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Bath Friends of the Earth: Waste & Recycling Campaign
Bath Friends of the Earth is conducting a campaign to increase recycling and reduce waste.  Our ultimate goal (in agreement with B&NES council) is to reach Zero Waste. We are concerned that the modest increases in the recycling rates in recent years, while welcome, give a false impression that our community is doing all it can, when in fact there is much more we could be doing.  We are also concerned that recent consultations conducted by the West of England into residual waste could result in a negative effect on our progress towards zero waste.

Currently, residential recycling is around 37% (2005/06).  This compares well to many other councils in the UK, but we have only to look at our neighbours in Somerset (who have adopted both food waste recycling and fortnightly collection of waste) to see great room for improvement (their current recycling rate is around 60%).  Similarly, Northern European countries have been above 50% for many years.

The problem for Municipal Waste management is that their systems were never intended or suited to manage complex and toxic waste.  Decisions about product design and packaging are made by manufacturers and marketing companies, but it is local governments and rate payers who are expected to find solutions and pay for this increasingly complex waste.  The concept of Zero waste approaches the solution by tackling the root causes of wasting and broadens the responsibility for finding that solution back to designers, manufacturers and retailers.

Zero waste is not an unattainable goal; cities, states and countries as afar a field as New Zealand, California and Toronto have set this as a goal for 2020: 250,000 people in Bluewater, Ontario currently recycle at a rate of 83%.  

There is no one strategy that will deliver this goal. The following are the main components: 

--Recycling and composting will need to be expanded 

--New incentives will need to be found to reduce residential waste and business waste 

--Support must be given for a green infrastructure of businesses based on redesign, reuse, repair and recycling 

--This council must link with other councils to demand continually increasing manufacturer responsibility for product design and packaging

--The public, the business community and the public sector must receive increased and constant education and promotion of this goal

--Incineration and landfill are antithetical to the goal of zero waste as they treat “waste” as an end product and not a resource for some other process or activity.

The possibility of thermal treatment as a solution for residual mixed waste is particularly alarming.  Pyrolysis and smaller thermal technologies can have a part to play, for example in hospital waste or in specific source waste, but the West of England consultation appears to be favouring this technology for all residual waste.  Similar to the more controversial incineration, or energy from waste as it is euphemistically called, these technologies destroy resources rather than seek to enable reuse. As such they should only be seen as temporary solutions.  The size and expenditure surrounding incinerators make them inappropriate for a limited time frame: given the usual 25 year contract, they undermine the entire process of zero waste.   

BATH Friends of the Earth would like to see these specific policies implemented:

1) Kerbside food waste should be introduced as soon as possible. 

2) Single day collection for recycling and waste should become standard. 

3) Make recycling a requirement that all licensed businesses adhere to.

4) Take action to limit the amount of waste collected (eg by an annual bag allowance per household).

5) Including “secondary” business recycling in an “at cost” kerbside recycling scheme.

6) Seek a resolution to the pollution, congestion, noise and unnecessary CO2 emissions caused by competitive commercial waste collection.

7) Improve awareness of re-use possibilities through social enterprises and charities, and  make innovative green industry a focal point for the Vision of Bath.

8) That the council, working together with other councils, engage with business to understand the need to redesign products and packaging, and to insist that producers take extended responsibility for their products.

9) Improve current public awareness of zero waste and its implications for recycling and waste collection.

10)  That supermarkets recycling matches categories of green box collection and that they accept responsibility in disseminating recycling information. 

11) That the West of England Partnership finds a “residual waste” solution whose implementation has a positive impact on the council’s overall goal of Zero Waste.

Adopting these policies could save the council significant sums of revenue. Reduction in packaging waste, re-using goods through the Sofa Project, Freecycle etc. and recycling is far less expensive than the new land-fill taxes or than investing in large new waste processing facilities on long-term contracts.  We are confident that B&NES could achieve recycling rates to match South Somerset and should set 75% as an achievable goal by 2015.  With similar response from the business sector, the “residual waste” problem starts to become manageable for the smaller, more local solutions put forward.  These policies would contribute significantly to the council’s aim to reduce CO2 emissions, both to adhere to government dictates and as a signatory to the Nottingham Declaration.

