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Abstract

Composting of city wastes is a legal requirement for all urban local bodies in India. 

However, Central and State governments have yet to perceive it as a social good that requires official support. This paper describes India’s current agricultural scenario, the proven benefits of Integrated Plant Nutrient Management (IPNM) and the use of city compost in drought-proofing crops and restoring degraded soils. It further gives some of the problems faced by compost producers, the attitudes of farmers and chemical fertiliser producers. The strategic and economic benefits of co-marketing synthetic fertiliser are argued, with compost produced in composting facilities owned by the fertiliser producers.  Finally, several State and Central Government initiatives are suggested. 

Introduction

India’s Green Revolution rescued the nation from famines, but left over 11.6 million hectares of low-productivity nutrient-depleted soils ruined by unbalanced and excessive use of synthetic fertilisers and lack of organic manure or micronutrients (1). 

City Compost can fill this need and solve both problems, of man-made barrens and organic nutrient shortages, estimated at 6 million tons a year.  India’s 35 largest cities alone can provide 5.7 million tons a year of organic manure if their biodegradable waste is composted and returned to the soil. Integrated Plant Nutrient Management (IPNM) using city compost along with synthetic fertilisers will generate enormous national savings as well as clean urban India. There is scarcely any other national programme, which can bring such huge benefits to both urban and rural sectors.

Long-term studies on dryland agriculture (20 years, 1983-1997 (2), show that plots using FYM along with synthetic fertiliser give yields increasing 2.5 times over control plots and holding or improving that yield to 2.55 times in the long term. City composts contain all 17 required micro-nutrients, derived from the biodegradable food wastes and can counter the depletion of micro-nutrients in Indian soils. Application of compost with synthetic fertilisers makes crops more pest-resistant by strengthening their root-systems and controls nutrient wastage and pollution of ground-water with nitrates. Organic manure plays a vital role in maintaining favourable soil biology and optimum physical environment (3). City compost can also restore saline and alkaline soils to fertility.  

Municipal Support is lacking

The Municipal Solid Waste Rules of 2000 (MSW Rules) (4) require that in all ULBs, “biodegradable wastes shall be processed by composting, vermi-composting, anaerobic digestion or any other appropriate biological processing for stabilisation of wastes.  The specified deadline for setting up of waste processing and disposal facilities is 31.12.2003 or earlier.

Production and sale of city compost is not the primary function of city administrations, but needs to be privatised for optimum efficiency and care. Several entrepreneurs have already entered the field and many compost plants are in place, almost all on public land made available at nominal cost. These companies are willing to wait for the 5-7-year payback on their investment, but are facing tremendous problems of producing compost from unsegregated wastes and of marketing and distributing their product. Government is indifferent to the problems of these compost producers (working capital crunch because of highly seasonal demand) and to farmers’ needs (on-time near-site availability of affordable compost). 

Farmers’ demand is high

Farmers have used domestic waste on their fields for centuries. Today, there is such a shortage that urban waste-transport drivers are bribed to dump reasonably biodegradable raw garbage (esp. market waste) onto farmers’ fields.  Uncovered and uncomposted, these rotting waste heaps breed rats and insects which carry diseases, and stray dogs which not only carry rabies and rickettsia but form hunting-packs that kill nearby livestock at night and cause dog-bites and traffic accidents by day. Unfortunately, farmers expect good city compost almost for free like raw garbage because it contains low levels of N, P and K. 

Towards efficient use of city compost

If city wastes are instead composted before applying them to the soil, the cities would be cleaned up and the fields around cities would be spared the infertility induced by today’s accumulating plastic-film waste, while health and hygiene in periurban areas would visibly improve.  It is hard to imagine a more beneficial win-win solution. 

Firstly there is need for agricultural research to include city compost of specified standards in the Package of Practices for all types of crops. Standards for composts are being finalised at a national workshop in April 2003. Secondly, there is a need to make compost available for the farmers, like decentralised stock-piles near point of use during peak demand.  Fertiliser producers and distributors are best placed to understand the needs of farmers and evolve solutions, once they have embraced the need and benefits of IPNM.

Financing compost production

The Fertiliser Association of India (FAI), the leading lobby for synthetic fertilisers, is narrowly focused only on protecting its massive subsidies (Rs 142,500 million = US$ 3 billion annually) for chemical fertilisers, given to producers, not farmers. This situation is increasingly being questioned in national debate. Just 12% of this annual subsidy would meet the one-time capital cost of city compost plants in our 400 largest cities over 100,000 population and produce 5.7 million tons a year of organic soil conditioners. IPNMS will also reduce the foreign exchange burden on the Indian exchequer because bulk of P and all K is to be imported”. In addition, the Govt of India spends Rs 43.19 million on P & K concessions alone.

