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

080-28465365,   98443-02914.   almitrapatel@rediffmail.com
Member, Supreme Court Committee for Solid Waste Management.

Advisor, Ganga ICDP Project, Clean Jharkhand Project, INTACH Waste Network
26.8.05

Dear Mr Venugopal

Many thanks to you and your team for sparing time for my visit on a holiday.  As promised, I am sharing with you below some of my suggestions for improving the waste management of your city.

First of all, it is very encouraging that you have been able to achieve your present level of house-to-house collection through Kudumbashree activities.  Although this has been tried in very many cities, almost everywhere it is dependent on the enthusiasm and sustained interest of one or two individuals and is very dependent on the punctuality and regularity of a particular waste collector for a given route.  Only in Kerala, where a self-help group takes it up as a Waste Business, can it be a permanently self-sustaining activity, run professionally like a plumbing or electrician service where there is continuity, automatic fallback for absenteeism etc.  This can be a model not only for all other Kerala cities, but also for other States.  

Since you already have a centralized compost plant, but have a major problem of pile-up of rejects (because even current waste was observed to have a huge amount of non-biodegradables), you should facilitate the Kudumbashree groups to concentrate more on removal of dry waste before it reaches Njalianparambu.  This invariably requires availability of formal urban sorting and storage spaces.  Pimpri-Chinchwad has provided this to a waste-pickers’union (Kagad Kaach Patra Sanghatana) under a flyover.  

Suryapet in AP (1.5 hours east of Hyderabad) is a town of 1.03 lakhs which has won Dubai Best Practices recognition for really being a zero-garbage city even upto the end point of all its waste management, and needs no landfill.  It  is really worth a visit by you and your team.  (Contact Commissioner S A Khadar Saheb, 98499-05912, off 08684-220049, srptmunicipality@rediffmail.com).  Besides  strict segregation of wet-dry waste and strictly separate collection of inerts,  for composting and vermi-composting of wet waste, they have constructed their own shed for sorting and storage of dry waste, employing their own persons for sorting.  Though they earn a very modest amount per month from sale of their dry waste, this keeps the biodegradables completely free of rejects that require subsequent landfilling.  

Luckily in Kozhikode you have three unused and one active waste-transfer depot, all of which are ideal as dry-waste processing centers, for sorting and storage.  If these three or four sites can be handed over to Kudumbashree for the purpose, it can become an additional source of income for them to retain viability.  Geetanjali Industries Bombay’s Mrs Ragini Jain can help them to set up each location as a Cash Counter for purchase and onward sale of the entire range of dry wastes, including PET bottles, thermocole, use-and-throw cups etc.  She has excellent experience of networking with the waste-pickers and waste traders and is doing excellent work in Mumbai.  Though located in the Juhu Vile Parle area, it attracts PET and dry waste from even far-away Wards, thus keeping it out of the waste stream.  She has set up several such Cash Counters at Bangalore.  Contact Mrs Ragini Jain at 98912-80214, jainj@rediffmail.com.  It is worth inviting her to Kozhikode to review the situation and guide Kudumbashree in dry waste management.  (Since her factory eqpt and laptop etc were wiped out in the recent Mumbai floods, it might be a courtesy to also offer her the normal consultancy charges of Rs 5000 per day in addition to airfare).  

At the same dry-waste locations, it may be possible for the struggling Kudumbashree units to take up other activities like making coconut brooms from fallen coconut leaves, rubber baskets from useless tyres etc.  The Corporation can encourage them by buy-back of these essential road-sweeping items.  A further reduction of reject volumes at Njalianparambu is possible if the sandy fraction and currently rejected 4-16 mm fraction is removed in returning empty trucks or tractor-trailers, and delivered to the Kudumbashree in charge of say your  Kallai depot, for raising seedlings for their tree-planting programs.   

At the same Kallai location, it may be possible to clean out the abandoned toilet to purchase and install a shredding machine (contact Mr Jose Joseph at Ernakulam, 94470-33360 or hitech_biomanurals@yaho.co.in) which can not only shred PET bottles (which Geetanjali can guarantee to buy back if Kudumbashree has marketing problems) but also thin-film plastics, which can also be brought in return trucks from Njalianparambu.  Although thin-film plastics are only 7-8% by weight of waste, it amounts to about 55% by Volume, of the total rejects, which makes it very costly to landfill and causes a lot of subsidence of the cells over time.  Luckily, if these are shredded, they can replace upto 10% of bitumen used in road-making while at the same time making the tar roads more rain-proof and long-lasting.  About 1200 km of such rural roads have been laid in Tamil Nadu under their CM’s orders, mainly with a view to promote the Clean Village campaign and to provide income generation to self-help groups. In perhaps every District, these were provided with shredding machines through SGSY funds, and the shredded plastic was bought back from them at Rs 12 a kg, which made the scheme very popular.  At the time, that was the cost per kg of  the bitumen it replaced.  Now with global oil prices rising, bitumen will be even costlier.  So such “plastic roads” can either increase the profits of tar-road contractors or prevent escalation in the cost of such works.  

It will be worthwhile for you to get your Institute of Engineers or CII or University to invite for a conference for PWD and other road engineers and contractors and the media, two persons:  Ms Shantha Sheela Nair IAS (a great officer in the Tamil Nadu cadre under whom as Rural Dev Secretary the 1200 km roads were laid), and Prof Vasudevan, Head of the Chemistry Dept of Thiagarajar University in Madurai who has developed the practical application of this well-known technology.  Ms Nair can be contacted at ssnaire@yahoo.com, and Prof Vasudevan at vasudesikan@yahoo.com, 98421-95263 or college 0452-482240.  It will be worthwhile, when they come, to earmark a trial stretch of road for laying, in the college campus, an industrial estate or similar autonomous location.  Be sure to simultaneously lay Lengthwise a half-stretch of plastic road alongside the opposite lane without plastic, for long-term comparison through at least one monsoon.  Someone familiar with road-laying should ensure the quality of both stretches, as in one such recent demonstration the poor quality of road-laying has affected the validity of the technology, which I have personally observed in several cities, including Bangalore, where 40 km were laid over a three-year till last March and 260 km of Corporation roads planned this year with a similar technology.

