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Mrs Almitra H. Patel  MS MIT, USA, 50, Kothnur Village,  Bangalore 560077

Tel 080-8465365     Tel-Fax 080-8465195     almitrapatel@rediffmail.com

Member, Supreme Court Committee for Solid Waste Mgt for Class 1 Cities

and    Convener, INTACH Waste Network 

4.1.2002

The Chairperson

Tamil Nadu Pollution Control Board

Guindy Industrial Estate

Airport Road, Chennai 600032

Dear Madam

      PERMITTING  A  COMPOST  PLANT  FOR  MADURAI

Greetings for 2002.  I have been following with great interest the progress of hygienic waste management around the country for almost a decade, visiting 87 cities to date.  Tamil Nadu has all along been one of the more progressive States in this field.  I had made a special trip to Madurai in January 1998 to observe their progress in hospital waste management, one of the earliest cities after Trichy to address this issue even before the  Biomedical Waste Rules made such action mandatory.

Madurai is very fortunate to have an 85-year old sewage treatment grass farm covering 300 acres, almost 17 km from the city and sufficiently far from the nearest village of Avanipuram, where Madurai’s solid waste was (and still is) being open-dumped, burning spontaneously to cause smoke and air pollution.  What does not burn, adds to ground-water pollution because leachate is produced under anaerobic conditions.  

Therefore I was delighted to see the interest taken by the State of Tamil Nadu through its Urban Infrastructure Dev Corp in promoting an aerobic-process compost plant for Madurai (among others) at this location, and happy to learn of the progress made in selecting a Coimbatore entrepreneur who has now cleared, leveled and fenced 30 acres in a remote corner of this huge area, after biologically stabilizing about 160,000 cubic meters of historic waste before shifting it elsewhere, and proposes to use compost technology proven successful at a dozen large cities in the country.  

Therefore I was dismayed to learn from friends in Madurai that this fine project is in jeopardy because the entrepreneur’s application for obtaining TNPCB authorization for the compost plant has allegedly been refused by your Board unless the Commissioner of Madurai guarantees the supply of fully-segregated waste.  

If this is true, I would like to bring the following aspects to your notice, so that such a decision may be reconsidered favourably in the interest of Solid Waste Management throughout your State and our country :

1,   Non-mixing of “dry”  recyclable waste and “wet” food wastes is unquestionably the correct approach to handling garbage, recommended in the Planning Commission’s Bajaj Committee Report of 1995 and our Supreme Court Committee’s March 1999 Report on Solid Waste Management in Class 1 Cities of India (SCCReport),  and your eagerness to see this happen is commendable.

2,  Such social change is easier said than done, as we have seen from repeated State and national efforts to control the legal or illegal consumption of alcohol, for instance.  It requires a change in personal habits of at least a century.  For this reason, our SCCReport in para 3.2 mandates that “local bodies shall direct households, shops and establishments not to mix recyclable waste with domestic food / biodegradable waste”  but is deliberately  silent on ways to enforce this.  Instead, the Report goes on to suggest that local bodies may “mobilize NGOs or cooperatives to take up the work of organizing street rag-pickers” and  “actively associate resident associations, trade & industry associations, CBOs and NGOs in creating awareness among the people to segregate recyclable material at source”. I am sure Madurai must be doing this.

3,  Source-separation of waste was deliberately not made mandatory in the SCCReport, nor in the MSW Rules (though many city managers felt this would make the public more cooperative), because it was felt more important to move in the right direction than to create rules that are virtually impossible to enforce at the individual level on a daily basis and which would put an intolerable burden on our State Pollution Control Board staff for implementation, when they have so many more burning issues of pollution to address on a war footing.    It was consciously decided that “the Best” practices should not become the enemy of “the Good” way to proceed.

4,   The Supreme Court has directed Delhi, among others, to immediately begin establishing compost plants within the stipulated time-frame, but has avoided putting any conditions to this Order, regarding segregation or anything else although, in February 2000, it had directed all statutory bodies “to endeavour to comply with the suggestions and recommendations of the Barman Committee Report” (i.e. the SCCReport quoted above).

5,   Calcutta has been remarkably cleaned under the dynamic leadership of our Committee chairman Mr Asim Barman, then the Commissioner of Calcutta.  This was done by starting door-to-door collection of waste as long ago as 1995.  Yet even today, they have not been successful in collecting segregated wastes.  Bangalore is the first city to adopt a deliberate and conscious policy of collecting segregated waste door-to-door, yet despite a year’s strenuous and dedicated efforts through public-private partnership, has a success rate of only 20%.  Even this is commendable, given the magnitude of the task and the indifference and inertia of our society which has far graver problems on its mind.

6,   Composting of mixed wastes is the only proven successful model for India. The failed attempts in 12 cities to do composting after sorting gave a setback to composting which it has taken two decades to overcome.  In fact, dust from road sweepings, which is inert and non-compostable, poses a greater danger to composting success than just mixed waste. 

7,   India’s informal recycling sector is so vibrant, with anything saleable either sold or bartered at the household level, that almost the only recyclables remaining in “mixed” waste are the highly conspicuous plastic carrybags and sachet packaging.  Now a new technology is currently being tried out in Bangalore which incorporates such plastic waste in asphalt roads, giving vastly improved road performance.  It promises to consume all the plastic waste of compost plants (sieved out after composting).  If, as reported (Times of India 31.12.2001) this will push up the purchase price of street-plastic-waste to Rs 6 per kg vs Re 1-2 now, that in itself will cause plastic to largely disappear from the waste stream. 

8,  The proposed compost plant at Madurai would significantly decrease the present levels of pollution.  It would greatly reduce smoke pollution and ground-water pollution by currently-produced anaerobic leachates, and land pollution by open dumping of raw wastes.

9,  Since composting of city waste is thus a pollution-abatement technology, it deserves the blessing of your State Pollution Control Board.  

10,   The State of Tamil Nadu has filed repeated Affidavits before the Supreme Court stating its intention to comply with the Court’s directives as well as the Municipal Solid Waste (Management & Handling) Rules 2000 timetable.  Any delays caused by the TNPCB’s denial or delay in granting consent to a compost plant for Madurai will put the State of Tamil Nadu in serious breach of its sworn commitments.
11,  A “Perfection-or-Nothing” approach will have the opposite effect of what you so sincerely hope to achieve.  It will drive away all entrepreneurs from Tamil Nadu for years, and give the State a severe set-back  in the effort to clean its cities.  

12,  Foreign Aid agencies will begin to shun Tamil Nadu’s urban transformation efforts.  Currently USAID / USAEP and several other agencies are focusing heavily on city waste management in India.  Any bad experiences in this field may have a spill-over effect and drive away their interest in other good projects within your State, fearing administrative hurdles.

13,  First and last, Madurai’s citizens deserve a better deal.  Some progress is better than none.  They will deeply appreciate an incremental approach to improved waste management that ensures steady achievement of stated goals.  

For all of these reasons, madam, it may be worthwhile to urgently grant consent to both install and operate a compost plant for all the cities of Tamil Nadu that are able to do so.  If necessary, the cities may be required to outline their plans and time-frame for progressive source-separation of wastes and for promoting the recycling of biodegradable food wastes, plastics and other wastes.

I am sending a copy of this letter to the Chief Secretary of your State and to other officials, so that you are assured of the maximum cooperation in expediting the setting up of compost plants in every Class 1 city of Tamil Nadu at the earliest. 

With all good wishes for your endeavours, and always with pleasure at your service,

Sincerely,

Mrs Almitra H Patel

