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Mrs Almitra H Patel  MS MIT, USA, 50, Kothnur, Bagalur Rd  Bangalore 560077

Tel 080-2846 5365   TF 2846 5195,   98443 02914,   almitrapatel@rediffmail.com

Member, Supreme Court Committee for Solid Waste Mgt for Class 1 Cities

Advisor, Solid Waste Mgt, Clean Jharkhand Project, Ganga ICDP Kanpur,  INTACH Waste Network 

11.3.2007

Shri J P Batra,                                 PERSONAL
Chairman,  Railway Board       

Rail Bhavan                                                   By Registered A D

New Delhi 110001                                   

Dear Mr Batra
CLEANLINESS  YEAR  FOR  CLEAN  RAILWAY  TRACKS 
Greetings.  It was really gratifying that Indian Railways is this year going to focus on cleanliness.  The Railway Budget Speech mentioned the launch of a  special campaign “to ensure cleanliness and hygiene at station premises, in passenger trains, railway lines, waiting rooms etc.” 

Please, can you also focus on  CLEANLINESS  OF  ALL  RAILWAY  TRACKS??

No railway compartments have any litter bins for use by railway travelers in lower classes.   Lack of space should not be an issue.  I am sure these can be fitted into the body of the carriages, so that one can deposit paper cups, PET bottles, home food wrappers etc from inside, and have them frequently emptied from the outside at successive stations.  WASTE  MINIMISATION should be a mantra for all, for this year, with rewards for the best suggestions.

Wherever catering contractors collect empty trays etc after serving food or beverages, their  CATERING  WASTE  IS  THROWN  OUT  ONTO  THE  TRACKS before the next major stop.  For example, there is a 3-4 km stretch of track near the Bharatpur Bird Sanctuary which is heavily and regularly polluted like this.  

I have the following suggestions to control this, and, below them, how to manage it:

1,  Let some of the regular or surveillance staffers on all trains first observe and report to a Hotline for compilation, the locations of all tracks which are heavily littered thus.   

2, Similarly, let both train staff and track-inspection crew observe and report all the locations where catering waste is thrown out of moving trains. There can be a reward system for the most useful information and suggestions for its minimization or cleanup.

3,  On some routes, the catering staff regularly throw out bagfuls of waste and there are rag-pickers who are waiting at these places to collect what they need. This is fine, except that they leave behind unwanted post-sorting waste as litter at these points, or burn it.  The falling bags also cause spillage.  

Suggestions below.

 4,  On fancy trains, few PET bottles are thrown out, but at the terminus kids rush in to collect these clean and often partially-filled water bottles.  These almost all end up in the spurious refilling trade.  I suggest installing drinking-water dispensers in the end-corridors to minimize waste. Or the bottles can be collected very shortly before the terminus. If this is done, it is very important to ensure that at least 80-90% of the bottles are RETURNED to the mineral-water supplier directly in a take-back system (as is customary for glass bottles).  This is to prevent the official bottle-collector from indulging in wholesale diversion of nice clean bottles for spurious refilling.  The mineral-water supplier will of course not refill his bottles, but ensure their safe recycling for other uses.

5, Most passengers prefer to use the toilet whenever the train is stationary, without thought for the platform users and resulting stink and dirt.  Your track-checking team can make a not of the worst spots.  At all these, and at all stations suffering this problem, composting biocultures with immediate odor-control properties are available from more than one supplier.  I will be happy to help you coordinate trials of these materials.  It is advisable to engage decentralised performance-based spraying-service-providers at varying locations, rather than purchasing the deodorant liquids or powders in bulk. This is because, in my 13 years’ experience of solid waste management at dumps in the 136 Indian cities I have visited to date, these supplied materials are either not used properly or the material is diverted or it leads to mega-scams with supply of duplicate or substandard material.

WASTE MINIMISATION:   To prevent the damaging environmental effects of thrown-out catering litter, I suggest the following measures:

6,  AVOID ALL PVC.  Ensure that your vendors supply you PVC-free packaging, foils, spoons, trays, carry-bags, linen-wrappers etc.  Even the Tetrapaks   approved for sale on the railways should be certified PVC-free.  This is because open burning of chlorinated hydrocarbons like PVC releases dioxins and furans, affecting public health through soil, water and air.  Greenpeace can provide you full information.

7, USE COMPOSTABLE PLASTIC wherever possible for use-and-throw items. This totally decomposes to water and carbon dioxide over time, unlike misleadingly-named “biodegradable plastic” which is a false claim. In these, additives like say 5% starch break down the plastic film into tiny fragments which each have several centuries’ life. In countries where this is used in bulk, e.g. agri-film, this “white litter” flies around like fine snow, creating worse pollution than collectable-sized pieces.  

Compostable plastic is available in India from imported feedstock, hence because of 

import duties (which Railways may perhaps be exempt from) it is costlier for the same thickness. But as this film is stronger than normal polythene film, prices can be competitive by using thinner-gauge compostable film in place of normal PE film or shrink-wrap. Also, as volumes grow, its production will be indigenised and prices will drop.  Also, I can provide contacts if required.  Tenders should specify (and supplies should conform to) international “compostable-plastic” tests.

