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War on Waste is an Australian environmental docuseries created for
the Australian Broadcasting Corporation (ABC), intended to change
attitudes and behaviours around waste, and reduce Australia’s waste

footprint.

Hosted by Craig Reucassel and based on a KEO
Films documentary format, the series reached over 7
million viewers, and used a range of online strategies
to foster civic engagement. Following Season 2, 452
high-impact waste-reducing initiatives were reported
across businesses, schools, universities, government
and community organisations in which the show
played a key role. War on Waste achieved top TV
ratings, spawned a hit podcast and was the ABC’s
most successful social media campaign to date.

This program highlights the nexus between audience
engagement and real-world action - a demonstrable
form of social value. By connecting viewers and

their communities with issues, well-executed and
relatable storytelling can become the impetus for

o 7 million viewers across
I g
the first 2 seasons.?
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a range of social and environmental outcomes.
Public broadcaster ABC supported War on Waste
with a dedicated outreach campaign that worked
with schools, Non-governmental organisations
(NGOs), local councils and grassroots groups to
extend the impact of the program. According to

the ABC’s Impact team, the first (2017) and second
(2018) seasons reached 3.8 million and 3.3 million
Australian viewers respectively, and 68% of its
audience changed their behaviour following their
engagement with the program. The show “inspired
new conversations, turned ideas into actions and
drove both incremental improvements and revolutions
... War on Waste did not only spark personal changes
but acted as the catalyst for systemic changes.”
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Creation

Companies involved

Production company: Keo Films (Season 1)
followed by Lune Media (Season 2 & 3)

Australian Broadcasting
Corporation

Commissioner:

Lune Media is an Australian-owned, independent

TV production company based in Sydney. Founded
and led by managing director Leonie Lowe, the
company produces factual television content that
aims to inform, inspire and entertain audiences. Its
productions are designed to encourage national
conversations and challenge audiences’ perspectives
on the world around them. It is a member of
Sustainable Screens Australia.

Lune Media’s other productions include the
documentaries Struggle Street (2015), Fight for Planet
A: Our Climate Challenge (2020) and Do You Want to
Live Forever? (2024).3

War on Waste was commissioned by the ABC, which
supported the development, financing, and national
broadcast of the series, aligning closely with the
public broadcaster’s charter to deliver socially
impactful and educational content that stimulates
national conversation around contemporary issues.*

Origin story: the idea and
initial development

War on Waste originated as a loose adaptation of KEO
Films UK’s 2015 BBC series Hugh's War on Waste.5,®
KEO Films Australia developed a local version and
pitched it to ABC, seeing an opportunity to explore
waste issues through a distinctly Australian lens.”

The project aligned closely with KEO’s tradition of
producing socially conscious factual programming.
KEO Australia CEO Brendan Dahill described War on
Waste as “a piece of campaigning social activism”
designed to encourage audiences to engage with
important environmental issues and take action.®
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To lead the series, producers selected Reucassel,
best known for his work with Chaser’s War on
Everything, who helped shape the program’s
investigative yet engaging tone.® The Australian
adaptation focused on local waste issues including
supermarket food waste, disposable coffee cups,
e-waste, recycling challenges and single-use
plastics, distinguishing it from its British predecessor
while making the series directly relevant to Australian
audiences.'°

The creative process

When asked how War on Waste came about, Stephen
Oliver, ABC Commissioning Editor, Factual explained,
“While there have been plenty of news stories on
waste over the years, and also some feature length
documentaries on the topic, there have been no really
engaging TV shows about it, so we thought with a
good host, fun stunts, startling facts and real take-
home solutions we could mobilise people to watch,
join in and make a difference. Luckily we were right!""

“Reucassel was a great choice of host, as he has the
ability to use humour at the same time as confronting
politicians and figures of authority with difficult
questions.””?

Location

Locations were chosen to demonstrate how choices
around waste were something that was in the

control of all Australians. In Season 1, it looked at

the waste produced by residents on a suburban
street. In Season 2, Reucassel introduced viewers

to the students of Kiama High School as they pulled
on gloves to “audit” their own bins, laying out “icky”
garbage in the playground to visualise the problem.
He also helped out a young Queensland girl running
her own “Straw No More” waste clean-up campaign
and turned up on the doorstep of McDonald’s HQ with
his “McChokey” turtle mascot made of used straws.
Other campaigns included masquerading as a staff
member at a food court to find out how much food
Australians are wasting at every meal, every day, and
attending the Splendour in the Grass music festival to
highlight the problem of fast fashion."®

Creation



Production

Cast and crew metrics

The following IMDb-sourced metrics illustrate the
breadth and structure of the production workforce.'*

Producers: 7
Directors: 3
Writers: 2
Cast: 1
Crew: 28
People with multiple roles: 1

Production financing:
investment and presales

War on Waste was financed through a combination
of federal and state screen agency investment
across its 3 seasons.

