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Use Rechargeable
Batteries
The TV remote dies, the game controller flashes red, the torch fades just when you need it, and off you go to buy another pack of batteries. In 2007 David Parsons compared single-use and rechargeable AA batteries over their whole lives and found that, used well, rechargeables did many times less harm to the environment. The catch is in those two words: used well. This workbook asks you to find the batteries hiding in your home, switch the right devices to rechargeables, and make sure every dead battery ends up somewhere safe.
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	Before you begin
How To Use This Workbook
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This workbook stands on its own. You need a hunt round your home, a pen and about a month of ordinary use, and each part builds on the one before, so work through it in order.
It asks you to write, not just read.
	Before you begin, choose one device that gets through batteries quickly. A game controller, torch, toy, camera or wireless keyboard works well. Keep button and coin batteries well away from children, because swallowing one can cause serious injury within hours, and only use the batteries your smoke alarm's maker recommends. You'll carry that one device through the exercise.



Write it here, so you have it to hand
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Use Rechargeable Batteries  ·  Climate Challenge
	Part one
The Teaching
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In 2007 David Parsons, an engineer at the University of Southern Queensland, published a life-cycle study in the International Journal of Life Cycle Assessment. He compared single-use alkaline AA batteries with rechargeable nickel-cadmium and nickel-metal hydride ones, counting everything from mining and manufacture to charging, transport and disposal.
The slightly uncomfortable claim underneath it is this: a rechargeable battery only beats a disposable one if you actually recharge it, again and again. A pack of rechargeables bought with good intentions and left in a drawer is worse than no change at all. The benefit comes from the habit, not the purchase.
Used well, they win by a mile. In Parsons's optimistic case, with each battery recharged 400 times, rechargeables caused between about 10 and 131 times less environmental damage than alkalines, depending on the type of impact measured. Even when he assumed only 50 recharges, they still came out ahead.
Use them enough. A later life-cycle study, reported by the Sierra Club, found that rechargeables charged fewer than about 20 times didn't reduce some kinds of pollution compared with disposables, and that for one impact, ozone depletion, they needed around 150 charges to come out ahead. The more often a device needs fresh batteries, the more a rechargeable saves.
Put them where they work hardest. Rechargeables make most sense in high-drain devices you use often: game controllers, cameras, torches, toys and wireless keyboards. Low-drain devices such as wall clocks and remote controls may run for a year on one set of batteries, so the gain there is smaller. Choose low self-discharge rechargeables, which hold their charge for months in a drawer.
The best battery is no battery. Before buying any batteries, ask whether the device could run from the mains, a USB cable, a solar panel or a wind-up handle instead. And unplug the charger once the batteries are full.
Never bin a battery. Batteries thrown into ordinary rubbish or recycling get crushed in bin lorries and sorting plants, and can burst into flames. Material Focus reported more than 1,200 fires caused by batteries in the UK's waste system in a single year, and estimated that around 450 million loose batteries were thrown away in that time. Shops that sell batteries generally offer a collection box, and council recycling centres take them.
Handle with care. Store spare and used batteries in a cool, dry box, away from metal objects such as keys and coins. Put tape over the ends of lithium and button batteries before recycling them. Use the charger designed for your rechargeables, and never try to recharge a battery that says it is single-use.
The practical use of Parsons's work is to make rechargeables a habit rather than a gesture. Put them in the devices that eat batteries, keep them charged and in use for years, and send every dead battery, rechargeable or not, to be recycled. Then the numbers really do add up.
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	Part two
The Exercise
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Take the device you chose at the start and carry it through the steps below. You'll need about a month. Write in full sentences. Nobody else reads this.
Go on a battery hunt. List every device in your home that runs on replaceable batteries, and roughly how many batteries you buy in a year. Then score from one to 10 how much difference you think switching to rechargeables would make.
	

	

	

	

	

	

	


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

Sort high from low. Divide your list into devices that need new batteries often and those that run for months or years on one set. Which ones could run from the mains, USB or solar instead?
	

	

	

	

	

	

	


Switch your chosen device. Find the right size of rechargeable for the device you chose, preferably the low self-discharge kind, and a charger if you don't have one. Write down what you bought, what it cost and how it compares with a year of disposables.
	

	

	

	

	

	

	



Track the charges. For a month, keep a tally of every time you recharge the batteries in that device. At that rate, how many charges would they reach in a year? Will they pass the point where they beat disposables?
	

	

	

	

	

	

	


Collect the dead. Set up a battery box at home for used batteries, away from heat and metal. Find your nearest drop-off point, such as a shop collection box or recycling centre, and take your first box there. Write down where it was.
	

	

	

	

	

	

	



Plan your next switch. Decide which device you'll switch next, and which you'll leave on long-life disposables or move to mains power. Write down your plan and why.
	

	

	

	

	

	

	


And how certain do you feel now?   ①  ②  ③  ④  ⑤  ⑥  ⑦  ⑧  ⑨  ⑩
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Part two  ·  The exercise
	Part three
Questions For Discussion
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	Work through these questions independently if you must, but they are generally more beneficial when discussed. 



1. Why do so many people buy rechargeable batteries and then never get round to recharging them?
1. Should shops stop selling single-use batteries in sizes where good rechargeables are available, as IKEA chose to do?
1. Should toys and gadgets have to come with rechargeable batteries or built-in charging rather than disposables?
1. Who should pay for the damage caused by battery fires in bin lorries and recycling plants?
1. Many devices now have sealed-in batteries that can't be replaced. Is that progress, or a step backwards?
1. What would it take to make returning dead batteries as automatic as putting out the bins?
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Want To Take This Further With Other People?
You've switched one device and started a battery box. What's missing is everyone else's drawer full of dead batteries, and the habits that keep them out of the bin.

	Run a battery drive
Set up a collection box at work, school or a community centre, publicise it, and take the full box to a recycling point. Count how many batteries you collect in a month.
	
	Give rechargeables
When you give a toy or gadget that needs batteries, include rechargeables and a charger. It's a small gift that starts someone else's habit.



	Find your next challenge
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Batteries may contain lead, nickel,
steel, zinc, mercury, cobalt, lithium, and,
silver.