Emphasis on IPNM using City Compost, which can be produced all over the country, can be a successful strategy if focused inter-Ministerial efforts are made. Although the Ministry of Agriculture renamed its Department of Fertilisers as Department of Integrated Nutrient Management, a year ago, there have been no policy changes whatever. A proposed Task Force including the Agriculture and Fertiliser Ministries may soon formulate an Action Plan for IPNM. 

Ignoring the Benefits

The real economic benefits of compost use, like improved soil quality, water retention, biological activity, micro-nutrient content and improved pest resistance of crops, are equally ignored by policy-makers and fertiliser producers. Fertiliser producers do not yet realise that preventing soil depletion and reclaiming of degraded soils will in fact increase the size of the market and therefore their market share too, which is currently threatened by globalisation and world prices lower than their own. Since most large fertiliser plants are Government owned, another threat is the Government’s intended policy of closing down loss-making public-sector enterprises and disinvesting from profitable ones.

Producing and co-marketing city compost

In-house ownership of compost plants by fertiliser companies is a better option for the fertiliser industry. This will also be administratively far easier for the Government to manage than a reorienting of its current subsidy policy.  

Existing fertiliser plants that set up compost plants themselves and give them out on operating contract if need be, would be far more profitable than stand-alone entrepreneur compost plants because fertiliser factories have vast manpower resources and in-house technical expertise to rapidly set up such compost plants.  They can also use these plants as tax shelters, by claiming 100% depreciation on the plant cost for city pollution abatement, as well as 100% tax-free profits on compost sales u/s 80JJA of the IT Act.  Additionally, they can claim various State subsidies now available for soil conditioners reclamation.
Co-marketing of compost with urea will be a long-term investment and can be done at negligible additional cost as all fertiliser companies already have an excellent sales and distribution network countrywide, with access to Government storage facilities that are denied to composting entrepreneurs. 

Proposed policy initiatives

What is immediately required is a widespread programme of field trials both by institutes like the Indian Council of Agricultural Research and by all fertiliser companies to establish the best practices and proportions for combined use of City Compost with chemical fertilisers for all crops and soils. 

The National Biofertiliser Development Centres are to be converted to National Institutes of Organic Agriculture, which should be used to promote IPNM and combined use of mineral and organic inputs.

There is also a great need to develop accepted standards for City Compost.  Not just the heavy-metal limits specified in the MSW Rules, but such as absence of weed seeds and pathogens, germination success, water-holding capacity etc. Such certification is also necessary to counter rumours by the anti-compost lobby 

Both Central and State Governments must also have a pro-active purchase policy.  All cities whose waste is composted should be required by State policy to buy back at least 30% of the compost produced for use in their city parks and gardens or for land reclamation, land development, embankments, plantations and nurseries.

Compost plants requiring working capital finance from banks because of the highly seasonal demand pattern and high cost of holding stocks, are not given loans against stocks held.  Instead, they are asked to mortgage their homes or other properties worth 10-20 times more than the loans sought, as security.  This policy must change.

Farm finance should be facilitated by buying standard-quality compost in bulk and issuing it to farmers at the start of the season, then deducting its cost when buying back their produce, for various crops like tobacco, cotton, pulses, sericulture, plantation crops and many more.  There should furthermore be no charge for this activity provided the compost is of approved standard. Compost use should be supported with the same transport subsidies and storage facilities available for urea and synthetic fertilisers, if IPNM is to become viable. 

There also needs to be a level playing field for different waste-processing options.  Today, Waste-To-Energy is being aggressively promoted as an alternative to composting by the Ministry of Non-Conventional Energy Sources, despite a long string of failed plants and promises and several scams engendered by its massive subsidies. The pressure, from both foreign firms and international aid agencies, for promoting WTE technologies that are being phased out abroad is tremendous and a serious impediment to rapid decision-making by cities in favour of the statutory and far more viable composting option.

Finally, composting needs to be seen by all decision-makers as not just one of many options for processing and disposal of city waste, but an absolute imperative for nutrient recycling and soil improvement in a largely agricultural economy.

NOTES

1) TERI = Tata Energy Research Institute:  “Looking Back to Think Ahead: Green India 2047” p 285

2 UAS = University of Agricultural Sciences, Bangalore : All-India Co-ordinated Research Project on Dryland Agriculture, quoted in Down To Earth Magazine November 15, 2001

3) FAI’s Fertiliser News April 1997, page 66

4)  Municipal Solid Waste (Management & Handling) Rules 2000 issued by the Ministry of Environment & Forests (MOEF) of the Government of India on 25.9.2000 
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