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Repair Before
Replacing
The toaster stops working, the zip breaks, the phone screen cracks, and the first thought is to buy a new one. In 2009, the Dutch journalist Martine Postma opened the first Repair Café in Amsterdam, where volunteers help people fix broken things for free; there are now thousands around the world. Repairing keeps the materials and energy already used in an object working, and saves money too. This workbook asks you to try repairing one broken thing, and to commit to the next three things you will change.
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	Before you begin
How To Use This Workbook
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This workbook stands alone. You need nothing else to use it except one broken or worn item, an internet connection and an open mind.
It asks you to write, not just read.
	Before you begin, choose one broken or worn item. It might be a small appliance, a piece of clothing, a bicycle, a toy, a lamp, a pair of shoes or a piece of furniture. Choose something you would normally replace, not anything involving gas or mains wiring. You'll carry that one item through the exercise.



Write your first thoughts here, so you can come back to them later
	

	

	

	

	

	



This worksheet is part of the Climate Challenge series of action workbooks.
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Repair Before Replacing  ·  Climate Challenge
	Part one
The Teaching
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The idea at the heart of this workbook comes from Martine Postma, who organised the first Repair Café in Amsterdam in October 2009 and went on to found the Repair Café International Foundation. Her idea was simple: bring people with broken things together with volunteers who have repair skills, share the tools and the knowledge, and keep useful things out of the bin.
Underneath it sits a slightly uncomfortable claim. Many of the things we throw away aren't really broken beyond repair; we've just lost the habit, the skills and the confidence to fix them, and new things have become cheap enough to make repair feel pointless.
Repair keeps the value. Most of the carbon, water and materials in an object were used when it was made. Every year you keep it working spreads that footprint further and avoids making a replacement. Repairing a phone, a washing machine or a coat is almost always better for the planet than buying new.
Many faults are simple. A blown fuse, a loose connection, a worn belt, a jammed mechanism, a broken zip or a missing button can make something seem finished when it isn't. Repair cafés regularly bring back to life items their owners had given up on.
Know your rights first. Before paying for a repair, check whether the item is still under guarantee or warranty. Under the Consumer Rights Act 2015, goods bought from a business in the UK must be of satisfactory quality and last a reasonable time, so you may be entitled to a free repair or replacement.
Design decides repairability. Some products are glued shut, need special tools or have no spare parts available. In 2021, the UK introduced right-to-repair rules requiring makers of some household appliances to make spare parts available to repairers for a number of years. Choosing repairable products makes future repairs possible.
Help is closer than you think. Online repair guides and videos cover almost everything. Repair cafés offer free help and tools. Local menders, such as tailors, cobblers, bike shops and appliance repairers, keep valuable skills alive, and are often cheaper than you'd expect.
Repair safely. Always unplug electrical items before opening them. Leave gas appliances, mains wiring and microwaves, which can hold a dangerous charge even when unplugged, to qualified professionals. Take care with lithium batteries, which can catch fire if damaged.
The practical use of Postma's idea is to make repair your first thought, not your last. When something breaks, check your rights, try a simple diagnosis, look for a guide, and if you can't fix it yourself, take it to a repair café or a local mender. When you do need to buy, choose things that can be repaired. And share what you learn, so the skills keep spreading.
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Part one  ·  The teaching
	Part two
The Exercise
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Take the item you chose at the start and carry it through the steps below over the coming weeks. Write in full sentences. Nobody else reads this.
Describe the item. What is it, how old is it, and what's wrong with it? What would you normally do with it, and why? Score how likely you think it is that this item can be repaired, from 1 (impossible) to 10 (definitely).
	

	

	

	

	

	

	


How certain do you feel about that score?   ①  ②  ③  ④  ⑤  ⑥  ⑦  ⑧  ⑨  ⑩

Check your rights. When and where did you buy it? Is it still under guarantee or warranty? Could the seller or manufacturer be responsible for repairing or replacing it under consumer law? Write down what you found.
	

	

	

	

	

	

	



Diagnose it. Describe exactly what happens, or doesn't, when you try to use it. Try the simple checks: batteries, fuse, settings, loose parts. Search online for the item and its fault. What do you now think is wrong?
	

	

	

	

	

	

	



Find the help. Look for a repair guide or video for your item, a repair café near you, and a local professional repairer. Compare the likely cost and effort of each with the price of a replacement. Which will you try first?
	

	

	

	

	

	

	



Try the repair. Have a go, or take the item to a repair café or repairer. What happened? What did you learn? If it couldn't be fixed, could any parts be reused, or the item passed on to someone who can fix it?
	

	

	

	

	

	

	



Make your plan. Write three actions: one repair you will try this month, one rule for what you'll do next time something breaks, and one bigger step, such as learning a repair skill, volunteering at a repair café or choosing repairable products. Name who's involved and when you'll start.
	

	

	

	

	

	

	



How confident are you now about repairing things?   ①  ②  ③  ④  ⑤  ⑥  ⑦  ⑧  ⑨  ⑩
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Part two  ·  The exercise
	Part three
Questions For Discussion
	[image: ]



	Work through these questions independently if you must, but they are generally more beneficial when discussed. 



1. Some products seem designed to fail or to be impossible to repair. Should manufacturers be required to make every product repairable, with parts and manuals available to anyone?
1. A repair can cost more than a cheap new replacement. Should governments make repairs cheaper, for example by cutting tax on repair services, as some countries have done?
1. Fewer people today learn to mend clothes, fix bikes or repair appliances. Should repair skills be taught in schools? Who else could pass them on?
1. Repair cafés rely on volunteers. Is it fair to depend on unpaid help to fix a problem created by how products are made and sold?
1. Many people feel a quiet pride in mending something. Why do you think that is, and what does it say about our relationship with the things we own?
1. If repair became normal again, fewer new products would be sold. Who would lose out, and what new jobs and businesses might grow instead?
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Part three  ·  Questions for discussion
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Want To Take This Further With Other People?
You've done the diagnosing and the thinking on your own. What's missing now is someone who sees broken things differently — and who might lend a tool, share a skill or help you bring something back to life.

	Share your repair online
Join an online climate action community and post your repair story, whether it worked or not, and your three-step plan. Others will share guides, tools and encouragement, and may have fixed exactly the same fault.
	
	Find people near you
Find your nearest repair café and take something along, or offer to volunteer. Get to know local menders such as tailors, cobblers, bike shops and appliance repairers. Swap skills with friends and neighbours.



	Find your next challenge



This workbook is general guidance. Unplug items before inspecting them, leave gas, mains wiring and microwaves to professionals, and take care with lithium batteries.
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