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Dear Mrs Sharda

WASTE  PROCESSING AND DISPOSAL IN JALANDHAR

Thank you for the time spent with me during my  visit to your city yesterday, and your request for suggestions on improving solid waste management in Jalandhar.

I will begin with the most critical aspect of processing and disposal.  Jalandhar is to be congratulated for being the first city in Punjab to initiate a compost plant for waste in 1999, even before the MSW Rules 2000 came into force.  So it is very unfortunate that Jalandhar’s efforts and the successful bidder’s investments have not borne fruit yet.  I observed the following during my visit to the compost plant located at your traditional 14-acre dumping ground:

1,  The entire site is full of 8-10-foot high piles of waste, not only on open ground around the plant but also on the 150,000 sft circular composting yard, of which about half has apparently been concreted.  The waste on this compost yard appears no different from the rest of the site:   no composting appears to be attempted, only natural rotting, with the generation of pools of black leachate (despite no recent rains) both on the yard and the circular road around it, some of it flowing towards the fields surrounding the site.  Crop yields must almost certainly be affected by this. 

2,  Lack of any attempt at waste stabilization by bioculture inoculation as promised, was apparent from the following :

a,  Minimum 300 litres water are required in two applications, per ton of raw waste received. For Jalandhar’s 350 tons a day of waste, this means 100,000 litres of water daily, or half that if only half that quantity of waste is being biotreated.  But, as reported by a worker on site, the borewell is run only one hour a day, and the water is “stored in drums”.   No ground-level sump tank or overhead tank was visible on site.  The pit allegedly used for preparation of bioculture solution was a small concrete sump of the type used during construction work, and it was full of floating plastic trash and huge numbers of mosquitoes/insects, hence clearly out of use since long.  When asked about this, one worker said some borewell water was pumped into the bricklined leachate collection well for spraying on the waste. No spraying tanker was visible at site. A barrel alleged to be used for spraying was full of oil, not water.  When asked, a tiny portable pump was shown in a store-room, with a few feet length of intake and output pipe that did not fit the pump inlet-outlets and had no fixing clamps or marks.  All pitifully inadequate for any bioculture inoculation.  Perhaps this has never been done, and the promoters are counting on natural rotting of waste (with leachate generation) from which to sieve out saleable “compost”.  No stocks of any bioculture were available on site, except for about 4-5 kg of dried-out material left at the bottom of one bag.  

b,   For fast decomposition, as opposed to traditional village pits in which waste takes a year to decompose naturally, four things are necessary:  microbial inoculation, adequate moisture, heat within the garbage heap, and good aeration of the heap (by weekly turning) to allow “aerobic” decomposition with minimal production of leachate.  Anaerobic (airless) heaps produce offensive and polluting leachate during decomposition, like the difference between a sun-dried tomato on a window-sill and a rotting tomato in a plastic bag in the same location.  No heap-turning equipment, as required, was seen operating on the yard.  Only two JCBs of JMC (Jalandhar Municipal Corporation) were at work trying to create dumping-spaces wherever possible.  The appearance of the heaps also showed that none had been turned.

c,  Effective turning of  garbage requires it to be piled in long parallel heaps, called wind-rows, with passages between for heap-turning equipment like JCBs and Bobcats to move and operate.  No windrows or in fact any spaces were seen on the 150,000 sft treatment-yard, only an undifferentiated mass of piled-up waste.  At a subsequent evening meeting with the CMD and two sons of Punjab Grow More Fertilisers P Ltd (PGMF) the owner-operators of  the compost plant, the explanations given for the observed state of affairs was unconvincing and unsatisfactory.  They are either unwilling or unable to do effective waste stabilization of incoming garbage.  Good yard management is the most vital and important part of any composting process.  

d,  For hygienic waste management, the MSW Rules 2000 specify “ composting,…. or any other appropriate biological processing for stabilization of wastes.”  Stabilisation means promoting pollution-free decomposition to a point where little further biological degradation occurs, and no generation of smell, heat or leachate. This takes 45-60 days in managed compost-yards.  Production of saleable compost, in Indian conditions today, means sieving out, in progressively finer sieves, all non-biodegradable items like plastic, rags, glass, rubber etc from the stabilized waste so as to produce a tea-powder-like product acceptable to farmers.  It was observed on site that three cylindrical sieves (called trommels) of 50mm, 30mm and 14 mm size were installed and in operating condition, but the final stage of the plant, designed for finer sieving,  was not at all complete.  What equipment was erected there had apparently never been completed, commissioned or used: cobwebs in the hoppers, water in the elevator-pit, no motors or drive mechanisms for conveyor-belts etc.  Token amounts of semi-finished material from the trommels and packed product (Shakti Jaivik Khad) were visible, but it is hard to believe the promoters’ claims that “1000-1500 tons of free samples” have been produced and distributed. Unless material moves out of a waste-processing site, there is no room for fresh incoming waste, which has led to JMC’s desperate plea to for help in the face of union unrest for want of acceptable daily destinations for the garbage trucks.  They have sought direct advice and help from Excel Industries Ltd on the basis  of whose countrywide experience and technology the composting tender was apparently awarded to PGMF. 

e,  Sale of finished compost is very difficult for all compost plants in India, because of the highly seasonal kharif-rabi demand for it, and the difficulty of competing with massive subsidies for urea at various levels (production, transport, credit etc).  This is despite the amply-proven benefits of combined use of chemical fertilizers along with sufficient organic matter, without which the productivity of soils declines severely.  Farmers know this, but still hope for and are hooked onto expecting the instant-response- to-urea of the early green-revolution days without realizing that that excellent result was only possible because of the healthy levels of 1.7-2% organic carbon at that time, built up and stored over decades,  compared to only 0.4-1% in Indian soils today.   Compost sales are highly price-sensitive, and PGMF’s promoters say they would still  love to sell this product but see no way to bring down costs on the heavy investment incurred to date. Perhaps that is why they seem to have virtually abandoned efforts to complete and operationalise their compost plant and effectively manage compost-yard operations.

3,  What then can be done as a win-win situation for JMC to reclaim control of its traditional waste-site and at the same time comply with the MSW Rules deadline of December 2003 for “Setting up of waste processing and disposal facilities”?  All of Punjab is said to be awaiting a successful outcome at JMC before finalizing their own waste-processing plans.  I propose the following options for the consideration of the JMC for immediate implementation:

A,  Compost-yard management for waste-stabilisation, on which 90% of composting success depends, should be given to experienced hands.  The existing compost yard needs to first be cleared of all existing waste for a fresh start.  To save scarce space, the waste can be piled into a high hillock near the entrance to the site, with a 1:3 slope, covered with waste soil available onsite,  and planted over with local vegetation for closure and erosion-control.  This is an expensive proposal. Any reputed firm with extensive composting experience should be asked to directly undertake compost-yard management for JMC on a cost-plus nominal-profit basis for at least 6 months, to bring the whole operation into shape.  This will involve financial outlay for JMC which is inevitable under the MSW Rules, which no longer permits cost-free open dumping.  Costs will be for their bioculture and yard management labour and supervision, preferably with the loan of JMC’s two JCB machines which are already deployed at site but should be under the management of the selected composting company for effective use in waste stabilization.  It will be futile to entrust this effort to PGMF which has had four years to show its bona fides and clearly lacks the experience and will or ability to improve matters.

B,  Once the waste is stabilized, it must move off-site onto farmland.  This can be done in two ways.  First-refusal of this good raw material for a compost plant can be offered to PGMF at a suitable transfer price that reimburses JMC outlays for stabilization.  This should be on the basis of whatever can be lifted by them weekly into their compost plant.  

