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Thinking outside the blue box

Vancouver artists
find inspiration in
the much-maligned
‘binners’ who
scavenge Vancouver
for bottles and cans,
writes ALEXANDRA GILL

VANCOUVER

n 2 grubby corner of Van-

couver's Downtown East-

side, u ecrulfy man in & tai-

tered coat shuflles up to
the front windows al Centre A gal-
lery. “Holy crap!” he says, staring in-
side, where more than 3,000 empty
glass botles are neatly acranged on
the concrote floor for & new exhibit
called Overflow.

To the city’s binners — a ragtag
army of vagabond recycters who
eke out a living by scavenging
dumpsters and blue boxes for re-
tuenable botdes, cans and seraps of
metal — this werk in progress (it
opened last week) would appear to
be the ultimate jackpot, at least at
first plance. But, in fact, the gentle-
roay on the sidewalk rakes a closer
look, shakes his head and wanders
away. He has quickly surmised that
the boltles are worthless.

And he’s correct, at least rom a
binner's point of vicw, As explaiped
ip the exhibit brochure, the bottes
{(many chipped, some foreign, oth-
ers oddly shaped) are masdy rejects
from the local recyding depot,
United We Can. If Koh hadot
claimed them, the depot would
have had to puy a salvage company
10 houl them away for crushing,

This thought-provoking exhibil
is just one of saveral tocal artistic
projects inspired hy the under-
ground economy of the binners. Al-
so known as dumpster divers and
lane pickers, hinners are a well-8s-
tablished presence in Greater Van-
couver, where ap cstirnated 1,500
workers ply the lowly trade.

As (lmmaker Murray Siple ex-
plains in his upcoming NI'B decu-
mentary, Carts of Darkness, binning
i3 a lucrative industry; some bin-
ners ctaim they can carn vp to $200
a day. The local botle bounty
comes ocourtesy of the province's
aggressive container-deposit legis-
{atdon, which covers not just beer
and wine boties, but also pop cans
and Tetra Paks. The idea, in prin-
ciple, is (hat levies ol between five
and 20 cenis will motivate consum-
©rs 10 retwm their boutles and cans.
[n reality, many throw them in the
garbage or the blue box.

A binper steps into the void, sifts
through the mess, returns the emp-
des and pockets the mobey. “The
sound of boltles clanking in 2 shop-
ping cart is the music of Vancou-

ver,” art eritic Clint Burnhara wrltes
in Kolys exhibii catalogue.

Alas, one man’s music is another
mans racket. Last tnonth, Vancou-
ver’s engincering-scrvices depast-
ment asked city council 1o consider
a bylaw amendimen( that would ox-
der businesses (o putlocks on com-
mercial-waste containets 10 keep
the binners out. Proponents of the
measure say they are sick and tived
of the noisc and mess created by
having s0 muny people tramping
through the alleys behind their
harmnes and businesses at all hours,

Opponen(s counser that the idea
ollocking up dumpsters is an overly
simplisdc way 1o combat a com-
pleity of underlying social ills
caused by poverry, drug addiction,
mental illness and hamelessness.
Nor, they argue, daes the proposal
address the real calprits: those who

put their recyclables in the gaubage
in e first place.

‘The recommendation hus been
put on hold, pending another re-
port on alternative solutions. But
considering that this was the sec-
ond tirme in two years that the idea
of locking dumpsters was raised,
avd mayor Sam Sullivhn ix now
hell-bent on cleaning up the cicy by
the 2010 Olympies, the Issue snt
going away any lime soon.

Enter the artists and their alter-
native perspectives. "It would be in-
humane to deprive s segmeni of
the population of their livelihood,”
says Koh, who points out (hat bin-
ners are widely supported by muny
who separate their boales and
leave them curbside for easy pick-
ing. “It’s about absolving guily,” Koh
suggests, “I've talked 10 50 many
prvileged people who say they feel
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Fitmmaker Siple (above) and a
still from Carts of Darkness, his
film on Vancouver binners: amid
shopplng carts of bottles and
cans, a complexity of social ills.

gooed abouc putling theirboltles out
for binners.” Over time, ber flexible
mass of glass bottles will grow and
shiftin shape, cventuslly spreading
across the entire gslery.

1he fact that the Centre A tslocat-
ed in (he Downtown Lastside, a
gencrified jncursion into the city’s
worst poverty zone, makes Kolys
show and the contradicdons it rats-
¢s that much more poignant.
“While T was preparing for the ex-
hibijt and cleaning all these botiles
had collected, 1 almost feht like 1
was bringing an aspect of care lo
the neighbowrhood,” Koh explains

Across Burrard Inlet, high in the
wountams, on the (ony steets of
Notth and West Vancouver, film-
maker Stiple paints a vasdy differ-
¢nt portrait of binning. A quadri-
plegic who was injured in a molor
vehicle accident 10 years aga, Siple,
36, wus inotially interested in the
subject because of the parallels be-
ween him and the binners he met
at his local mall. “We're stereotypes
to the pussing customers: the drunk
and disorderly DLotde colectors;
and me, wheelchair bound and
precatious in my adapted vehicle.
Peaple ... think our lives must
suck.”

On the contrary, he argues. “Be-
ing a binner on the North Shore is
idyllic in comparison to the Down-
town Fastside,” Siple explains.
*They live outdoors in tents awong

the wees. . . and the bounty up here
is $0 huge, it only takes two or three
blocks in this neighbourhood ta fll
up ashopplng cart.”

Siple, a former snowboarder and
mountain-sport film director, was
ever more intrigued when be dis-
covered hat borile collectors in his
neighbourhood had tuned bin-
ning (o an extreme spocl of sorts,
by racing their siolen sbopping
carts down the steep, windy roads
of MNorth Vancouver, reaching
speeds of 65 kim/h. "When 1 saw
that, my bieor¢ started thumping*
he says. "I hadif( expericnced that
kind of rush since 1 followed snow-
boarders down the mountain with
my video camera.”

Bu¢ e further he delved into
their world, the darker it became.
Fowr of the 10 mea he (ollowed died
durmg preduclion, including one
hit by a cargo van while pushing bis
shopping cart, and another who
was hit over the head with a shovel

“inafight over botte turf.

Back In the Downtown Eastside,
Michael Saruit is another artist who
has created a pragmatic tool for
binners, with the UBU, or urban
binning unit, an alternative to sto-
lenshopping carts. The lightweight
cavt, made from a steel frame fitted
with a polyerhylenc plastic bag, was
developed as a thesis project while
Strutt was an indusirial-design
stodent at Bmily Carr Insutule,
Therc are currently 10 UBUs on the
sreel, and 40 more coming, thiunks
10 new charitable grants.

The eight-momh pilor project,
says Strull, was more successful
than he had even hoped. “It Jooks
good, it works well, the wheels run
smoothly and lt doesnl make noise.
The feedhack from the binners that
use it has been really positive.”

Adds Strute, “Y totadly understand
there are hig problems with nib-
bish. I can undersiand that locking
down binners might be thought to
be cost-effective. Bud it doesn? ad-
dress (he laziness of people who
don’t Meer owt their recyclables I(
this project could do one thing, )
hope it helps people understand
what’s really going on out there.”



