For those who didn’t attend the waste consultation that took place in Bath earlier this year, there was unanimity on 2 items:

that transporting waste all over the region was a bad idea and hence several sites was a better idea than one or two huge plants, and that incineration, which was given the euphemistic nick-name efw or energy from waste, was not an option.  What took place at other open meetings I can’t vouch for, but I would suggest the claim that 58% of consultees ranked incineration as their first choice was based on the early on-line document and leaflet which was one of the more biased documents I have had the pleasure of reading.

What the West of England has come up with now couldn’t be further from the expressed wishes of those publicly consulted in Bath. The consultation was flawed from the outset as the terms of debate tried to forbid discussion of how residual waste might affect other parts of the waste stream. And this relationship is crucial. We know that the most effective steps we can take collectively and individually would be to convince the manufacturing world to create less waste in products and packaging and to make those products have a 2nd life in a re-usable or recyclable form. But the will necessary and the focus to do this will disappear if huge incinerators start to populate our landscape.  Freed of the necessity and responsibility to be careful and less wasteful, society quickly slips into bad habits; this was precisely our predicament not many years ago.

The consultation documents presented a picture of incineration that had no associated problems.  It did not point out that a large incinerator would become overnight one of the largest producers of CO2 in the region.  That the long transport routes required (because only one or two large sites would be required) would also contribute to CO2 emissions, local pollution and congestion. Further that incineration has these inherent problems:

• These technologies institutionalize waste, by making waste a “commodity”

feedstock for the energy production industry

• These facilities require large energy inputs to capture only fractions of

the embodied energy in wasted material - net energy output is unproven and

disputed

• These facilities are capital intensive, and typically require local

authorities to guarantee delivery of established volumes of waste, or pay

for volume deficits, 

By contrast, waste reduction, traditional recycling and composting are producing known, current, quantifiable net energy savings and reduction in greenhouse gasses through existing infrastructure, at significantly lower cost, and with greater local job creation.  The collection of food waste (which will require some additional facilities in the area) and the reduction of residential waste through a printed bag scheme are capable of producing a step change in our ability to reduce residual waste and would keep us from paying paying landfill tax for many years.

What is a better Strategy?

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.  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.

