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Vedic India wasted nothing.  Household wastes were fed to livestock or composted in backyard pits and returned to the soil every season.  This practice continued while cities were small, with surrounding farmers bringing their produce to town and returning with city waste, for composting on their land.  

British India followed good hygienic practices for other wastes.     

Nightsoil from dry latrines was buried in trenches in rotation.  Large “grass farms” outside cities naturally purified sewage through land application. Domestic waste was collected door-to-door in bullock-carts and sent to the outskirts  of town.  

City Garbage was mostly organic then, and  unpolluted.  Farmers used it on their fields to return nutrients and micro-nutrients to their soils before synthetic fertilizers became available.  So there was no need for large areas for treatment or disposal of MSW.  All this changed when urea was subsidized and the Plastic Yug began.  The Green Revolution changed the urban environment too.

Urea subsidies completely distorted nutrient application.
Synthetic fertilizers get annual subsidies over Rs 14,000 crores.

Just 12% of this subsidy is the one-time cost of compost plants for 300 cities!

Organic manures are denied any subsidies (worth Rs 227 on equivalent NPK basis, without the drought-proofing and water-holding benefits of its humus content and microbes that restore soil vitality, strengthen roots and reduce pest attacks. So agricultural use of city waste declines just when cities are growing exponentially.

The advent of Plastic Packaging, thrown away indiscriminately with kitchen wastes, made both types of waste unusable and unrecyclable. In fields it prevents germination and absorption of rain by the soil. Left uncollected in cities, it blocks drains, causes flooding, kills cows that eat garbage

Open dumping is ruining the lives of peri-urban villagers.  Mixed urban waste, unwanted,  now blights the outskirts of every Indian city.  Wastes left to rot in airless heaps generate methane and catch fire. The smoke from such smouldering dumps is continuous and intolerable. Villagers are plagued with flies by day and mosquitoes by night, which breed in pockets of moisture within garbage heaps.

Stray dogs that feed and breed without a human touch, become feral (half-wild).  They form hunting packs that kill hens and sheep by day and night, bite children especially, and spread rabies.  They terrorise home-going farm-hands and two-wheeler riders, causing daily accidents, with school-going kids suffering the most injuries.  It is vital for public health, for dogs to be declared VERMIN within compost-yards and land-fills and within a half-kilometer radius of open dumps.

To remedy this scenario, the Supreme Court constituted a Committee for Solid Waste Management in Class 1 Cities in India.  Written by City Managers FOR City Managers, this was a kind of Referendum, as the final version was based on feedback from 400 city officials at 4 regional workshops.  This was then circulated by Supreme Court order through State Govts to every one of the 300 Class 1 Cities over 1 lakh population.  

Key strategies are that Citizens should keep 'dry' and 'wet' wastes unmixed, for daily house-to-house collection of organics for composting, weekly collection of 'dry' wastes for recycling, and landfilling of debris, inerts (soil diggings, drain silt) and compost rejects.

Many States endorsed the Committee Report, and none objected to its provisions except  for “not enough funds” and “time-frame for compliance too tight”.  So on 15th February  2000, the Supreme Court Directed all statutory bodies to ”comply with the suggestions and recommendations of the Barman Committee Report.” 
Later, Municipal Solid Waste (Management & Handling) Rules 2000 were passed in September 2000 and are now the law of the land.

They  require, by end 2001 : Improvement of Existing Landfills (rarely done)

By end 2002 : identification and preparation of [composting and] landfill sites

By end 2003 : setting up of waste processing and disposal facilities.

But WHERE to site the compost plants?  This continuous and ongoing Municipal indifference to rural suffering is the single biggest obstacle to hygienic urban solid waste management today.  Appalling open dumps make villagers protest: the NIMBY syndrome everywhere.  Villagers are never taken into confidence in advance, or given an opportunity for peaceful protest in the form of advisory committees from day one.  Given the terrible open-dumping of city wastes in the past, no village is now willing to accept such a plant in its territory.

Decentralised in-city composting can at best handle 10% of all wastes.

PROGRESS ?

Most city managers are now aware of the Rules and are thinking about, talking about, planning for, improved waste-collection and transport practices where waste is untouched by hand after it leaves a home, by use of containerised hand-carts and tipper-trucks.  They are also seeking landfill sites and experts, and composting entrepreneurs.

PROSPECTS  ARE DIM  without reform of faulty State and Central Policies, and Politics.

Running a city efficiently and keeping it clean, every day of every year, is a Herculean task requiring exceptional skills, commitment and dedication at all levels.  This can only happen in an improved working climate.

The following 13-Point Program is being circulated to all delegates to this National Seminar in the hope that policy-makers present will take note, and  act.

1, Train tomorrow’s City Managers today for tomorrow’s urban problems and solutions.  IAS Academy and Public Service Commission  curricula need full courses on waste management for our country’s future City Managers.

2,  Use the skills of our Navaratna city managers !!

