PAGE  
4

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

Tel 080-8465365     Tel-Fax 080-8465195    E mail: almitrapatel@rediffmail.com

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

Consultant, Solid Waste Mgt, Ganga ICDP & Convener, INTACH Waste Network 

1.11.2006
CLEANING INDIA’S CITIES

1.  CURRENT  MISSION  AND  OBJECTIVES

My personal mission since '91 has been to force all of India's 300 major cities to stop the open dumping of garbage & adopt hygienic eco-friendly practices for all aspects of Urban Solid Waste Management (SWM).  I have worked at this since 1992 by lobbying with bureaucrats, by two Clean India Campaigns with Capt Velu in 1994-95 to meet and educate Municipal officials, and by a Public Interest Litigation in the Supreme Court of India against  the Central Govt, CPCB, all  State Governments and Union Territories, and 14 Municipal Commissioners (10 worst, 4 best ones).  This consciously non-adversarial litigation has resulted in a National Policy for Urban SWM and Notification of Municipal SWM Rules to protect,  preserve and improve our urban and  peri-urban  environment and the health and well-being of 40 million Indians. Already, tremendous city-wide awareness and action on SWM issues has replaced the total apathy and neglect of earlier days. 

The Supreme Court now proposes to ask every High Court in India to monitor compliance with the SWM Rules by the Class 1 cities of their respective States and Union Territories.  This will be a Herculean task, involving education of both the amicus lawyers as well as the judges in the essence of the Rules and what to monitor, how and when, so that the entire effort does not fizzle out now.  This will entail an enormous amount of travel to the Capitals and High Courts of at least 15-17 major States.  I will also use this travel opportunity to disseminate “Best Practices”, to provide city-specific advice to 3-4 major cities in every State, and to try and identify and educate NGOs and citizen groups in every State and some of their cities, to follow through what I have begun.

I will also continue to tackle related macro-economic policies, by interacting with various Ministries and the Planning Commission at Delhi in person and by correspondence.  One such fresh area of activity that began in August 2000 is to put in place country-wide policy initiatives for providing affordable housing to new urban migrants, so that new slums are not created annually.  This too will require visits to Urban Development Secretaries and others in almost every State and UT.

In February 2002, I will be presenting a paper in Geneva at R’02, an international Reduce-Reuse-Recycle conference, on where India stands and where it needs to go on the “Status  of  Recycling  and  Ecomark  Legislation  in  India”. 

2.  HOW IT ALL BEGAN

Frogs sang in the twilight on our scenic country road until 1991, when Bangalore City Corporation began daily dumping truckloads of city garbage on both sides of the road and  into the marshes and stream banks.  That led me on a long and lonely path, via 2 years of chasing Govt files to secure dumpsites for Bangalore, and two Clean India Campaigns led by Capt Velu of EXNORA in 1994 and 1995,  during and after which I have personally visited 86 Indian cities to date and their open dumpsites (or lack of them).  What we saw, and the urging of fellow INTACH Conveners, led me to file a PIL (Public Interest Litigation)  to protect India's peri-urban soil and water and the health of its urban citizens through hygienic practices for waste management, processing and disposal.  

My 1996 PIL No WP 888/96 resulted in  a Supreme Court appointed Committee of 8 persons, including myself, which prepared recommendations for “Solid Waste Management in Class 1 Cities in India” in March 1999.  Written by our best city managers as a blueprint for other city managers, it was broadly approved by almost all the 300 cities of over 100,000 population, as well as by their respective States.  The PIL also resulted in India’s first Municipal Solid Waste (Management & Handling) Rules 2000, issued by the central Ministry of Environment & Forests in September 2000, 53 years after Independence.  In October 2000, the Govt of U.P.  became the first State to require its Class 1 and Class 2 cities to follow the recommendations and time frame of our Committee Report, as a means to comply with the MSW Rules which are largely based on this Report.

This journey and my visits to 135 Municipalities to date have made me a self-taught national expert on urban solid waste and placed me on two Mumbai High Court-appointed inquiry commissions. It also gave me the opportunity, as a paid SWM Consultant for the Dutch Ganga-ICDP project (the first visit I have been paid for), to spend 10 intense weeks in Kanpur in 2001 and prepare a very detailed Strategic Action Plan for SWM in Kanpur.  This Project also paid for a Hindi translation and printing of the Supreme Court Committee Report that I could get done in Kanpur.  I have earlier at my own expense reprinted the Report thrice in English, for distribution at cost, since the Govt is not doing so.   But my task is far from over.   

