Garden on top not enough to stop contamination 
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Mumbai: The Mindspace hub in Malad’s Chincholi-Bunder area is beset by malfanctioning of electrical equipment, especially computers and ACs, owing to gases emanating from the ground. 

   “The dump on which the IT complex was built was shut down unscientifically and buildings constructed without treating the waste. As a result, these gases are released in the air from the crevices in the ground,’’ said Dr Amiya Sahu, vice president of National Solid Waste Association of India (NSWAI) adding that these emissions peak during the summer. Air testing showed that the outdoor air had the highest concentration level of these gases (GX) while it was at slightly lower levels (G2, G3) inside the offices. “But this is enough to corrode the silver and copper components in the computers,’’ said Dr Sahu. 

   Following a petition, the supreme court in 2002 had ordered the closure of BMC’s 19-hectare dumping ground at Malad. The ground, located on a marshy land, had received over 1,000 tonnes of the city’s garbage daily for three decades prior to this. The BMC handed over the land to Ivory Properties (part of K Raheja group) which was to develop a garden on top of the 30 feet tall mounds of garbage. The rest of the land was used up for Mindspace, which today houses offices of ICICI one source, Intelenet, Airtel, JP Morgan Chase, Otis, Eserve in addition to a few residential colonies as also the sprawling In-Orbit mall. 

   “Having a superficial garden on top of the mounds of untreated waste doesn’t stop the leachate (black toxic fluid) from contaminating the ground water. The gas levels are also affected by the open sewer that is flowing by the area,’’ said Sahu. He said that the soil profile in areas where the construction is currently underway clearly shows about 10 feet deep garbage layer underneath, the very garbage that was used to fill up the marshy land before starting the construction. 

   The study is corroborated by many residents, office-goers and technicians in the area. Anushruti R K, who has stayed in a rented apartment in the Mindspace complex for a year, says that this was one of the primary reasons why she decided to buy a house in a building further away from Mindspace a couple of years ago. “Every week, at least one appliance—the TV, the AC or the printer—would crash. Even the silver at home would blacken very fast. There would often be a layer of black soot over all such appliances,’’ she said. 

   “We refuse to take up annual maintenance contract for any offices in Mindspace. Corrosion in the copper piping and silver circuit boards of appliances are very frequent. The AC plants break down several times; this is the result of interfering with the natural processes of nature,’’ said AC engineer Sanjay Kapse who lives and works in the vicinity of Mindspace. Another person who has his office at Mindspace but did not wish to be named said that damage to the electrical earthing is common in cases where earthing is less than 10 feet deep in the garbage layered soil. 

   Experts point out that the Malad experience should serve as an eye-opener to authorities who have time and again flouted the central government’s Municipal Solid Waste rules which states that no human settlement should be allowed on a dumping ground for at least 15 years after its closure. 

   R R Markandeya, chief engineer of BMC’s solid waste management department agreed that the closure of the Malad dump was unscientific. He added, “The decision to let Ivory properties take care of the dump’s closure was taken five years ago. We are not aware what authorities had decided back then.’’ 

   A spokesperson for Ivory Properties, however, insisted that the closure was done as per the broad norms prescribed under the Municipal Solid Wastes rules. “The BMC has been in the loop throughout. The environmental monitoring done from 2003 to date indicate that the process of degradation of biological material is taking place,’’ the spokesperson said.
According to Almitra Patel, member of the supreme court committee for solid waste, gas emissions are at its peak seven years after the closure of a dumping ground. “In case of Malad within three to four years, it has already started affecting the sensitive appliances. Though so far the effects on human beings have not been manifested in a conspicuous way, continued exposure can have its ill effects,’’ said Patel. Patel and other experts now fear that the Gorai dumping ground which is next in line for closure after recent court order may also thread the Malad way. And they have reasons to justify their fears. 
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