None of these outstanding performers are called upon as regular guest faculty by Centre or State Training Academies.  They are fine administrators who effectively exercised their available posers within the existing framework, without waiting for legal reforms, and can teach others practical ways to do so.

3,  Appoint City Managers on 2-3-years fixed-term contract periods to ensure peak results.

Political transfers at whim, at a day’s notice,  play havoc with long-term planning and execution.  Companies have quarterly, annual, three-year and ten-year plans.  Cities do not.

Both the public and the IAS / State Civil Service officers themselves recognize “frequent transfers” as a badge of honour and integrity. The cost in failed long-term planning is incalculable.  Ways must be found to correct this and enable our city managers to do their best without fear of reprisals or sabotage by vested interests.

4,  “Replace a culture of mistrust with a culture of faith”.

Every person who is assigned any responsibility should automatically have some financial authority to go with the respective post.

Say One Day’s salary as automatic imprest allowance for Class 3 staff,

One Week’’s salary as automatic limit for Class 2 staff for “stitch-in-time” action
One Month’s salary for Class 1 officers as discretionary imprest.

Delegation of fiscal powers  will make a huge difference to grievance redressal, on-road efficiency, productivity and costs.

5,  Index all  fiscal items, of both city income and expenditure, annually to the cost-of-living index to stay in tune with reality.

This will avoid the populist tendency of politicians to defer needed increases till after elections. All political parties can take shelter behind such blanket rules.

It will also avoid the need for legal amendments to some Municipal Acts to increase, say,  the Rs 100 limit of officials for Purchase-without-tender and

Sale-without-auction.

6,  Encourage a “Perform or Perish” work culture.

It is this work culture and system that makes the private sector so much more efficient, not the quality or dedication of its workforce.

Cities cannot be cleaned by “transferring” non-performing staff and the burden of their inefficiencies to other areas, or “suspending” erring officers to enjoy the fruits of their misdeeds on half-pay holidays at home.

7,  Be Up-Front about Labour Reform and triple the job opportunities in SWM

Cities grow and burst at the seams while there is a freeze on new Safai Karamchari recruitment. Most cities have ~25% vacant SK posts, + ~25% absent.

States should allow their cities to officially privatize a matching % of the city area.  This will create an enormous and growing number of service jobs.The Centre should exempt waste mgt services in all cities from Contract Labour Act restrictions (like Chennai’s success), and allow re-deployment of SK’s as needed, without Industrial Disputes Act restrictions on movement.

8, The interests of the few must never over-ride the interests of the many.

The poorest always suffer the most from uncleaned cities, while artificial staffing restrictions benefit only a few Union members.

Replace unstated Govt hopes of creeping privatization by an open policy that encourages newly-retired SKs and their experienced relatives who routinely help them on the job, to form cooperatives and bid for the cleaning of privatised areas.

Replace protectionism and demands for “permanent” employment by improved hygienic work conditions for ALL, plus group insurance, meal and toilet coupons, and floor wages 50% higher than the State Minimum.

9,  Promote public-private partnerships through fool-proof payment guarantees through banks.

Without credible payment mechanisms, private parties whose payments are delayed will simply run away. Because of the poor financial condition of most cities and delays in receipt of State Govt grants, the public unfortunately no longer trusts Govt  promises.

10,  Strengthen city finances

Allow City Managers and/or elected bodies their 74th Amendment autonomy to raise resources in their respective ways without requiring any State Govt’s assent for this.  Otherwise Supreme Court Committee recommendations like “polluter pays” collection of trade wastes at cost cannot be done without legislative acts.

11,   Cities must be paid their cost of cleaning non-city areas

They get no Property Tax from Development Authority or Improvement Trust lands, Railway or Defence colonies. Every 34 truckloads of waste removal per day, at ~Rs 800 each, costs them One Crore a year. Cost reimbursement will make other agencies more alert about controlling encroachments, when they see what it costs them in their own budgets.

12,  Such SWM payments should start from day one in all new  areas.

These should be handed over to cities as soon as occupancy reaches 50%, to enable cities to collect property taxes promptly before non-payment habits set in.

Most cities are still struggling to cope with the burden  of hand-over of earlier colonies without any infrastructure.  Agreements for hand-over of DA /IT areas to Cities should be in the form of a fixed contract.

13,  Urgently declare the mandatory Buffer Zones around identified compost-plant sites.  

States delay or avoid formal declaration of buffer zones and consequent amendment of Master Plans if any.  So new homes, schools, industries spring up around such once-ideal sites, and protests for shifting of the compost plant begin even before the plant can come up.  The responsibility for this messy situation lies squarely with State bureaucrats.

In conclusion, as we strive during this Seminar to clean up our cities, let every one of us recall our duty to our country:

CONSTITUTION OF INDIA  Part A, 42nd Amendment 1976   Art. 51A :

It shall be the duty of every citizen of India

(f) To value and preserve the rich heritage of our composite culture

(g) To protect and improve the natural environment including forests, lakes,

rivers and wildlife and have compassion for living creatures

Thank You !
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