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28.3.2003

Mr P Panneervel, IAS, Commissioner, 

Ahmedabad Municipal Corporation

Sardar Patel Bhavan 5th fl, 

SVP Rd, Abad380001
Dear Mr Panneervel

SWM Progress in Ahmedabad

Greetings.  I had the opportunity to visit Ahmedabad after some years, and since it was one of the cities cited as a progressive example in my PIL in December 1996, I was looking forward to much progress on the SWM front this time.

Instead, I find with regret that things are if anything worse than before, and that it is in fact quite simple to straightaway improve matters, if the will is there at all levels.  For example, if you have, for a population of 35 lacs (say 7 lac households), 7000 SKs and about 5000 handcarts, that is more than enough to immediately start door-to-door work practices for the SKs as in Calcutta without any additional inputs or need to collect user charges from residential areas.  Teams of 2 SKs with one handcart are comfortably covering twin SK-double-beats of about 125 households per beat in many cities.  One successful model you can copy is, in each of your 43 Wards in 5 Zones, to start door-to-door with two teams of two good SKs per Ward, with the PHS given the responsibility of supervising this effort so that it can be rapidly extended to 4, then 8, then 16 teams.  The whole city can soon be covered this way.  The Calcutta sweepers, though initially resistant to changed practices, now find it so convenient and easy, and the road-sweeping and drain-cleaning work so much reduced, that they would never go back to the old system even if given the choice.

I was also sorry to see that hardly any of the handcarts now have any bins in them, though Ahmedabad pioneered this system of “handle-waste-once-only”.  Since they were never designed for use without bins, they have no proper side-walls or bottoms, which makes things even more difficult for the SKs and for city cleanliness.  This is the right time of year to provide an adequate budget for repair and maintenance of  basic infrastructure like handcarts and their bins.  Funds should also be earmarked for progressive retirement of the many traditional wheelbarrows  that were seen, which require open dumps for unloading and manual handling of waste.

This is the time of year for fallen leaves.  These were found burning all over the city, though this is specifically banned in the MSW Rules.  It is really simple to compost them on-site: add 5%-fresh-cowdung-in-water (from the  many wandering cows on the streets) or water the heaps with either waste-water or in parks during regular garden-watering.  Each ward just needs to find a park corner or traffic island or road divider or vacant site where such localized composting of leaves can be done, e.g. at Madhav Baug opp Railway Station.  This is even a good location for the decentralized composting of biodegradable wastes which are piling up uncleared in huge quantity just opposite this garden, outside the railway station. 

Wherever such park or vacant spaces are not available or convenient, there can be a separate weekly trip for garden and leaf wastes, which the Excel compost plant will be more than happy to accept.  In residential areas with gardens, Monday is a good day for a separate afternoon collection trip, after Sunday gardeners have waste to dispose of.  If you have a shortage of transport vehicles, a few can be used for a second shift for such trips of specialized waste.

Another spot where we saw a lot of waste at an open dump was at the Revdi Bazar Naka.  Only at 9:45 am was “the previous evening’s waste” being cleared.  If that is the need for such markets, there can be a night collection after the market has closed.  Similarly, there was a lot of grass spillage uncleared even at 10:30 am behind the Municipal office.  At the Naroda Market and Manek Chowk markets, grass packaging for oranges was lying all over the paths and outside the market.  Newspaper wrappings of papaya etc were also lying in the shopping lanes in front of the shops generating this waste.  These shops have been paying the APMC just Rs 36 per stall since the past 50 years.  They are anyway also paying extra to AMC sweepers to come and clean the market at 11 am, so they are themselves are quite willing to pay more (to APMC or AMC) for improved cleanliness, but do not see their own role in this. 

