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Dear Mrs Almitra

Thanks fr the kind courtesies during our telecon.It was nice spaking to u n thanks fr the interest u hv shown.As required by u i hv given below the copy of the write-up which i read in the web site.

I hv sent a mail to Mrs Ragini Jain last week n hv not heard from her.Am forwarding that mail to u also.

I certainly feel a meeting with u will b of great use.Cud v meet on 26th July at Bangalore.

Pl confirm.

Rahim.

I wud carry samples of our current products.
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Almitra H. Patel
Reuse and recycling has always been practised in India, but the system is now overwhelmed by non-degradable waste. Meanwhile, a voluntary scheme for eco-labelling is failing to have a significant impact. India, as with many other developing countries facing the problems posed by increased quantity of non-recyclable wastes, needs to take action soon. 
For millennia, the wealth and prosperity of ancient India, a country even more agrarian then than it is now, came from sustainable practices like composting and returning nutrients to the soil. Even today in rural India, in backyard middens or roadside pits, domestic wastes that are not fed to animals are added to stable-straw and cow dung, and applied to the fields once a year. Indeed, up to 10 or 15 years ago, most city waste was carted to farms and informally composted as well. However, the advent of plastics, especially thin-film carrier bags that prevent germination of plants and the entry of rainwater into the soil, has been a major deterrent to the rural use of urban waste, and this now ends up in open dumps outside cities and towns. 

The 1994 epidemic in Surat, caused by garbage that blocked drains and flooded out rats, focused the country's attention on the dangerous consequences of poor waste management. It turned to the process, pioneered by Excel Industries, of using biocultures to accelerate composting of mixed urban wastes in aerobic windrows, reducing it to a matured, free-flowing mass, with 60% of its original volume, in 60 days. From this, mechanical sieves easily removed non-biodegradable substances. Such post-compost sorting of mixed garbage has been the key to successful handling of Indian wastes.

Composting made mandatory

In 1996 a PIL (Public Interest Litigation, WP 888/96) was filed in the Supreme Court of India, demanding hygienic and eco-friendly waste management in India's 300 Class 1 Cities with over a population over 100,000 and provision of adequate sites for waste processing and disposal. A Court-appointed Committee recommended in 1999 source separation of 'wet' biodegradable waste and 'dry' recyclables, with daily doorstep collection of 'wet' waste for composting as the method of choice, and 'dry' waste left to the informal sector. The Report1 also addressed a host of administrative, fiscal and legal issues related to making cities cleaner. 

This led to Notification by India's Ministry of Environment and Forests (MoEF) of the corresponding 'Municipal Solid Waste (Management & Handling) Rules 2000', or MSW Rules, which laid down a timetable for acquiring land for waste processing and establishment of composting plants. The major obstacle now to such plants is opposition from communities on the outskirts of urban areas, which fear devaluation of land, and the possibility of open dumping creeping into their neighbourhoods.

Recycling given legal backing

Indians leave a remarkably small ecological footprint, compared to citizens of more developed countries. Non-biodegradable waste in large Indian cities averages just 50-100 g per capita per day, compared to 1-2 kg in the West. This is still often disparaged as 'backwardness' or under-development, because of a failure to recognize and appreciate the inherently frugal and conservationist ethos of those who repair and use appliances and cars for years, hand down clothing to relatives or servants, waste no food, or reuse paper and string. 

'Waste picking' is a well established urban survival tactic in India's mega-cities, those metropolises that act as magnets for the poorest of the population, and recycling is a flourishing business in this informal sector. It supports up to 0.5% of the population in cities of over a million inhabitants, and saves a city 10-15% of its total waste management costs through reduction in waste volumes handled. Yet, because of public suspicion, waste collectors are despised, harassed and marginalized. Doorstep collection of recyclable waste is only now attracting a few service providers in commercial areas. Small-scale, cottage industry recycling is still a mostly illicit, twilight activity, and recyclers often operate behind closed doors, avoiding registration.

Only recently has recycling won formal legitimacy in India through the MSW Rules, which direct municipalities to 'promote recycling or reuse of segregated materials' and 'ensure community participation in waste segregation'. This should improve the status and working conditions in this sector, and allow recycling technologies to be upgraded. India today presents a golden opportunity for suppliers of all types of simple, low-cost recycling processes and equipment.

The menace of plastics

India's landscapes are littered with plastic. Wind-blown thin-film carrier bags are seen everywhere, blighting heritage areas, causing floods where they block drains, and slowly killing cattle that forage in the streets, eating garbage-filled bags that remain undigested. Open dumps put nearby land out of cultivation as soils get layered with wind-blown plastic and become infertile. 

