English Conversation Club — Saratoga Library
March 19, 2026
Repair Café and Fighting the Throwaway Culture

This week we will discuss the environment and how we humans take care of it. In particular, we will
discuss what people do with things they buy when the items don’t work anymore. How much waste do
we generate and can we do things to reduce waste?

Question: How many people in the United States try to get their broken items repaired?
Is it: a.12% b. 20% or . 50%?

To find out, we will read the article below. We will also learn about an organization called Repair
Cafe that was started by a Dutch journalist who writes about sustainability. First, answer the warmup
questions below and review the vocabulary.

Warmup Questions:
e Do you try to fix broken things before you throw them away?
e Are developed countries throwaway cultures?
e Have you ever tried to “repurpose” a broken item so that you don’t have to throw it away?

Vocabulary: Match the words to their meanings.

the practice of getting rid of something after a short time where it
ends up in landfills after a only a few days or weeks of usage

B

appliance (uh-ply-uhns)

2. consumer (kuhn-soo-mer) B. nota good time to do something; not easily doable; difficult

3. foundation C. apiece of equipment, usually operated electrically, especially for use
(foun-day-shuhn) in the home such as toasters, refrigerators and coffeemakers

4. inconvenient D. Environmental Science. the quality of not being harmful to the
(in-kuhn-veen-yuhnt) environment or using up natural resources

5. journalist (jour-nahl-ist) E. asmall book of instructions that explain how to use an appliance

6. landfill (land-fil) F. aperson who performs a service willingly and without pay

7. manual (man-yoo-uhl) G. alarge area or place where garbage and waste for a city is buried

8. sustainability H. aperson who gathers information in the form of text, audio or

(suh-stay-nuh-bil-ih-tee) pictures, writes about it and distributes it to the public

9. throwaway culture a person that buys and uses a product or service; most of us are
(throh-uh-way kul-chur) consumers

J. aninstitution financed by a donation to help a cause such as medical

research, the environment, education, or the arts. (This one of one of many
definitions of foundation.)

10. volunteer
(vol-uhn-teer)

ANSWERS:1-C;2-1;3-J;4-B;5-H;6-G;7-E;8-D; 9—A; 10-F
DIALOG

Tim: My coffeemaker broke. | don’t want to throw it away because it'll just end up in the landfill.

Sam: Yeah, we're a throwaway culture. | heard the library is holding a Repair Café with a bunch of
volunteers.

Tim: Oh, good idea! | have a couple of other small appliances I'd like to get fixed too.

Sam: The volunteers are also trying to educate the community about sustainability.

Tim: Yes, we need to learn more. We are such a consumer society. We need to think about protecting
the environment more.
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Are We a Throwaway Culture?
Sustainability and the Repair Cafe

As of 2018, data from the Environmental Protection Agency shows that Americans toss away more
than 2 million small appliances each year. This number has doubled since 2000 and quadrupled since
1990. Only a small percentage (5.6 percent) is recycled as shown in the graph below.
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Most broken appliances are thrown away. In the U.S., about 13 pounds per person per year end up in
landfills. In California alone, that would be about 520 million pounds per year!

Why do so many people around the world throw away broken small appliances instead of repairing
them? And what can be done to stop the waste? An organization called Consumer Reports studied this
problem.

Why People Don’t Repair Their Broken Things

According to a 2021 Consumer Reports’ Right to Repair survey of over 2,000 people. They asked
participants who owned a small appliance that broke in the last five years if they tried to repair it. It
turns out that only 12% tried to get it repaired.

Moreover, most of these people were not successful in getting their items repaired. Only one
quarter of them or 3% of the total survey participants could successfully repair their broken item. The
most common reason people had for not repairing their item was that it was too expensive.

Another common reason why people did not repair their broken item was that they preferred to
buy a replacement. They felt that repairing a small appliance is too inconvenient. This is the case even

if a repair costs much less than a replacement.