Screen Australia provided substantial support
through its Commissioned Program funding stream.
Investment was strongest in the early seasons,

with $734,251 committed in 2016/17'5 for Season

1, followed by $650,000 in 2017/18'¢ for Season

2. Direct funding was lower for Season 3, with a
$500,000 grant allocated in 2022/23."7 The reduced
funding reflected anincrease in the Producer
Offset from 20% to 30% from July 2021.

At a state level, Screen NSW contributed more
modest but consistent support across the series.
This included $50,000 for Season 1 (2016/17) and
$50,000 for Season 2 (2017/18), increasing to
$100,000 for Season 3 (2022/23)."®8 In addition,
Screen NSW provided $15,000 in development
funding for Season 3, supporting early-stage
production work prior to greenlight.

Training and skills

Attachments:

S3:1x Screen NSW Production Attachment
(Post production assistant)

Economic impacts

According to Oliver, what was innovative about the
show was the fact that they did not think solely

in terms of a single source, “From the outset we
envisaged this as a pan-ABC campaign and worked
with colleagues in news, radio and digital to create
complementary content, such as multiple radio shows
across Australia, the War on Waste podcast which hit
number 1oniTunes and the Our Focus website, which
brought all that content together in one place and
has lots of information about how to reduce, reuse
and recycle.”®

encouraging.”?®
- David Galloway, executive producer

“A lot of people took that idea on board themselves ... there was a whole bunch of localised, little
War on Waste, neighbourhood and street campaigns that cropped up after the series, which is really
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Dissemination

Distribution

First release platform: ABC

War on Waste was distributed by the ABC, which
supported the series through broadcast, streaming
and cross-platform audience engagement initiatives.?'
In addition to airing on ABC TV, the series remains
available on ABC iview, extending its accessibility to
on-demand audiences. The ABC further expanded
the program’s reach through related educational
resources, news coverage, digital content and
community engagement campaigns connected

to the series’ environmental themes.?223

The series has also achieved international
distribution success. War on Waste is available on
streaming platforms including ABC iview DocPlay
and Apple TV,?* and has screened in international
markets including Canada and the United Kingdom.
International sales have extended across Hungary,
Romania, the Czech Republic, Thailand, Poland,
Latin America, New Zealand, Africa, and parts of
Asia and the Pacific Islands, demonstrating the
global relevance and export potential of Australian
factual entertainment addressing sustainability and
behavioural change.?®

Exhibition

First aired in May 2017, War on Waste Season 1
reached an audience of 3.8 million viewers. The
second season launched in July 2018, attracting

an audience of 3.3 million viewers.?® The third season
drew 415,000 metro viewers on its premiere on

25 July 2023.%7

Awards

War on Waste won an Australian Academy of

Cinema and Television Arts (AACTA) Award for Best
Documentary in 2017, a Gold Banksia Sustainability
Award “for its provocative, controversial look at how
much waste we produce as a nation” and the Banksia
Communication for Change Award. It’s also received
2 TV Week Logie Awards,?® as well as the AACTA
Award Best Documentary and 2 TV Week Logie
Awards.?®

Renewal

The ABC commissioned a special follow-up episode
to the first season, which focused “on the consumer,
corporate and government reaction to the challenges
set in the first 3 episodes”®® and subsequently
commissioned a further 2 seasons.

“We're enormously proud. | think it’s one of the highlights of my career to work on series like this ... to
have that sort of popularity and audience feedback as well as actual, real-world change is kind of the

holy grail for what we do here.”®
- David Galloway, executive producer
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Engagement

Online metrics
War on Waste is highly rated by audiences on IMDb.3?

IMDb: 9.0/10

Reception

Research conducted as part of the Screen Currency
project found that War on Waste successfully

raised awareness of food, plastics and electronics
waste by combining investigative journalism with
humour, practical advice and relatable storytelling,
while encouraging meaningful behavioural change.
Audiences described the series as “shocking,
memorable and emotional”, while also praising it as
“inspiring, motivating and uplifting”, “accessible and
solutions-focused” and “balanced with humour.”®?

