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The management of urban solid waste in India faces no technical problems at all, only impediments created by unethical practices and poor value systems at every possible level. Conversely, an ethical approach helped a city achieve all its waste-management goals.
India’s Municipal Solid Waste (Management & Handling) Rules 2000 have very sensible and do-able recommendations: doorstep collection of unmixed ‘wet’ (food) wastes and ‘dry’ recyclable wastes, with separate collection and disposal of garden wastes and debris. The Rules require that cities “minimise waste to landfill” by recycling of dry waste and “biological processing for stabilization of [biodegradable] wastes”. This stabilizing minimizes air and groundwater pollution, reduces waste volume by 40% and the resulting compost enriches the soil.  
Hardly any of this is happening, mainly because of massive corruption at every step of the system.  Waste transport tenders are almost all in benami names of elected councilors everywhere.  Where payment is by trip, they submit fake bills for waste not lifted. If by weight, they deliberately mix debris in the garbage, making both unusable. If by area to be cleaned, they seriously under-perform.
Where collection is outsourced, it is the duty of city field officers to supervise that segregated collection and segregated transport is happening.  The public readily cooperates in giving wet and dry waste separately where they SEE it being transported separately. Failure is mainly due to municipal indifference to transporting wet and dry wastes separately, either on their own or through contractors. Those monitoring performance are on the take, hence unwilling or unable to take any action against non-compliance with tenders.  Often, field officers facing public wrath are prevented from taking action by elected members who enjoy illegal payoffs.
Waste stabilizing instead of open dumping is mandatory. This is affordable, low-tech and can start anywhere tomorrow, simply by unloading daily waste collections in parallel heaps called wind-rows, spraying with composting biocultures and weekly turning of heaps to provide air to the microbes.   After 4-6 turnings, the stabilized waste is ready to be sieved and sold as compost. The Rules require eco-friendly aerobic composting to be done on a paved yard (to keep leachate out of groundwater) in a fenced area with shed, borewell and weighbridge.  Where they have been allotted waste-processing sites by their States, cities readily issue tenders and proceed with construction of this infrastructure.  Then nothing happens.  Either Commissioners or Councillors or both shop around for parties who can pay the biggest bribes. They also keep looking for the most expensive capital-intensive preferably foreign technologies which can assure the maximum kickbacks.  Meanwhile the sites lie idle, often for 3-4 years, even where sieving machinery is installed and awaiting a plant operating contractor.  Often, where old dumpsites are full to capacity, waste is brought to these expensively-developed new sites which are soon trashed by continued random untreated dumping, as polluting as before.
Waste-processing sites need to be outside the city limits but not too far away, to avoid excessive transport costs. This suburban belt is nowadays the fastest-growing urbanization, with the maximum land speculation. So rural sites identified say 7 years ago, and finally allotted 4 years ago, are now surrounded by scattered habitations and the sites of property developers. Where these have come up, even around 50-year-old traditional dumping grounds on the outskirts, tremendous pressure builds up on cities to remove and relocate the waste-sites. Villagers are instigated to protest, funded legally and otherwise by speculators whose property values will definitely go up if there is no waste nearby.  

Sincerity faces a heavy price tag. Genuine composters are forced to close down operations, one of them because he refused to oblige the commissioner, mayor and councillors for payments totaling Rs 65 lacs out of a potential Rs 50-lac subsidy. So his well-functioning compost plant which ran well for 3 years now lies rusting since 7 years  amid mountains of untreated waste.  Other fine sites were closed down by religious organizations who begged for and got free lands nearby.
The Rules require a No-Development Buffer Zone (~500 meters) to be declared around every waste processing site, precisely to forestall such pressures. This has not yet been done anywhere, because of resistance from those within the buffer zone to have their building development options blocked.

Among these clouds of gloom shine a very few stars of hope, like Mr S A Khadar Saheb of A.P cadre (khadar_swm@yahoo.com) .  As Commissioner of Suryapet (pop 1 lac), in 18 months he made it not just dustbin-free but practically zero-garbage and fully compliant with the MSW Rules, all without a paisa of State or Central funding, citizen user charges or any NGO help. He has passion, vision and imagination, which inspired his municipal team to cooperate. He enabled 8 Self-Help Groups to get tractor-loans which he hired for door-to-door collection. He divided the body visibly into dry and wet waste compartments, and went daily before work with an auto and speaker from 6-9 am to exhort different localities to cooperate, which they did: 100% doorstep collection, 80% gave unmixed waste.  On a half-acre plot within city limits he unloaded first wet waste for composting and vermi-composting, then unloaded the dry waste in a sorting-shed he built nearby. Eight ragpickers were employed to sort recyclables into thin and thick plastic, paper, cardboard, glass etc for truckload purchase by waste-buyer kabadiwalas. Net monthly income was Rs 40,000 each from compost and from sorted dry waste. His reward? A proposed demotion!  Now finally as Commissioner of Nandyal (pop 3 lac) from July 2010, he achieved 100% door-to-door collection within 10 days of joining, and has begun monthly purchase of plastic waste from children at all schools.    
What can we all do? Let us express our appreciation of achievers to them and especially their superiors and the media as readily as we regularly complain.