Aquatic life, fishery and coastal tourism are all threatened. Over the last decade, the public have demanded action against plastic littering, some even proposing a total ban on the use of such bags. However, not everyone is prepared to stop using plastic carrier bags, which are now automatically and freely given with even the smallest purchase. The pro-plastic lobby claims that strong, lightweight plastics are eco-friendly, saving freight and reducing food spoilage; they claim the solution is not a ban on use, but on careless disposal. Since this involves enormous changes in public habits, attempts have been made to totally ban the use and sale of thin plastic carrier bags. Results vary: some have achieved positive, initial success, though this has passed with time. For instance, Goa had a spectacular clean-up campaign that left the organizers with two mountains of collected and unwanted plastic, and there was no change at all in littering habits thereafter.

The problem is so serious that plastic carrier bags have been totally banned by some cities (Leh, Shimla), districts (Nilgiris, Sunderbans and specified areas), States (Sikkim; a Bill is also under discussion in Tamil Nadu) and countries (Bangladesh).

India's MoEF, through a committee of virgin plastics producers, but not vendors or consumers, decided that the solution lay in framing national 'Recycled Plastic Manufacture and Usage Rules 1999', which prohibit vendors from using 'carry bags or containers of recycled plastics for storing, carrying, dispensing or packaging of foodstuffs'. It specifies a minimum 20-micron thickness for 'carry bags made of virgin plastics or recycled plastics.' Only uncoloured carrier bags are permitted for foodstuffs, with permitted colourants allowed for other bags.

This Indian dumpsite indicates the amount of unrecycled waste that is generated in the country.
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These Rules had no effect whatsoever on the use or abuse of thin carrier bags. Vendors have switched to white carrier bags with a crimped texture to discourage thickness testing. Rag collectors find even these '20-micron' bags not worth the picking, while more translucent bags litter the countryside and are thus less visible and obtrusive. In recognition of the failure of this strategy, a review of the Rules is underway.

With a few hundred carrier bags required to make a kilogram of saleable scrap, it is simply not economical for waste pickers to collect such ultra-thin waste, so it remains in the garbage in increasing quantities. This may soon change, however, if a new application for recycling these bags succeeds, and it is possible for waste pickers to get higher prices. A process developed by KK Plastics Waste Management Ltd. chops thin-film road waste into tiny flakes, and the company's customized dosing machine (under patent) can introduce this light fluff uniformly into viscous bitumen in hot-mix plants. Laboratory trials prove that resultant roads will have as much as three times longer life and three times better resistance to heat, cold, rutting and cracking, while lab samples demonstrate 2.6 times better resistance to 24-hour water soaking. Pilot trials show good results after a year, and there is enormous interest after the Chief Minister of Karnataka State endorsed this development by inaugurating one such test road in May 2002.

Packaging wastes

PET packaging

Globalization has flooded Indian cities with packaging that is theoretically recyclable, but is not in practice recycled. This produces mountains of nuisance wastes that are beyond the handling capacity of cash-strapped municipalities. PET bottles for soft drinks are the biggest problem. These end up in gutters and block surface and underground drains, causing flooding in low-lying areas and enormous economic loss annually, especially to the poorest, who live in the worst-affected areas. India's two major PET recyclers process post-producer waste, but are not willing to pay what it takes to make it worthwhile for waste pickers to collect and return used PET bottles. They pay only US$1 for 960 empty bottles, as, faced with stringent laws and costlier alternatives, the West will from time to time send its PET waste, at almost no cost, to India and other countries. India has at present no laws in place to prevent such waste coming into the country for dumping while its own waste is left unrecycled. 

Tetrapaks

These popular and convenient multi-film juice cartons, made of combinations of cardboard, plastic-film and metal foil, are hard to recycle conventionally. Tetrapaks are converted into a hardboard product in very many countries worldwide. In India, a small plant has been set up by Deluxe Recycling (India) at Palghar on the West Coast, using mainly post-producer waste, as there is no system in place yet for post-consumer collection. No binders are added, because the plastic in the multi-film feedstock serves to bind the heat-formed boards. Currently, the high price of such boards is limiting sales. Reduced excise and sales taxes (already in place in Maharashtra State for a bagassebased hardboard) will help encourage more such ventures. 

Metallized film BOPP packaging for biscuits and the like is a similar, major problem waste. The problem is made worse by hundreds of products packaged in tiny pouches of 5-10 g mass, mostly metallized or heavily printed, that are physically impossible to collect at all. The Palghar plant does not presently make use of such metallized film packs.

Styrofoam substitutes

Worldwide, the foamed polystyrene packaging for TVs, computers, washing machines and similar appliances is being replaced by shapes made from pulp, ingeniously folded cardboard, bubble plastic or packets of biodegradable popcorn. This is in response to a ban on the use of polystyrene packaging enacted in 20 US States, and also followed in Europe. India has neither any recyclers of Styrofoam nor any laws to phase it out, however. Sometimes, the poorest of the country's population will burn it in their huts (generating acrid fumes) to produce melted pellets for sale. There is scope for Styrofoam recyclers to enter the market with better technology. 