Reucassel reflected on the unexpected public
response to the series, observing, “you start to have
conversations about it and realise people are actually
more emotionally invested in how much waste we
produce than |l initially expected.”®* His approachable,
self-deprecating style helped audiences engage with
a confronting topic without feeling lectured, setting
the tone for a series that informs, entertains and
inspires action.

Australian audiences

War on Waste reaches audiences beyond those
already engaged with environmental issues.

Among the general population, 17% of Australians
report having watched the series in full or partially.
Viewership is significantly higher among First Nations
communities (29%), those with higher education
(25%) and parents (21%), but lower among young
Australians aged 16-24 years (11%).2°

Viewership of the series also extends well beyond
the ABC’s television audience. The ABC developed
ancillary content across its radio, television and
online platforms, turning waste into a high-profile
national conversation. This included War on Waste
segments within other popular shows such as

Gardening Australia, a dedicated waste-focused
episode of Q&A, numerous related radio spots
and podcasts, community activation events, and
dedicated web resources for communities and
schools highlighting “everyday waste heroes”,
useful case studies and practical tips.®

Online engagement

Online audiences value War on Waste, seeing it as an
effective call to action that provides a meaningful
idea for how communities can engage with
environmental issues.?”

War on Waste became the ABC'’s biggest-ever social
media campaign, with a clip about irregularly-shaped
bananas attracting 17 million views alone. Seasons 1
and 2 generated 23.6 thousand tweets with a reach
of 57.4 million through #WarOnWasteAU and related
hashtags.®® The War on Waste Facebook page remains
active with more than 36,000 members.3°

Social and cultural impacts

War on Waste generates significant behaviour
change and community action well beyond the
television screen. The War on Waste Impact Report,
commissioned by the ABC, documents numerous
examples of successful calls to action resulting from
the first two seasons of the show.*°

“Many local councils capitalised on War on Waste to
generate interest in their existing or upcoming waste
initiatives. There was a big upswing in the use of the
phrase ‘War on Waste’, and similar terms and tags in
councils’ social media posts and communications.
Local councils also reported an increase in requests
from residents for information on waste disposal,
especially for food and organic waste. The series was
linked to changes in the behaviour of both residents
and council employees.™

“It taught us that if you can get those tentacles out there in other areas and other platforms and other
kind of places, it does amplify your message and it does extend the life of the project. | mean... people

don’t necessarily watch it at the time, but it can go particularly into schools. | think we found with the
first season of War on Waste, it had a very big resonance and a very big engagement with schools

around Australia.”?
- David Galloway, executive producer
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Participants in the Screen Currency audience
study also describe War on Waste as informative,
socially meaningful and highly relevant. Social
value dominates audience responses, with strong
recognition of the program’s educational role and
contribution to public discussion.*3

Entertainment value

Reucassel as host was extremely effective in
establishing a tone that opened audiences to a
challenging topic. He is credited in ABC’s Wars on
Waste Impact Report setting the tone of the series,
“Reucassel was described as an ‘authentic’ and
‘effective communicator’ who showed courage and
humour while challenging the status quo of plastic
packaged, throw-away convenience. He avoided
lecturing or ‘making people feel horrible or guilty’
about their waste footprints, partly by revealing his
own fallibilities such as his drawer full of old mobile
phones at home. By casting himself as a cheerful,
charismatic, ordinary dad on a journey of discovery,
Reucassel was ‘easy to relate to’ as he shared his
viewers’ dismay over the extent of Australia’s waste
crisis. In doing so, he inspired many others to follow
as he implemented and uncovered simple solutions to
reduce our waste.”*

Historical and education value

During its broadcast period, War on Waste put
waste and climate change at the centre of national
conversations. Paul Klymenko, CEO of Planet Ark,
said, “I| have been working in waste prevention and
reduction for 25 years, and War on Waste is the best
thing that’s happened in that time.”®

The Swinburne study of online commentary
conducted for Screen Currency found that War
on Waste “reflects the show’s power to foster
environmental advocacy and behaviour change.
Uniguely among our case studies, the comments
and reviews captured in our sample - from IMDb,
Letterboxd, Rotten Tomatoes, Reddit, Whirlpool
and The Guardian - suggest that viewers of War
on Waste often saw themselves as citizens and
environmentalists rather than ‘reviewers’.”®

