
©2018, G. K. Lee.  All rights reserved. 

 

Applied Geography for Sustainable Living 
 

Life After Empty 
© 2018, G. K. Lee.  All rights reserved. 

 
www.neighborhoodlink.com/Applied_Geography_formerly Rural_Training_Center-Thailand               AppGeog4SL@gmail.com 

Applied Geography Education: the path to a more sustainable future. 
 

     I used the title “Life After Empty” in previous RTC-TH (Rural Training Center-Thailand) 
newsletters.  It talked about ways to re-use items after they original use (pill bottles, 
beverage containers, boxes, scrap lumber, etc.).  Since returning from rural Thailand to urban 
LA, I’ve decided to continue showing ways that I re-use or re-purpose things in an urban 
environment.  The harsh truth is that returning to LA meant a drastic cut in financial 
resources to restart my life in the US.  In other words, I need to stretch dollars past the 
breaking point and live as “economically” (cheap) as possible. 
     There is no order to the items presented.  It is catch-as-catch-can and very serendipitous.   

Salvaged Shipping Label Duster 
     Every time you order something on-line, the package 
comes with a shipping label.  Most folks might discard the 
packaging after unpacking.  But I have developed the habit 
to try to lift the label off the shipping envelope or box.  
Firstly, it’s a security precaution to keep the bar code and 
shipping address from being easily seend and retreived from 
the trash.  Secondly, I use the gummy label to pick up fine 
dust and grit in nooks and crannies that seems to escape the 
clutches of the vacuum cleaner. 
     I start by carefully peeling back the shipping label so it 
doesn’t lift off any paper from the envelope or box.  Work  

 

slowly, with even steady pulling on the label.  It helps if you pull at a low angle.  Once you get 
it free, be careful not to let it curl so it sticks to itself.  The carefully hold the salvaged label 
with the sticky side down and lightly dab or sweep it over the area where there is fine dust or 
small particles missed by the broom or vacuum.  To dispose, tightly roll the label so the printed 
surface in on the insde of the roll (so the gummy side rolls up against the gummy side).  This 
encapsulates the printed address so it won’t accidentally be picked up and read by anyone.  

   
Small specks on the floor missed 

by the broom or vacuum.. 
Gummy side down and dab or 

lightly wipe over the floor. 
Fine dust, tiny bits and pieces 

and some hair. 
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Empty Toothpaste Tube Tool Case 
     Plastic toothpaste tubes are just tossed in 
the trash when empty.  We decided to cut 
off the top end and use the empty tube as a 
case for small tools.  In the photos below, 
we made a case for our small file set.  

  
     Then followed the use of empty tooth paste tubes for storing other small tools, pens and 
pencils, etc.  We even used them as cases to protect our wood chisel set.  

Wine bottle Cork Spacer:  
     I asked friends to save the corks from their wine.  I put the corks to 
use for various projects.  [Note: Originally, cork came from cork oak 
trees, also known as Quercus Suber.  The tree had to be about 25 
years old before the bark could only be harvested (and then only once 
every 9 years).]       The modern synthetic “cork” for sealing wine 
bottles is made from plastics designed to imitate real cork.  Wine 
afficionados will debate the matter of wine bottle closure methods 
(cork, cap, or synthetic stopper).  But for my purposes, the plastic 
simulated cork works fine as a non-conductive spacer for radios in my   
radio rack.  I did want to spend money to by the metal brackets to properly separate the 
radios in my station radio rack.  So I cut “cork” spacers to allow air to circulate and keep the 
radios cool.  For other projects, synthetic wine “corks” were ideal as end plugs to keep vermin 
out of ¾-inch PVC plastic pipe used for antenna poles.  These “bug plugs” are tight fitting and 
work well for what I need.  And the price is right; free!  
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Re-Purposed Cardboard Boxes: 
     I returned from Thailand with very little.  When 
I moved into a small 1-bedroom apartment, I 
started up from literally zero.  I cruised the streets 
on trash day for discarded furniture that needed 
little repair and got a few things.  But in the end, I 
had to bite the bullet and stimulate the American 
economy.  Getting things online with free delivery 
saved me the effort of carrying things upstairs.  
And the pile of cardboard boxes grew overnight. 
     I was short on storage space, so I re-purposed 
the cardboard boxes in to customized storage 
drawers to make use of every cubic inch of space.  
I started with the kitchen cabinets.  It is always 
hard to reach things at the back of the cabinet.  I 
made deep storage drawer/trays that I could easily 
slide out to get to  

 

 
Kitchen cabinet drawers for easy 

access to “things at the back.” 

