Dear Rachelle, I received no email from you before this.  

Anyone involved with SWM notices the presence of ragpickers and their needlessly

filthy work and risk of injuries from sharps.  My interactions with NGOs, and

with the good sensitive best city managers on our Committee, made me aware of

the amount of waste collected by them and thus their unappreciated financial

contribution.  I am also well aware, as a retired business executive from an

industrialist family, of the difficulty of changing the social ethos of

work-when-you-need-to work-as-you-please of a rural agrarian population unused

to 9-to-5 work practices. (Only 6% of India's workforce is in the organised

sector. Rag-pickers are transient hunter-gatherers in an urban ecosystem. So the

objective of putting them into uniform and expecting punctual regularity in

doorstep collection is unrealistic and unattainable without much acculturation,

as in industry.

I myself, like our Committee, had an idealistic expectation that doorstep

collection of dry waste would ultimately improve the working conditions of

ragpickers, regular or not.  What in fact seems to be happening is that the

moment dry waste is not chucked into food waste, it immediately has some minimal

value.  So either the housemaid, or the staircase sweeper, or the watchman, or

the municipal sweepers or lorry-loaders/transporters, in that order, take and

sell what they can, apparently at some financial cost to the traditional

ragpickers.  

I find myself responding defensively to NGO accusations that what I have

recommended (dry-wet segregation) is hurting the livelihoods of the poorest,

that I should insist that municipal sweepers and transporters should not collect

any dry waste, that they get enough city salary (true, higher than a fresh

graduate or engineer even) so should be restrained from earning pocket-money at

the expense of the poorest, etc.   My views are that change is always

accompanied by pain and teething troubles, but that is no reason to perpetuate

the use of streets for open dumping and foraging for livelihoods.  Until and

unless the ragpickers or their well-wishers are able to absolutely guarantee a

punctual, effective and fully comprehensive dry-waste-collection service (not

selectively leaving behind tyres or styrofoam or PET bottles or use-and-throw

cups), there is no alternative to not just allowing, but even requiring, cities

to collect, either directly or through contractors, the dry waste as well. I

also believe that in the medium term, there will be a shift in the jobs.  After

all, the dry waste coming out of the waste stream will increase.  It will still

be mixed and require sorting at the retail-buyers or wholesalers (kabadiwalas)

end or even at the recyclers, and the poorest will be recruited for such sorting

jobs.

I am also bothered by the narrow views of ragpicker champions, who collect

segregated wet and dry waste on payment from homes, keep the dry and chuck the

wet in the municipal bins though it is so easy to compost this pure organic

stream.  They say their members are "not interested" in composting, which is not

as remunerative as dry-waste trading.  But how can one have such a selective

view of waste management?

Personally, since 1.5 years now I have stopped taking major interest in

composting (which has many entrepreneurs now and is beginning to find its feet)

and am exploring macro solutions to the dry waste issue. I am tracking and

sharing info on processes for mixing shredded thin-film plastic waste into

bitumen roads with fantastic improvement in road quality and durability, I am

promoting a collector and recycler of PET bottles, and a producer of eqpt for

recycling styrofoam and use-and-throw cups, etc.  Hardboard from Tetrapaks is

fine but needs huge capital expenditure, so I dont propagate that.  Currently I

have to find out what happens to tubelights and why they cannot be recycled with

other glass; at the dumps and compost plants they account for major injuries.  I

have no time to follow the rubber-tyres waste stream though they are largely

burnt with high pollution resulting.

I see the need for creating and publicising a national map of what is recycled

where.  Plastic carrybags are no longer collected in Ranchi since 3 years

because Reliance optic-fibre plastic piping has displaced the black pipe-maker

in Calcutta who was the sink for carrybags in such a far-flung and widespread

geographic area.  A particular type (dont know what) of Dabur Hair-oil bottles

lies unrecycled in Bhubaneshwar because the recycler in a fairly distant town

closed down and the sellers dont know who else to sell to and Delhi is too far

away.

(The same thing happens in wet waste too:  Kanpur's slaughter-house sends all

its blood into the Ganges because the blood-buyer has stopped his pharmaceutical

extractions and no new buyer has been sought or found.  AIDS has dried up the

French market for human placental extracts so a fantastic cold-chain system, set

up at great expense to harvest placentas from major hospitals lies useless now. 

The unintended consequences of technological changes are fascinating).  

I wish I could put all these thoughts into a paper somewhere for someone, with

some useful outcome. But to what useful purpose?  Use what you can or wish to,

and good luck with your studies.  Share with me a copy of other inputs you

receive. I will keep it confidential until published or submitted.  Regards,

Almitra

