. 

But we’re almost certain you haven’t heard of plastic per load, 
the amount of plastic that is used to contain each load of 
laundry detergent.

It’s worth thinking about.
If you buy a conventional supermarket brand (standard size) 
you’ll use 4.9g of plastic packaging for each load of laundry 
according to the dosage guide. This is because their bottles 
are thick plastic and their formulas are made with lots of water 
(you’ll need ~55ml, not ~17.5ml like with Dirt)  
 
If you buy Dirt, you’ll use 0.7g of plastic packaging for each 
load of laundry. That’s a difference of 4.2g EVERY time you 
throw on your machine. 

Then there’s the fact that once you enter our reuse system, our 
plastic per load figure reduces to zero. 

The difference 
between buying 
plastic bottles 
and using Dirt 
is 4.2g of plastic 
per load.

Fact:

Waste Hierarchy | 11



What we take, what we make, and what we waste, is an ongoing 
job. We’re constantly iterating. It stems from our mission to 
always be causing the least amount of impact on our planet.

2017 2019

2017 2019What
Aluminium Refill Pack

Why
Refill packs contain somewhere 
between 70-90% less plastic per 
gram of liquid held, than plastic 
bottles. Aluminium refill packs 
contained even less than that. 

What
Bulk Refill Packs

Why
Bulk refill packs contain up to 210 
loads. They are cost effective for 
our customers, and extremely 
effective at carrying large volumes 
in a minimal amount of trips to and 
from our warehouse. 

02. 
Materials Timeline

What
Aluminium Bottle 

Why 
Infinitely recyclable. 
It isn’t breakable. 
It isn’t plastic. 
It looks good. 

What
Glass Bottle

Why
Glass is one of only a few other natural 
and infinitely recyclable materials.  
It is see-through, and can be made to be 
sturdy enough to last a lifetime, unlike 
our Aluminium bottles. We were finding 
their durability was dependent on the 
lining, which could be easily damaged. 
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2020 2021

2020 2021 2021What
Glass Bottle iteration two

Why
Our first bottles were tall and 
thin. This actually meant they 
could fall over quite easily, and 
would break when they did.  
We corrected this by changing 
the shape of the bottle. 

What
Refill Packs made from 100% recyclable 
materials

Why 
We discovered that refill packs hit the end of 
their life. And when they do, if they contain 
mixed materials, they are not easy to recycle. 
We had to send them off to Terracycle, and 
we don’t actually know how they recycled 
them. So we moved to a less complex blend 
of plastic that could be very easily recycled in 

What
Machine Drum Wash Scoops made from 
100% end of life Refill Packs 

Why
We didn’t want to send end of life refill 
packs to someone else. We wanted to 
recycle them, with the addition of no 
new virgin plastic. So we spent about 
a year working through that brief, and 
discovered we could make really cute, 
little things, very well.

What
Refill Packs made from about 
30% recycled content

Why
Refill packs made from 100% 
recyclable materials weren’t 
strong enough to withstand 
multiple trips through the Refill 
Return program. Multiple lives 
is the priority, so we moved to 
mix materials that were easier 
to recycle than aluminium, but 
strong enough to withstand the 

What
Current iteration of 
Glass Bottles

Why
We discovered there was 
one other card to play 
when making our glass 
bottles as drop proof 
as possible - rounded 
corners. So we updated 
the bottle design again. 

02. 
Materials Timeline
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The more you 
know, the less 
you need.
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How many times can 
you recycle?

Plastic 1-2 Times

Paper 5-7 Times

Glass Unlimited

Metal Unlimited

15



You’re only as good as the people 
you surround yourself with.

Fixing up our systems so that we can 
sustain life on this planet is not one 
person’s opportunity to win. 

It is a collective effort, led by 
businesses (and hopefully one day 
politicians) that are absolutely 
invested in the future of our planet. 

16 | Who We Look To

Here are a few 
doing it really well. 
Follow. Watch. 
Like. And just 
be inspired by 
this new world 
of sustainable 
businesses that 
many are talking 
about, and a good 
handful are really 
pioneering. 