In 2001 the Supreme Court proposed to assign monitoring duties and enforcement of compliance with the Rules, to every High Court in India for cities in its respective State or Union Territory.  I requested that my 12 Directions Sought end 1999 be first addressed in the apex Court.  So far we have covered Directions 8 and 9.
The outcome of #8 was the Report of an Inter-Ministerial task Force headed by the Urban Development Ministry, highlighting the extremely important role of city compost in agriculture.  Progress on implementation is slow, but will certainly be fruitful and successful over time.

In #9, I sought an independent non-Governmental review of Municipal Waste to Energy schemes, which are inherently unviable with Indian wastes and exceedingly expensive, but are very heavily subsidised (initially with foreign funding for purchase of foreign technology) by the Ministry of Non-Conventional Energy Sources and are thus diverting cities and even towns from sensible affordable low-tech options of bio-stabilising their wastes.  This topic is currently sub-judice, with a provisional stay in place for further subsidies.

The last Direction Sought, #12, is for the notification of Eco-friendly Packaging and Waste Minimisation Rules, which I am eagerly looking forward to and for which I have a lot of ideas.

After the notification of the Municipal Solid Waste (Management & Handling) Rules 2000, which gave a road-map to all cities and to State and Central Governments of the direction in which to move, I have intensified my “missionary” field work of spreading information about "Best Practices" from city to city, and of addressing related macro-economic issues such as provision of adequate finance, integration of city-compost use into our agricultural policy and working to get Waste-Reduction and Pollution-Prevention Rules as companion legislation to the  MSW Rules. All this involves extensive travel by me to numerous States and cities, and to a host of related Ministries in Delhi to advocate sensible policy changes, all financed and encouraged by my loving and supportive family.  

Other necessary steps, which I’d love to see happen but cannot take on alone, are 

(a) Media Campaigns for public awareness of their role, responsibility and rights in the new scenario of dry-wet waste separation at source, doorstep collection, preferably-decentralised composting and no landfilling of raw garbage, through the print, radio, TV and electronic media and an SWM web-site and help-line;

(b) Compiling a Data-base for Municipalities on successful Best Practices in waste reduction, source-separation, doorstep collection, cost-effective and hygienic transport (preferably privatised), compost production and marketing,  landfilling of compost rejects, and fiscal reform to make it all possible ( a proposed web-site may be a step in this direction);

(c) Disseminating “Best Practices” information to all cities through show-and-tell videos needing no multi-lingual dubbing, through newsletters, through six-monthly intra-State and inter-State workshops for different levels of SWM staff; and 

(d)  Devising training modules for SWM staff.

(e) Educating both lawyers and judges in all High Courts about ensuring compliance with both the Supreme Court Committee Report and the MSW Rules.

Meanwhile, I will continue to address related issues as they arise, as I have been doing so far.  

4.  CAREER  SUMMARY    

I have studied Chemistry and Botany, and have Engineering and Ceramics degrees from MIT in USA.  I worked for 6 years in R & D, then for 26 years headed a family business supplying ceramic mixes and monolithic refractories, becoming an expert in Induction Furnace linings.  I gave numerous annual talks on the subject and my trouble-shooting manual has been distributed in 80 countries in five languages.   I am a life member of the Bombay Natural History Society and from 1969-71 was Gir Ecological Research Project Officer for BNHS-Smithsonian.  From 1972-80 I was Executive Committee member of WWF for S. India. I was also Convener Bangalore for INTACH for 2 years and now head its Waste Network.  Since retirement in 1991 to date, I have become a national expert on management of urban solid waste and visited 86 Municipalities to date, the last being 10 weeks in Kanpur to develop a detailed SWM strategy for them.  I am interested in low-cost sustainable waste-water treatment and have published a paper on this and many other environmental topics.

When my chemical-engineer husband took on a large project in Bangalore 30 years ago, we moved to a rural farm outside the city, where we live and run a 50,000-layer poultry farm.  We ran a village dispensary for 25 years and still provide medical referral services and expenses.  We also built a 12-room village high school, and helped construct 41 village houses nearby.  We have 2 daughters & 4 grandchildren. 