It should be easy for AMC to tighten up on one agency, the APMC, rather than on hundreds of stall-owners.  What is required is just serious commitment right at the top level and from corporators, for discipline and management, not money.  For example, paper-wrappings for fruit must be stuffed into sacks below each stall (or hanging on the wall behind them), for SEWA rag-pickers to take as “kachra-daan” or even pay for.  SEWA can take away filled sacks in exchange for empty replacements, to save time and avoid crowding the market, esp during the 3-8pm peak shopping hours. Similarly, all orange-traders must stuff all their packing-straw into sacks with the mouths tied shut, given (or sold) to Maldharis in exchange for empty sacks.  

So also on the road at Naroda Market, where produce is unloaded and packaging straw and material is dumped on the road, instead of being left in the vehicles and taken out of that busy crowded street.  What is necessary is one take-away truck parked at the exit, as in Calcutta, into which the trucks can transfer their waste as they leave for other duties. If the waste is more, relay trucks can be arranged, a second truck taking the place of the first when full at say 10:45 am.  In Calcutta, on a “polluter-pays” basis, the trucks entering this wholesale market street are required to pay a clean-up fee on entry, of about Rs 10-20 per truck, to pay for the extra take-away service and night cleaning, for waste brought in by them.  Timings will have to be adjusted to local needs.  Apparently shops open at 5 am, but it seems the produce trucks come in much later, 9-11 am.  Entry timings of the fruit and vegetable trucks could be adjusted, as in other cities, to match the cleaning schedule of the AMC.

It was astonishing and extremely disappointing that from 1994 (when our clean India Campaign visited your city after the plague) till 2003, the number of open dumping spots has not come down.  It seems you still have 323 open storage sites out of a total of 708, i.e. 46%, implying that almost half of all your waste lies in the open and requires double-handling.  This clearly violates Section 3 (ii) and (iv) of Schedule II of the MSW Rules 2000 and it is high time it should be stopped.  

It will be worthwhile for you and your senior SWM/Health staff to visit Nasik, where the whole city is clean and dustbin-less thanks to a unique “naka-to-naka” collection system, where trucks stop at scheduled points at fixed times for 10-15 minutes, to allow all the nearby residents to bring and empty their waste directly into the trucks.  In spite of the fuel lost in idling (good “starters” are a must in the trucks) it works out more economical than many other options.

This open dumping also appears to invite violation of Section 1 (viii) of the Rules, which prohibits stray animals around waste storage facilities.  In fact, at places like the open dump at SP Wholesale Market opposite Calico Mills, and at Kapadiwad and Bhutiambli (?)  there are huge numbers of fine-looking cows surrounding the 10-cu m containers available there, “because the Maldharis force kitchen waste to be unloaded on the ground and not into the containers”.  It is unacceptable for one percent of the population to terrorise 99% of citizens who need clean surroundings. It is also true that “public sentiment” leads people in the walled city to leave their food wastes out at the nearest spot “for the cows”, which actually invites a huge increase in the number of stray dogs as well, with enormous health risks.  

There is a win-win solution for this.  To begin with, rules are required (with imposition of “additional cleaning charges” if necessary) which make it an offence for persons to leave food out for any animal. If they choose, they may keep it in a ghamela indoors and hold it out to feed any passing animal from it, then take the waste back indoors to their dustbins without dumping leftovers on the road.  CEE could help you spread this message through all school-children.  Alternatively, Maldharis may be encouraged to hire cycle-rickshaws and go house-to-house with a bell collecting “go-daan” edible waste for their animals, which should be kept home and stall-fed.  (In Delhi, Bangla-Deshi entrepreneurs hire such “thela-gadis” for Rs 5 per morning for door-to-door waste collection for a fee in unserved areas).  AMC may provide onward transport to the stables if necessary, almost-free for a nominal sum (e.g. diesel cost).  Your Capt Dilip Mahajan is the most knowledgeable person I have yet met in my 97-city travels, on issues related to the “hunter-gatherer” culture of animal-keepers in urban areas.  If fully supported by elected members and officials, acceptable options can be evolved to meet the feed needs of their animals and to satisfy the sentiments of residents without having animals in the streets all day. 

