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EMERGENCY HEALTH ALERT:

TOXIC CHROMIUM LEACHING INTO GROUNDWATER AT RUMA, KANPUR

5.6.2001

Introduction

Urban Solid Wastes include sludges (settled solids) from Sewage Treatment Plants or STPs, usually used as fertiliser.  At Kanpur, because of about 280 tanneries which use chromium sulphate for tanning, sludge from one STP contains chromium compounds also.

Chromium comes in two forms:  “Trivalent” which is not toxic and can be easily and profitably precipitated at the tannery itself, and “Hexavalent” which is extremely harmful to health as it is carcinogenic (cancer-causing) in very very small quantities. Chromium salts can change from Trivalent to Hexavalent and vice versa, depending on the pH (acidity or alkalinity) around them.   Luckily, it is easy to distinguish the two even with the naked eye:  

Trivalent  chromium  compounds  are  bluish-black, and 

Hexavalent chromium compounds are yellow-orange-brown.

The Problem

The Kanpur STP still receives chromium-containing waste-water because most chrome tanneries have not installed chrome-recovery plants despite Court orders, and despite the fact that money invested in a chrome-recovery plant can be easily recovered in 2-3 years.  Although the tannery waste-water and the sludge from it is initially trivalent, it can change to the toxic form after disposal and become a Hazardous Waste.  This dangerous waste requires a special “Secured Engineered Sanitary Landfill”, which means that the ground at a Haz-waste site has to be covered with water-proof clay and thick-plastic liners, so that no toxic water (leachate) coming out from the dumped material can get into the ground.  

A site has been identified at Ruma, beside the Grand Trunk highway to Allahabad, for disposal of the hazardous STP waste.  Though an EIA has found this site “suitable”, this does not mean that indiscriminate open dumping of hazardous waste is allowed, as is still done everywhere for city garbage.  “Suitable” means that every precaution for lining and management, based on the best and latest information and technology available, should and MUST be used.

The Danger

The chrome sludge at

Ruma, lying in the open 

air,  is quickly turning 

from the less harmful 

black sludge to highly

toxic brown sludge                                                                 

Sludge is dumped 

without any 

liner, by unsupervised 

KNN lorries, all along 

the roadside                                                             

Sludge is also unloaded 

without any planning in 

scattered heaps over

a large 10-acre area.                                                                

The site is covered 

all over with pits 

where soil has been 

removed in the past

Rainwater flowing 

over the sludge heaps 

dissolves the cancer-

causing yellow chromium 

in them, which collects 

in all these low-lying 

pits and areas

Deadly dangerous 

bright yellow water 

lies around in these 

pits and soaks into 

the ground and the

ground-water

This yellow hexavalent 

chromium poisoned water  

is extremely deadly for 

animals that may drink it 

as they wander over this

site which is their regular 

grazing-ground 

It is also deadly 

dangerous to humans

who may drink from a 

borewell which is just 

100 feet away from the 

sludge-heaps along the 

roadside.

This borewell water is 

used to make tea for 

passers-by who also use 

this water to drink.  

Some sludge has even 

been unloaded beside the main Grand 

Trunk Road, just 20 feet 

away from a roadside 

food stall.

Methane gas forms inside

these sludge heaps and

burns on the surface, 

causing smoke which will 

carry deadly chromium 

particles into the air,

and can cause cancer in 

those who pass by the site.

What must be done?

1,  Immediately close down all chrome tanneries which do not have chrome-recovery plants or who do not separately collect all their chrome effluent immediately, for removal in tankers which they must pay for.

It is very easy to capture and re-use the chromium at the factory itself.  It becomes more and more difficult and expensive to do anything after effluent reaches the STP and after sludge reaches the ground.

Chrome-free tanning can be done now for all leathers except those for shoes.  Tanners MUST be required to do vegetable tanning for all other leathers. The small tanneries must get their shoe-leather chrome-tanned on contract only in those plants which have already installed chrome-recovery facilities.  All subsequent leather-preparation operations which follow can then continue to be done at small factories.  But the “blue-leather” shavings etc must be collected and separately managed as these are toxic too.

WE NEED TO CALL AN IMMEDIATE MEETING WITH ALL TANNERS INCLUDING A VISIT TO THE RUMA SITE SO THEY CAN UNDERSTAND THE SERIOUS DANGERS OF THE PRESENT SITUATION, WHICH MUST STOP.

2,   Immediately design and urgently instal an upstream chrome-treatment unit, to precipitate and remove the chromium before it reaches the STP.

The STP plant is designed to handle 36 mld (million litres per day) of waste-water.  But only 9-12 mld comes from the tanneries.  The rest is 27–24 mld municipal sewage water.   This mixing increases the volume of sludge to four times the volume it would be, if only tannery sludge were being treated, and all of it then requires safe and expensive handling. 

Without chrome in the stream, the sludge could be used as useful fertiliser for the soil, as is done in the other STPs of Kanpur.  And this 36 mld STP can continue to function to treat domestic waste-water, now and as the city grows.

3,   Immediately design and instal a scientifically engineered landfill  liner of compacted clay and quarter-inch-thick plastic and push all the existing sludge onto it to prevent the coming monsoon rains from washing any more chromium into the soil.

This first cell should be sealed and capped at once.  In fact, a professionally designed and properly managed hazardous-waste landfill was part of the original Dutch proposal for the UASB and its toxic sludges, and should have come up even before the STP started operations.  This landfill is seriously overdue now !

4,  Invite landfill-management experts willing to line, transport, store, cover and manage this landfill.  

This will definitely not be cheap.  Chromium sludge is among the most toxic waste substances produced in India today. Expert and qualified parties will not quote for operating this site unless insurance-liability is borne by the sludge-producer, i.e. the UP Jal Nigam or its GPCU which operates the STP.

Chrome tanners on a “polluter pays” principle must be required to share the costs of landfill operation and compensation-insurance unless they instal AND OPERATE chrome-recovery plants at their end.
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