Sometimes it is very difficult to fix a small appliance. Often, spare parts to fix an item cannot be
found or they are expensive. Sometimes, or they don’t have a repair manual.
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Athird reason is that people no longer have much exposure to repair shops or fixing things.
According to Professor James McGuffin-Cawley of Case Western Reserve University, repairing things, is
“not part of people’s childhood anymore, and it's not part of the educational system.”

As aresult, he says, people tend to give up on fixing a small appliance before finding out why it isn't
working properly. But if they'd take the time to explore a little, they might find that their product isn’t
broken at all or that the issue is easily fixable.

>>>Question: Is it very difficult to find a place where you can fix things? For instance, do you know of
any place where you can fix any of these items:

a) a pairof shoes

b) alamp

¢) acoffeemaker

d) apiece of jewelry

e) atoy

Is it expensive to repair items?
RIEPAIR CAFFI=

Do it Yourself: YouTube and Repair Cafes

Many people try to fix things themselves by searching for YouTube videos or reading repair manuals
on how to fix things.
>>>Question: Have you ever used YouTube videos to learn how to fix things? If so, what did you fix?

While YouTube might help, a more helpful way to fix a broken small appliance is to find a
community of fixers. One of these groups is called Repair Café, which was started in 2009 by Martine
Postma, a former Dutch journalist.

For several years, Martine was concerned with sustainability and waste, but it was after she had
her second child that she started to think more about the environment. So, Martine organized the very
first Repair Café in Amsterdam, on October 18, 2009. It was a great success and the idea has spread.

This prompted Martine to start the Repair Café International Foundation in 2010. The foundation
was formed to support local groups around the world in setting up their own Repair Cafés. Since the
first one, the number of Repair Cafés has grown quickly. As of October 2025, there are more than 3,818
Repair Cafés worldwide.

How a Repair Café Works

Repair Cafés are usually set up at a public place such as a community
center, school or library and are free for anyone who comes. They are run
completely by volunteers who teach and help people fix broken items,
such as small appliances, clothing, toys, jewelry and bikes.

santa clara
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The volunteer fixers, or “repair coaches,” come
from different professions. There are artists,
scientists, doctors, electricians, engineers, gardeners
and teachers - all people from the community who like
to work with their hands and help others.

In addition to fixing broken items, there are many
benefits of Repair Cafés. One of them is that they help
reduce waste in a city. This fosters awareness of
sustainability and caring for the environment.

This is the mission of Repair Café, but most
importantly, a Repair Café can bring a community
closer together. There is lots of friendly conversation
and sharing of skills.

Discussion Questions

Are you good at fixing things?

Can you sew?

What do you do with your broken items or torn clothing?

Do you think appliances made 50 years ago were better made than appliances made these days?
If you had a broken item, would you try to go to a Repair Café?

What can we do if we run out of landfills?

How long can plastic last?

How can people reduce the amount of waste they produce?

Would you volunteer to help at a Repair Café? How would you help?

10. Do you volunteer for anything?

© ON OV H W N R

If you live near Saratoga Library, please consider coming to these sustainability events!

This Sunday, March 22, 2026, Saratoga Library will host a Repair Café from 11 am to 3 pmin the
Community Room. You are welcome to bring a broken item to be fixed. For more information, read this:
https://sccl.bibliocommons.com/events/6979576bbo5g5799c098fc86

Pupcycle - Make a dog toy for a shelter animal with used clothing! 3 M’?
Saturday, March 28, 2026, 2:00PM - 4:00PM | 4

Join us for a family-friendly, volunteer drop-in event where participants of all ages will braid or sew
used, machine-washed clothing into dog toys for local shelters. Enjoy a fun and creative day learning
how to make dog toys while supporting your community, no experience necessary!

References

The material for this week is based on the content from these sources.
e  https://www.epa.gov/facts-and-figures-about-materials-waste-and-recycling/durable-goods-product-
specific-data
e  https://[www.consumerreports.org/home-garden/recycling/why-small-appliances-end-up-in-landfills-
and-what-to-do-
a1160633361/#:~:text=Ultimately%2C%20these%20defunct%2o0appliances%2o0are, experts¥20to%20fin
d%20some%20answers.
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