The detail of our proposals is as follows:

1) Food Waste

Collection of food waste is being looked into by B&NES council.  The service has been largely successful in Somerset and has helped raise the recycling rate to around 60%; Bristol has had some difficulties introduction this service, primarily with vermin. Sealable containers are essential and this poses a problem in the World Heritage City. But the potential waste reclamation is significant and a way must be found to bring forward a resident friendly package for food waste as quickly as possible.

Route 1:  In Oakland, California food waste is part of a free green waste collection.  Taking this on would mean increasing the closed composting facilities in the region or investing in an anaerobic digestion plant.  Food waste is collected in an under sink small container, which is then transferred to a large wheelie bin containing green waste.  If this route was undertaken, cardboard and all card and paper food-soiled containers could be added in.  In California cardboard is actually recycled rather than composted, unlike here.

The downside to this (and this is an inherent obstacle to food waste collection) is food going “off” in hot weather. Residents can keep perishables in the refrigerator and then add them to the food waste bucket on the evening before pickup.  

Route 2:  Use small sealable containers which are simply put out once a week.  The day should coincide with other pickups (see item 2).  The unit must be big enough for the purpose and still be small enough to be carried.  Innovative design, small wheels and a luggage style telescopic handle, might enable a larger capacity that would still be manoeuvrable for less mobile citizens. 

Whichever route is chosen, the plan will need careful promotion at its instigation and periodic reminders of best ways to use the service.  Once this service is running, the amount of waste collected should have shrunk significantly. (see item 4).

2) Same Day collection

B&NES council is also in agreement that the rules and regulations regarding recycling need to be simplified.  Central to this is the adoption of a single day collection where all the variety of services—waste, recycling, green waste, food waste—are picked up on the same day of the week.  Cardboard and green waste collection is at present only bi-weekly and maybe this will have to continue unless food waste and green waste are co-mingled.  If cardboard continues to be composted there is no reason why it can’t be added to this stream as well.  This will need a fairly large container and suggest a large green wheelie-bin.

If a printed plastic bag waste system is adopted (see item 4) then waste will be a weekly service where residents will be encouraged to downscale the number of bags put out.

3) Licensed Business Recycling

As part of the licensing process, we are suggesting that the council make it mandatory that beverage, food and other containers are separated and recycled.  There is no reason why this shouldn’t be applied retroactively to existing premises.

At present, commercial waste collectors can be heard dumping large volumes of glass into the back of their vehicles headed for landfill.  Indeed, because of the lack of recycling for business unless their “waste” is of significant size, pubs and restaurants have been known to sneak their waste into the residential stream of their neighbours (see item 5).  A method must be found to allow low cost recycling for modest amounts of glass bottles, cans, cardboard and food waste, while at the same time making it mandatory for license owners to recycle.  This would also involve the co-operation of the commercial waste collectors; they will need procedures for refusing to pick up general rubbish containers obviously full of glass, cans or other recyclable material. Indeed, it may be that some form of spot waste inspection may be required to make this function.

4) Reducing Residential Waste Collection

When food waste is added to the list of recyclable materials (as is the stated intention of B&NES council), the council will be in a position to lower the amount of waste collected.  There are 3 methods it could achieve this:

1) fortnightly collection of waste

2) limit the number of bags collected at any one property to one a week.

3) a combination of allocated bags and purchased bags. 

At present no limit on bag numbers seems to be in effect.  Dropping the weekly number to one would have a significant effect, but would create an inflexible system that couldn’t cater for extraordinary circumstances.  It could also encourage fly tipping. In order to avoid the protest that would ensue if fortnightly collection was introduced, Bath Friends of the Earth proposes allocating 40 council-printed bags per year to a family of 4; when that family finds they need more, the bags need to be purchased. This would significantly reduce waste and at the same time maintain some flexibility (so that a resident can choose to put out several bags one week and none the following week).  Any income raised by the scheme should be ring-fenced to support Zero Waste initiatives.  Bad odours shouldn’t occur when rubbish is kept longer than one week if the food waste collection is introduced.