03. 
Who we
look to.
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Precious Plastics
Precious Plastics are a global 
network working together to 
tackle the war on waste. 
They comprise of; collection 
points, shredders, manufacturers 
and machine technicians that 
together share knowledge and 
ideas regarding recycling.  
Their work educates and 
encourages more micro-recyclers 
to take a traditionally inefficient 
recycling system and turn it into a 
productive way of reusing plastic.

The Ocean Cleanup

The Ocean Cleanup is a not-for-
profit whose mission is to drag 
ocean waste from the ocean.  
They do this by creating 
technologies that capture and pull 
the waste from the ocean. They 
aim to clean up 90% of the ocean 
plastic pollution with a goal to 
mitigate 80% of riverine plastic 
entering the ocean over a five year 
plan. In July 2020, we donated 
$40K to The Ocean Cleanup to 
continue their efforts. 

Patagonia

Patagonia’s mission statement 
reads “use business to inspire 
and implement solutions to the 
environmental crisis”.  
They are literally in the business 
of inspiring business and one 
day we must write them a letter 
because that, they have done 
for us. From our philosophy on 
doing less harm, to our business 
strategy of continually evolving 
regardless of bottom line, we 
believe that we’ll be here in 50 
years from now, because we are 
doing business the right way. 
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ReusableRefillable
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Returnable Recyclable
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04. 
 Moving       
  Beyond 
   Circular

Recycling is not a perfect waste solution, 
it will never be perfect. Mixed materials 
and consumer contamination will always 
make even the most efficient process 
complicated. It’s why we like to think of it 
as the very last step in the process. 

We used to send our waste to large 
recyclers who claimed to recycle 
traditionally difficult-to-recycle materials. 
But we were unable to gather much 
information about their processes. This is 
not uncommon since recycling processes 
are the company's IP.

It’s just that with so little information 
about the process, it was tough to have 
faith that what went into the recycling 
black hole, made it out in 100% recycled 
plastic pellets. Especially with the 
knowledge that just 12% of all plastic 
waste is recycled in Australia. 

We tackled the problem head on, and 
by ourselves, because we knew that 
end-of-life refill packs would become a 
permanent waste stream in our business 
at some point. 

[We deem a refill pack end-of-life when 
it doesn’t pass quality control at the 
warehouse. This can be due to creasing, 
cracking, faulty batches or just the fact 
that over many journeys and loads of 
laundry it’s lost some of its durability.]

As we researched the best options, we 
realised that the ‘best solution’ for us is 
probably one that is yet to be invented - a 
common belief amongst the groundswell 
of people tackling waste.  

We partnered up with micro-recycler 
Precious Plastic and after a 12 month long 
investigative journey, finally landed the 
best way to recycle our end of life refill 
packs. 

We have turned them into the cutest little 
scoops, made from 100% landfill bound 
waste. This is a critical distinction from 
the popular claims of “made from recycled 
waste” meaning a product can contain as 
little as 1% factory floor waste. 

We do this by shredding the packs - spout, 
lid and all. The shredded plastic is then put 
through an injection machine and molded 
into its new incarnation. 

Once a pack, and now a useful scoop, it 
awaits its next and final trip to the laundry 
of one of our wonderful customers, to be 
used and be useful over and over again. 

Machine Drum 
Wash Scoop.
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You are not 
what you say.
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To “do less harm” is a goal that requires 
remembering, and then forgetting 
while we focus on the process. 

Right now, we are working on just a 
few things. 

More efficient ways to process waste. 
Better end use for waste. And the very 
best laundry products in Australia. 

So you can expect to hear even better 
impact numbers, see just a few really high 
quality products, and also notice a few 
changes within the products we have. 

It’s a focus on getting stronger, for now. 

Exactly where and how; well, let that 
journey continue.

More efficient ways to 
process waste.  
Better end use for 
waste.  
And the very best 
laundry products in 
Australia. 

You are 
what you do.

Frankie Layton
FOUNDER OF THE DIRT COMPANY
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If you’d like to know more about anything we’ve 
shared in this report, then please email us at 

contact@thedirtcompany.com.au  
or visit thedirtcompany.com.au