 
An under-chair storage bin for 

boots and shoes. 

 
Over desk storage shelf with 

storage box trays to easy access. 

things at the back.  In the living, I was able to gain about 4 cubic feet of storage space by 
making two under-chair storage drawers under two chairs.  This freed up space in the closet 
for boots that wouldn’t fit into behind the door shoe racks.   
     I salvaged a computer desk someone put out to the curb on trash day.  It was in good 
shape and didn’t need any repairs.  The desk took up 8 square feet of floor space.  The space 
over the desk was unavailable and unused for storage.  I bought a steel shelving unit on 
wheels and put the desk on the bottom shelf.  This gave me 30 cubic feet of storage space.  I 
used cardboard to make pull out storage drawers for easily access of the contents. 

 

 

     I bought a convertible futon 
couch in case company stayed 
overnight.  I used the shipping 
box to make two under-futon 
storage trays.  These gave me 
an additional 5 ½ cubic feet of 
storage space for flat items.   
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Heavy Plastic Strap Re-use: 
     When I got some heavy parcels, they came with heavy 
duty plastic straps.  In China, people would save the 
straps and weave them into baskets for shopping.  I 
didn’t see getting so much of this to weave a basket.  But 
it was to toss.  I save it and used some of it for retainer 
straps.  At one end of the rolling desk-storage shelf to 
secure a door I removed from the desk and smaller radio 
antennas.   

     Behind the rolling shelf, I have a curtain to keep sunlight off the radio cables.  I use a piece 
of plastic strap (yellow in the photo) to keep the sun curtain up when I need to get to the 
back of the radios for adjustments, maintenance and general servicing.  

   
Straps securing items at the end 

of the desk-storage rack. 
Sunlight kills electric wires / radio cables and adds unwanted heat 

to the radios.  I put a curtain on the back of the radio rack. 

Packaging to Insulation:  
     A friend bought a big screen TV.  I spotted the flat 
Styrofoam sheet in the box.  I helped him to “get rid” of 
the material by taking it home and using for winter 
insulation of the bedroom window.  It was thin enough 
to let light through.  But it helps keep the cold out and 
the heat in during winter.   
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Re-Using Plastic Containers: 
     When we buy nuts from Costco, the 
squarish plastic container appeals to me.  
The shape is more efficient in optimizing the 
limited storage space in the apartment.  A 
cylindrical container might take up a similar 
width of shelf space.  But it doesn’t make   
effective use of the shelf storage capacity.  We wash the empty nut containers and use them 
to store other food stuffs that come in bags.  Luckily, we don’t have nut allergies, but most of 
the foods we put in these containers are in bags.  However, many of the bags are not re-
sealable.  Our hope is the combination of the bag sealed in these plastic containers will be a 
little better than trying to seal the bag.  If nothing else, the plastic containers are a more rigid 
and stackable than a partially filled bag of coffee, sugar, seeds, or cereal.  

Salvaging Parts from Broken Clothes Hangers. 
     I salvage the metal parts from broken clothes hangers.  One 
common piece is the metal hook.  I re-purposed them to hold my 

 

 

 

 

Computer headsets.  Pants hanger has 
two clips on a metal rod.  This became a 
memo holder by my computer / radio 
desk.  An all-plastic pants hanger with 
clips.  I salvage the clips to use to close 
bags of chips after they’ve been 
opened.  I figure whatever doesn’t get 
tossed helps reduce trash volume.  

 
 

Weatherized Radio Cable Connector: 
     An empty pill bottle can make a weatherized radio 
antenna cable connector.  The pill bottle cap is drilled 
to let the antenna connector through.  The locking 
nut (and silicon sealer) keep the connector in place.  
The empty pill bottle is screwed to the cap to protect 
the connector from rain, dust and bugs.  A silica gel 
packet is kept inside to pill bottle to help reduce 
moisture affecting the connector.  You simply 
unscrew the bottle to get access to connect the cable 
to the antenna.   

 