Inert waste, especially sand, is a peculiar problem of Ahmedabad’s unpaved road-shoulders, which maybe requires a soil-cement-lime solution from the civil engineers for dust-free water absorption and porosity of road shoulders.  But this problem is aggravated in, say, the walled city by donkeys spilling sand onto just-swept roads from their uncovered pannier-sacks.  This too needs regulation.  The sand can be transported in sacks with the mouths tied.  At the D Road ALM at Churchgate, the menace of random heaps of debris has been solved by that apartment society, by requiring occupants seeking permission for alterations to “buy” empty sacks for Rs 3 each, into which all debris and building waste must be filled and tied before bringing down the stairs.  Once there is a tempo-load of such bags, they are removed in a hired tempo paid for from the per-bag-charges.  Money for extra unused bags is refunded.  Some such idea can be implemented for construction in donkey-supplied areas.

There also appears to be a huge amount of inert waste and ‘poorni’ in the lorries, since the weigh-bridge reports high weights of 5-7 tons per tipper truck. This should never end up either at a compost plant or as mixed waste in a landfill.  Most of this mixing can be avoided by planning separate collection vehicles or weekly routes or shifts for debris alone, which can usefully cover your landfilled wastes.  Some of it can be avoided by, for example, asphalting the dusty parking area for handcarts opposite the Madhav Bagh kachra petis near Sarangpur gate.  You may be aware of the excellent results obtained in Bangalore (20 km roads to date) by replacing 8% by weight of bitumen in hot-mix plants, with an equal weight of fine-shredded plastic carry-bag road-waste which is otherwise uncollected and useless.  At a negligible extra cost of about 6-7%, the road life is increased by 250% to 300%.  There are less pot-holes, less cracking, and repairs are needed far less frequently.  It is a very worth-while investment to amend all AMC / PWD specifications to require the use of “waste-plastic-modified-bitumen” for AMC and AUDA roads, to the extent waste-plastic is available in the city.  1 km of road requires at least 1.5 tons of waste plastic bags, which will end up IN the road, not ON it.  Contact kakbest@hotmail.com. 

One thing we observed, was the use of a lot of bleaching powder at and around dumpsters and collection points.  This not only generates needless solid waste, the alkalinity is very bad for the composting process and and quality and  interferes with the usefulness of the compost.  Instead of that, for the same actual monthly cost, Excel will be happy to provide you with some composting biocultures and defouling deodorant liquids.   Excel did a very significant experiment at Nehru Place in Delhi for a month.  One dalao (garage-sized concrete waste-point) was sprayed morning and evening with their bioculture.  At the end of the month, the uncleared waste of one month had shrunk to a nuisance-free 6.5 truckloads, compared to daily lifting (30 truckloads a month).  The sheer saving in transport costs can pay for the spraying service as well as the bioculture, if you have dalao-type structures in your newly-acquired Wards where waste collection is not done daily.  This “dalao-model” composting can also help you out until you can improve your on-road vehicle efficiencies from the present 100-110 vehicles out of 160 (= 65%) to the 80% recommended and shown feasible in the Supreme Court Committee Report para 3.14 . Since 13 of your 104 vehicles broke down on, for example 22nd March 2003, leaving 91 working, your effective on-road efficiency is a mere 57%, surely not a figure that India’s seventh-largest metropolis can be proud of.

Another alternative to bleaching powder for control of smell, flies and pathogens, which is working well, is EM fermentation bioculture, working well at Pune (600 tpd since Jan 2002) and Bangalore (100 tpd since Jan 2003). Contact shinjitakara@hotmail.com at Pune for details and demonstration.  You may also like to contact a local firm, MAPS at Maps House, 91/6 GIDC Estate Phase 1, Vatva, Amd 382445, tel 079-5830667  3858144 358933304, and inquire whether their enzymes for the dairy and textile effluents can economically substitute for bleaching powder.  Of course, the eco-friendly substitutes do not have the politician-pleasing “rangoli effect” of bleaching powder, but this is a sensible change that needs to be explained and implemented without delay.
I hope these few ideas will prove useful. I am always with pleasure at your service.

Sincerely,