Using the printed bag system, the council will have a method for further decreases by either slowly reducing the allocation, increasing the cost on additional bags, or even making the size of the bags smaller.  Commercially collected waste already works on this system and the printed bags and costing structure from B&NES is already in place.  Study will be needed to determine the correct number of bags for the size of family. 

By narrowing the possibilities for waste collection, citizens will start to consume more carefully and pay attention to what can be repaired, reused or recycled.

5) Kerbside Recycling in the Business Community

Business is not included in recycling figures: their waste stream is hard to monitor and comparison of figures from one council to the next would be misleading and possibly inappropriate, but their waste still ends up in the same ever-decreasing space in landfill sites.  Waste from business outstrips residences in most cities and regulation of commercial waste must become stricter and enforceable.  We would like to offer a solution to one part of this waste stream.

Manufacturing industries and large retailers are required to recycle or pay directly for landfill requirement.  Smaller businesses are supposed to contract out waste and recycling to the commercial collection companies, but in many cases the contracts require threshold volumes; below those amounts it is uneconomic both for the business and waste collector.  “Household” recycling, which all businesses generate, largely ends up in landfill unless the proprietor is conscientious enough to save recyclable items and take them to the local amenity centre.  The path of least resistance means that most large and small businesses simply add their plastic milk bottles, aluminium pop cans, newspapers, and office paper to their collected waste. While their bulk waste from manufacture outweighs this substantially, it is by no means inconsequential.

Bath FoE would like to suggest that all businesses have a small “recycling” surcharge tacked onto their business rates.  For this they would receive and use a “green box” similar to that used by residents.  Businesses with larger needs could receive more green boxes for a slightly higher fee.  An example: a company making valve actuators and gearboxes in Bath has significant amounts of oil waste, paint sludge as well as wood and cardboard used in packaging.  All of this is monitored and much of it is currently recycled.  It also employs 260 people, and it is the day-to-day waste from employees that can be overlooked.  The plastic milk bottles generated by this workforce would not be enough to make commercial servicing economic, but they might well amount to several neighbourhoods’ worth of plastic.  The opposite example is a small photography studio just down the road from the first example.  Very little waste or recycling is generated and the proprietor can legally only collect recyclables, take them to the amenity centre where he should pay a fee.  The volume is at such a level that neither the business nor the amenity centre bother. A green box would solve this “illegal” dumping and save on carbon caused by the journeys.

Businesses currently pay to have their waste collected; this is a supplementary fee to their rates, so it will be to their advantage to use a green box scheme. Because the low volume recyclables are not currently catered for, some businesses have used quite devious means to add their waste to the residential stream.  If the recycling surcharge is paid by all businesses, and the cost savings are made clear by council promotional material, this scheme should find wholehearted support. The council could also instruct commercial collectors not to pick up “waste bags” that are predominantly full of glass or other obvious recyclables.

Presently, the West of England is conducting a waste consultation (see 11).  In terms of efficiency, keeping transport to a minimum and making best use of the entire waste stream, commercial, building and residential waste will need to be viewed part of the same process.  Where it can be shown to create a more sustainable process, the 3 streams needn’t be kept separate. Comparative recycling rates may be harder to analyze if this occurs, but it is obvious the actual waste reductions for our community are more important than its “headline rate”.

6) Commercial Waste Competition

At present perhaps 7 commercial waste companies vie for business in Bath.   This uncoordinated approach means that often 4 or 5 of these collection lorries are collecting simultaneously from the same street.  The congestion, pollution and increased carbon footprint from all the various companies driving the same routes is unacceptable.

In California, one company wins the contract to service an entire city.  Residential waste in B&NES is handled competently by one company, so it seems a small step to apply this to the commercial sector as well.   Competition regulations in England may not allow the council to adopt this method, but it should be possible to allocate each waste company a specific area within B&NES to service and not duplicate so many journeys.