Njaliaparambu Operations  

Thank you all also for accompanying me to your Compost Plant, which I have visited soon after its commissioning.  I am sorry to record that operations at the site are extremely disappointing.  Despite the backlog of problems, a party like Poabs with so much training in good windrow management and many years’ experience at Vilapilsala should certainly know better.  Specifically, there was no attempt whatever to form windrows to allow for access to air and turning.  If space is a constraint, the windrows can be made as high as necessary.  Or the old waste can be leveled to a compacted plateau upon which proper windrow formation can commence.

There was also greatly inadequate application of necessary biocultures, hence there was a bad stink at the site.  On inquiry, it seems only 2-3 25-kg bags of Excel Bioculum sent from Trivandrum are used each day.  That will hardly suffice for 50 to 75 tons a day of waste at proper application levels.  Perhaps as they say they keep no stock register for Bioculum, or perhaps it was not available on a holiday, but certainly this is the first thing that your Compost Site Health Inspector should be monitoring.

In the present circumstances, uniform dispersion of the Bioculum is also not possible.  A better method, sometimes practiced elsewhere, is to apply it at the earliest possible stage for odour control even during handling and transport.  For example, each Kudumbashree rickshaw can keep a bag with the driver, for daily light dusting at the time of waste collection into the bins at the Ward level.  It will greatly reduce odour problems as the collectors pass through the streets.  Or it can be applied at the Kallai transfer station for trips brought there.  Since Poabs is to pay you a monthly fee, part of this can be paid in the form of the necessary quantity of Bioculum, which needs to be mixed with the waste in any case, sooner or later.  

Kudumbashree may be either supplied the Excel Bioculum, or encouraged to experiment with other biocultures which may be more cost-effective.  BTM has been recently used in Mumbai after the massive floods of July 26 2005, to control the odour of dead animals, overflowing sewers and stinking stagnant water collections.  (Contact Hi-Tech Bio Fertilizers India for trial lots,  which is a Govt of Kerala-approved Service Provider supplying BTM in Kochi).  Email hitech_biomanurals@yahoo.co.in, or 94470-33360.  Another source is from Wardha, used with good success at the Akola compost plant.  Contact  Prof Makked of Shree Jee Biotech at Wardha, 0715-2260637 or 94221-42642.  He only supplies on cash-on-delivery terms so you will need to make suitable payment arrangements.

Another mismanagement observed at Njalianparambu was the presence of leachate oozing out of the heaps at the front and rear of the plant.  This is what really causes the worst stink, and creates opposition from neighbours.  Control is extremely easy, but requires attention to detail.  The coarse fraction of compost (4-16 mm or even 16-36 mm) is to be immediately sprinkled onto wet or moist areas to mop up and absorb the leachate.  After a while, it should be thrown onto the top of a windrow.  The interior heat of the pile evaporates any leachate that may drip out.  The water vapour coming out is odourless, while the odour fraction is controlled by the biological activity of the heap.  Incidentally, such “Leachate Recirculation” is the most cost-effective and efficient way of leachate management and eliminates the need for investment in any effluent treatment, which requires much capital and running cost, especially for electricity at exorbitant rates. This mopping-up neds to be done at least twice a day, morning and evening, even three times during rains.  This is another point the Health Officer on site should monitor.

Of course, your biggest problem there is the huge backlog of Old Waste.  If this is “landfilled”as you propose, your precious landfill site will fill up just with that material and hardly have adequately long life.  When it is full, where will you go for acquiring more nearby land?  Fortunately we have two good examples of Old Waste management since 2003.  One was a one-hectare area clearing experiment at Gorai in Mumbai.  Another is an ongoing exercise at Autonagar (where the waste mountain has spilled over into the adjoining Deer Park) in Hyderabad by  Bhavani Bio Organics Ltd, Hyderabad.  Contact their MD Mr NLVJ Naresh Kumar at 98491-74630 or 92465-70369, n_naresh99@yahoo.com.  They have developed a special bioculture for Old Waste, which when applied to windrows causes them to heat up and significantly lose volume just like fresh waste.  It is very worthwhile for you to invite him to Kozhikode at the very earliest to personally see the nature (especially inerts content) of your Old Waste, not only to the left of your entrance and the rear of the plant, but also on the right of the approach road, which is now covered by vegetation.  If he is willing to clear that also, it will give you a good Phase 2 space for future landfilling.  

If he is provided space for equipment and power for it, he may be prepared to clear the site on a “no-payment-either-side” basis, with permission to remove whatever fraction he desires.  Volumes go down by  50% or more, depending on inerts content. That is what he has recently started at Pune.  But the speed of clearing the site depends on the length of contract you can enter into with him.  If it is only 11 months as Pune has begun with, the work goes very slowly with manual sieves etc.  If a five-year arrangement is signed, he can afford to invest in his own mechanized equipment and then the site clearing goes much more rapidly.    Please do consider this option urgently before landfilling and covering any more material with earth (the excavation of which is probably destroying some beautiful Kerala hill somewhere!) because once that is done, Old Waste recovery becomes totally unviable.

With best wishes and always with pleasure at your service,

Yours sincerely

Mrs Almitra H Patel