The study also identified broader educational
impacts, finding over 100 newsletters and blogs
from Australian schools using War on Waste in
their curriculum through recycling and food waste
campaigns. Examples included “Go Green” (NT),
“Straw no more” (NSW) and the Year 8 “Waste
Warriors” (Victoria), while one NSW art teacher
created an Archibald Prize portrait of Reucassel
with the help of her students.*”
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The UTS researchers behind the War on Waste Impact
Report identified 452 high-impact waste-reducing
initiatives across businesses, schools, universities,
government and community organisations in which
War on Waste played a key role. These included
“Woolworths supermarket’s decision to remove

3.2 billion single-use plastic bags a year from its
checkouts, an explosion in cafes offering discounts to
customers with reusable cups, hospitality businesses
eliminating single-use plastic straws and schools
nationwide leading the charge to reduce waste

in classrooms and playgrounds”. The researchers
suggest this is likely just the tip of the iceberg, with
the total number of initiatives potentially much higher
than the sample studied.*®

To promote Season 2, the ABC also engaged
Australians directly through face-to-face dialogue,
commissioning brand experience company Jack
Morton to take the show on the road with a War on
Waste-branded vehicle to educate Australians and
provide creative solutions to two of the biggest
sources of single-use plastic waste: shopping bags
and drink bottles. The campaign distributed 4,000
reusable shopping bags and 5,000 refillable glass
water bottles featuring four designs by a local artist,
helping push #WarOnWasteAU to the second-highest
trending hashtag on Twitter in Australia at the time.*°

Social value

War on Waste generated significant social value

by encouraging behavioural change, mobilising
community action and fostering public engagement
with environmental issues. Following Season 2, 68%
of viewers reported behavioural changes in response
to War on Waste, equating to around 20% of the adult
Australian population.®® [ts community impact is
further reflected in the establishment of more than
70 War on Waste community groups and more than
6,000 downloads of a toolkit developed by the ABC
and Ryde community group Good for the Hood.%!

Engagement



Over half (55%) of surveyed online comments
recognised War on Waste’s social value, with 10%

also referencing its Australianness.®? Eight of the

11 participants in the Screen Currency audience study
considered the series uniquely Australian, often
referring to its focus on Australian issues, examples
and experiences.%?

Rose Read, CEO of the National Waste and Recycling
Council, said: “War on Waste has raised everyone’s
awareness - from communities and businesses

to governments and to elected officials - of how
wasteful our society is and how much we consume.

It has successfully put pressure on businesses and
ministers to make changes to reduce the amount of
waste we create.”*

Online comments also recognised the role of the
ABC as a public broadcaster, arguing that the series
was only possible because of its public service remit.
As one viewer commented, “Thank flap [sic] for the
ABC to highlight issues like this, which go completely
ignored by the commercial networks.”®® Some
comments even described the national broadcaster
as a courageous social actor, highlighting the
perceived social and civic value of the broadcaster
and, by extension, the shows it broadcasts.

Taken together, the evidence suggests Australians
value War on Waste not only as compelling television
but as a catalyst for environmental action, community
participation and public discussion.%®

) “War on Waste is a vivid example of the power
""" of mass media to do good.”®®

- Melinda Houston, The Sydney Morning
Herald

Other impacts

War on Waste also generated enduring audience
impacts, with its influence continuing through
public advocacy and sustained engagement with
environmental issues. Seven of the ten participants
in the Screen Currency audience study believed
the series would continue to be talked about, with
its longevity attributed to the ongoing relevance of
environmental issues.%’

Public petitions on platforms such as Change.org
continue to reference War on Waste as a call to
action. Together, these petitions—which advocate for
changes including recycling blister packs, banning
plastic straws and reforming cosmetic standards for
fresh fruit and vegetables—have attracted more than
215,000 signatures. One petition alone, calling on
Australia’s two largest supermarkets to stock ‘oddly’
shaped fruit and vegetables and reduce plastic
packaging, received 161,704 signatures. Collectively,
these initiatives demonstrate how War on Waste

has continued to motivate Australians to publicly
support sustainability initiatives and advocate for
environmental change.5®

54% of surveyed online comments recognised
War on Waste’s social value.®®

“We became part of that wave that | think was already in place to do with advocating about single-use
plastic bags, coffee cups, those sorts of things ... There was a sort of a bit of a groundswell already

happening that really coalesced with this.”®
- David Galloway, executive producer
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