The negotiations to achieve a harmonious acceptance of this plan might be difficult.  Friends of the Earth extends its non-commercial perspective to aid in facilitating these negotiations, should the council seek this approach.  The congestion, extra journey times, plus increased fuel bills caused by this unsystematic collecting could easily mean that if the companies involved would take this step, their profitability would be increased.

7) Re-Use and a Green Infrastructure

Presently there are several companies providing the social service of taking in unwanted goods with the intention of finding another home for them.  One of the greatest deterrents to reuse is the inability to source these companies easily.  When people move house, often lots of furniture and clothes are discarded but people are often hurried and needing to make quick decisions; they often can’t wait a week for a social enterprise to pick up their used possessions. 

Information about these is already available on the council website; perhaps subsidising their presence on Yahoo and Google would go some way towards raising public awareness.  Current information about these companies could be posted at local amenity sites.  More significantly, local amenity sites could have areas for these items to be stored for regular pick-ups.

Creating a green infrastructure in the City of Bath fits well into the new “Vision for Bath” currently being discussed. Physical space for commercial industries that promise novel methods to manage waste, to redesign products and packaging to achieve the least carbon impact, even to design and prototype electric cars must be catered for.  They would serve the community far better than yet more floor space for shopping.  If the right environment was created, Bath could be a centre for environmental activity: our universities already put our city on the national map in that respect.  The council should seek financial incentives to attract these companies, possibly in the form of rate reductions. 

8) Extended Product Responsibility

Municipal waste systems were never designed to handle the complexity, the toxicity and the sheer volume of waste being produced in today’s consumer society.  As such, local authorities and their rate payers partially subsidise the producers in the UK and worldwide.  To shift this unfair burden our council must take every opportunity to put the case to government for a strong law extending the responsibility for products and packaging.  Zero Waste is not a realisable goal without this campaign.

Laws from the European Union have begun this process, but at this point only certain electrical goods are included. As this concept becomes accepted more widely, all products should be looked at and examined in terms of their complete life-cycle: paint, books, chemicals, cosmetics, clothing etc.  In some cases retail and wholesale outlets would take back the left-over or worn out product, in others producers would bear some responsibility for the reuse or recycling their product.

Obviously, this kind of regulation does not originate at local authority level. However, as the local authority at present is being asked to pick up the bill for the end-life for these products, it must be part of their policy to campaign that this burden is shifted back to producers. This can be done through the Local Government Authority for national policy in the UK and through the EU Committee of the Regions for EU laws and policy.  

9) Getting the Message Out

Councils and governments can legislate, but without public awareness and cooperation the results will be disappointing.  Green issues have a high profile at the moment and it might seem this was something relatively easy to bring about.  The forces that work against reducing waste don’t line up as enemies to recycling or reuse, but they are the forces that urge us to buy the latest mobile phone, get 2 for the price of 1 and they are powerful and persuasive.

At present our Council updates its information recycling brochure, maintains a website that informs about recycling and waste collections, but if we are to bring on board most of the population, some form of advertising will be necessary.  The difference between what we know we ought to do and what seduces us is considerable.  We ought to buy organic vegetables and then we find that Seleros are 29p off at the local supermarket.

Quite possibly it is beyond the reach of local authorities to come up with compelling sales pitches to persuade the virtues of buying less, reusing, repairing and recycling, but at some level the concept of zero waste and what it can offer us must be extolled.  The government has run spasmodic ads on television regarding climate change and energy use.  Our Council and the West of England should be urging regular and compelling advertising to be put forward at a national level.  They should also budget for and investigate other avenues of getting the message out: regular newspaper ads, advertorials, regular press releases, special websites, posters at supermarkets.  Hiring in marketing and design consultants would give this campaign impact and flair. Zero waste in many people’s minds is a political throw-away: an unreal concept that can be used solely to win voter’s support. It isn’t; it is a real objective and one that is happening in other parts of the globe. 

The Council must keep it’s website up to date and indicate when missed dates will be picked up (this seems to happen most commonly on green waste and cardboard collection). At present it is not simple to extract “when does my address get green waste picked up”.  This needs to be streamlined.  Quarterly reminders of recycling dates and what can be recycled should be sent out.