Recyclables are not recycled

'Recyclable' is a meaningless label for a product unless recycling is actually undertaken, and no world-class recycling technology has yet to come to India as the country still has no laws that are strong enough to encourage this. So in India and similar countries, multinational corporations persist with cheap and dirty practices that their home countries stopped tolerating over a decade ago; even though collection and processing procedures for recyclables are well understood, they are not implemented, in order to keep costs low. As a result, cash-strapped municipalities have to pick up after them, and consumers pay, in the form of poor health, littered streets or city taxes, for the problems created by such corporations. India for decades had a robust system of recycling glass bottles for soft drinks. However, when Pepsico, for example, announced plans to invest Rs 4 billion (US$84 million) annually from 1999 in new bottling plants and replace 250 ml returnable glass bottles with those made from PET, with no word about takeback or recycling provision, there was no reaction whatever at the national or State level to require the introduction of takeback schemes. 

Voluntary eco-labelling not successful

India launched 'Ecomark' as a voluntary eco-labelling scheme to encourage industry to adopt eco-friendly production methods, and persuade consumers to pursue sustainable consumption patterns. Between 1992 and 1996, the Central Pollution Control Board defined eco-labelling criteria for 14 products: 

· soaps and detergents 

· cosmetics and aerosol propellants 

· food items and additives 

· paper 

· architectural paints and powder coatings 

· lubricating oils 

· packaging 

· wood substitutes 

· plastics 

· textiles 

· batteries 

· electrical and electronic goods 

· leather 

· fire extinguishers. 

Ecomark Certification is carried out by the Bureau of Indian Standards (BIS), which has for decades administered the Indian Standards Institute (ISI) mark of quality. Although many consumer products today meet or even exceed both ISI and Ecomark standards, their manufacturers do not apply for or use these marks because of the ongoing fees charged by BIS, which are perceived to be steep and to offer no value for money. Brand leaders in their respective fields prefer to develop customer confidence and loyalty through quality and service, without applying for the marks. The ISI mark, the monitoring and inspection of which is perceived as onerous red tape, is frequently applied for and used either by smaller firms to project an image of quality, or because it is a statutory requirement for sales, through tenders for certain purchases by the Government. There is no such requirement for the Ecomark, so to date, apart for two paper mills, no-one has 'volunteered' to sign up.

The Ecomark criteria for automotive lead-acid batteries (1995) specified the weight of lead in different battery types, a recycled lead content up to 50% within three years, non-polluting methods of lead production or recycling, and a stipulation that 'the manufacturer shall organize the collection payback system for the used batteries'. The total lack of voluntary compliance on the part of industry, and the dangerously polluting methods used by informal recyclers, led to notification of the Battery (Management & Handling) Rules 2001, which require an equal number of batteries to be collected back against new batteries sold, to ensure that these are sent only to authorized recyclers or an in-house recycling facility. Unfortunately, these Rules say nothing about the massive import of used car batteries from developed countries which, despite the Basel Convention, continue to be clandestinely imported and recycled in highly polluting fly-by-night facilities.

The Global Eco-labelling Network (GEF)2 is working successfully with the United Nations Environment Programme, the ISO and the World Trade Organization to promote eco-labelling in many countries. The recent request of India's coir (coconut fibre) industry to have Ecomark criteria spelled out for their eco-friendly natural products indicates that the environmental awareness of consumers in global markets - if not yet sufficient on the part of those in India - will provide the driving force for eco-labelling.

The need for new legislation

India urgently needs policy concepts and legal requirements like those in the European Union countries3 and the US, to prevent its cities from drowning in non-biodegradable waste. There is a need for new legislation and market strategies in the Indian context to promote product stewardship, producer responsibility and waste minimization. Many lessons can be drawn and adapted from legislation around the world - such as California's deposit-return systems, or Mexico's requirement that 50% of Coca-Cola be sold in reusable bottles - and from market strategies like 'lotteries' using ring-tabs on PET bottles to bring in post-consumer waste. 

The future

As with battery takebacks, the eco-friendly criteria for Ecomarks, if not the certification itself, need to become a time-bound requirement for the 16 industries covered to date. India also needs to explore economic instruments to prevent pollution, promote waste minimization and require life-cycle responsibility on the part of manufacturers and marketers of all products. A small but significant precedent has been set by the State of Karnataka this year, with an enhanced Road Tax for motor vehicles over 15 years old. 

Worldwide, social responsibility has been awakened only by legislation. Civil society in India has yet to take the lead in drafting and lobbying for waste reduction laws like those prevalent in North America and Europe. India is, for instance, a strong player in the information technology market, so it is especially important for this industry to track and keep pace with WEEE (Waste Electrical Electronic Equipment) policies for managing electro-scrap, and introduce some self-regulation, to stay ahead of global requirements.

Notes

1. This report is available from the author, at almitrapatel@rediffmail.com 

2. See the Network's website at http://www.gen.gr.jp/ 

3. EU legislation can be found at europe.EU.int/eur-lex/en/lif/index.html 
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