8, USE SHREDDED PLASTIC IN RAILWAY TAR-ROADS & LEVEL-CROSSINGS

You may be aware that in Tamil Nadu, over 1200 km  of rural asphalt roads have been made three years ago with hugely beneficial results, by replacing 8-10% of bitumen with shredded plastic, sourced from SGSY self-help groups at Rs 12 per kg. Though this sounds like a fancy populist employment-generation price, which it is, it is cheaper today than the bitumen it replaces.  The shredded plastic is first sprinkled onto hot stones, where it softens to form a melt-on primer coat (like the baked enamel paint on cars) which adheres very firmly to the stone and to the bitumen which is then added as usual.  This improves the road properties two- or three-fold,  preventing damage by water, softening by heat, cracking in frosty or snowy areas etc.  I can refer you to suppliers for details if you are interested.
9,  MANAGING RAIL-TRACK CATERING LITTER
Once the point-source of the problem is identified, solutions evolve.  Trains can slow down or stop momentarily at smaller pre-terminus stations or normal signal-awaiting points, to hand over catering waste to waste-buyers who can even bid for such rights.  They can be allotted strips of railway land as recycling space  and permitted to erect temporary sorting-cum-storage sheds, or park sorting-cum-storage trailers there, in return for keeping the rail stretch totally litter-free and burnt-waste-free for 2-5 km around their allotted points.  Bio-bins can compost the discarded food wastes, as Kudumbashree self-help groups are doing in Kerala.

10,  MANAGING RAIL-TRACK PASSENGER LITTER

Along suburban rail tracks as in Mumbai, where railway land is no-man’s land as far as waste collection is concerned, the main problem here is flying carry-bags. similar Here some economic instruments can be put in place to ensure cleanliness. For example, the railways can undertake to purchase shredded-plastic (within pre-set limits!) for its road-making from contractors who are given collection rights along specified litter-free burning-free station-to-station stretches.  I can refer you to an agency with very successful models of such nala-adoption and dust-bin adoption in Mumbai.  This could become a developing-world model of rail-track cleanliness. 
11. MANAGING RAILWAY COLONY WASTE  AND SEPTIC TANK SLUDGE
Composting bio-cultures can be very effectively used to manage urban waste in Bio-Bins. These replace street dustbins, and are far more hygienic.  One pair of bio-bins, about 6ft x 3 ft x 3 ft high, can service 125 middle-income or 1250 slum-family homes, provide income-generating opportunities, save waste transportation costs and avoid or minimize the problem of finding waste processing and disposal spaces.  They will also help all Railway Colonies comply with the Municipal Solid Waste (Management & Handling) Rules 2000, which apply equally to all Railway Colonies responsible for their own waste-management arrangements.  

Details available.  

12,  MANAGING SEPTIC TANK SLUDGE
Most Railway Colonies and Railway Stations may not be connected to underground drainage and sewage treatment plants.  Often they need manual clean-out of sludge, often once a year, or cause problems of bad odour and overflow.    Bioculture application services are available to address all these problems and totally eliminate the need for manual scavenging and clean-out, or at least drastically minimize them.  It will not displace any scavengers, as they themselves can be retrained and employed to provide these bio-sanitising services for both railway tracks and fecal-problem stretches of railway tracks.

13, MINIMISING HAZARDOUS E-WASTE

A little-recognised but hazardous waste category is tube-lights and other fluorescents.  The EU has specified that those containing over 5 milligrams of mercury must be considered hazardous E-waste and go to haz-waste landfills,   So low-mercury tube-lights are readily available abroad, and also in India as OGL imports.  In India currently all tube-lights are  old-fashioned high-mercury ones containing 20-40 mg of mercury each.  This quantity, released wherever tube-light caps are removed on the roadside for the Re 1 per pair that the aluminium will fetch, is equal to the daily safe exposure limit of 4000 persons!  

The Railways has sufficient mass-purchasing power to drastically change this situation and do a great service to the nation at large.  If your tenders for tube-light purchases for railway colonies, railway stations and railway carriages specify low-mercury tube-lights, there will be many suppliers who will voluntarily compete to start their production in India, without waiting for cumbersome legislation which is difficult to enact and enforce.

Meanwhile, for your existing high-mercury tube-lights, instead of auctioning off this hazardous waste for to unsafe waste-buyers who throw the broken capless tubelights into municipal waste, causing injuries to safai workers and ragpickers,  a very low-cost recycling unit is available for safe decentralized waste-processing, again with employment-generation opportunities.  Details available.  
I will be very happy to be part of any Railway waste-management think-tank or pilot group that wants to address these and similar waste and sanitation issues.

Please do reply, so that I know that these suggestions have reached you.

With all good wishes and always with pleasure at your service

Sincerely,

Mrs Almitra H Patel