10) Supermarkets

Supermarkets are traditionally a place for recycling and returning goods (ie. when bottles used to have deposits).  As such they are an obvious place to promote the message of recycling and wasting less.  They are also one of the main contributors to the waste stream both with packaging, recyclable material and throw-away consumer goods. Using the supermarkets as an ally is imperative: as was shown recently by a double page spread by Marks and Spencer in the national newspapers.  The scope of their pledges for the next five years is impressive; other supermarkets are talking about food miles, of sending nothing from their stores to landfill.

The Council could encourage new practices by supermarkets by creating a good supermarket guide suggesting what the ideal store might look like: composting all food wastes, continual reductions in packaging, sourcing food locally where possible, relying on sustainable fish stocks, forests and not allowing GM onto the shelves.  The present climate is so favourable that this guide would not seem like it was setting new restrictions for the supermarkets, but more it would appear more like an affirmation and a support for the direction these stores are turning.

Supermarkets themselves are an ideal place to capture the eye of consumers with messages to bring the message of Zero Waste to Bath.  The messages could be woven into the good supermarket practices that the store seeks to achieve and they could be part of recycling facilities on their premises.

Two potential areas of recycling have been thus far overlooked: visitors and residents shoppers. Visitors obviously have no system to recycle at the kerbside, while residents are unlikely to take their plastic drinks cans or other recycling home. Supermarkets again can provide some of these kinds of recycling for the public.  Signs could point to on-site recycling while the ethos of zero waste is explained.  As residential recycling reaches higher percentage, the role of supermarket recycling may dwindle somewhat, but it still will provide places for non-residents and, in the case of neighbourhood markets, recycling opportunities for shoppers who tend not to take their waste home with them.  As the recycling momentum speeds up we would expect the council either to provide recycling bins (as opposed to waste bins) around town or to sort the waste collected and indicate on the bins that this will happen.

11) Residual Waste

The West of England is conducting a public consultation to determine what to do with the residual waste left over after repair, reuse and recycling have been exhausted. 

The goal for a council committed to idea of Zero Waste is to find uses for everything and design for reuse in the first place.  Incinerators which produce energy require a minimum level of waste and give a false impression of creating a resource from waste. The energy produced by incineration is far less than the energy needed to replace the resources burned. As with landfill those resources are effectively destroyed, whereas a large part of them could have been re-used or recycled, thus reducing the impossible demands made on the planet’s more primary material. 

Rather than make the problem disappear into the atmosphere or by burying it, zero waste demands that we take that waste and make it useful: it is a cyclical loop not a straight line from resource to waste.

Residual Waste in a zero waste plan is continually shrinking; because of this it is imperative that large, capital-intensive waste treatment facilities, which require long contracts and guaranteed waste commitments, are not an option.  These facilities tend to turn waste into a commodity and this neither encourages waste reduction and recycling nor does it enable the public to understand the process of zero waste: in order to succeed public understanding, as well as public support, are crucial.  So incineration, like landfill, can only be at best a temporary stopgap, but because of the commercial need to guarantee supply, it will end up sabotaging any truly sustainable approach to waste. 

Following the logic of zero waste, waste facilities should be, where possible, relatively near the source. By keeping facilities close, transport pollution can be reduced and the return cycle of useful product/resource will also be more accessible.   So the West of England might have 8 or 10 small, in-vessel composting facilities, with additional prior sorting.  It may prove that for some portions of the waste stream that anaerobic digestion or pyrolysis is required, for a variety of technical reasons. In all cases the system must be flexible (hence local and modest in size) and under no circumstances can the facilities dictate quantities of waste required for more than 5 or 10 years into the future.  Should an electricity generating facility be considered it should be small scale and use the waste heat for heating local homes or business (again requiring a facility close to centres of population). More composting facilities are needed now (particularly as we consider collecting food waste) and should continue to supply a renewable resource of healthy soil.

The goal of a zero waste policy is when residual waste hardly registers in the percentages. Rather than gearing up for a huge increase in unusable waste, we should be gearing up for a future that has managed to design waste into resource.
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