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‘Solid waste no more waste but like gold’
says Sri Lankan-born scientist C. Visvanathan

L

HOW would we react to a nauseatingly
stinking dump of garbage in the vicin-
Stinking of all kinds of foul odours
because i in various stages of natural
decomposition? Many of us would wrin-
kle up our noses and try to walk away
from it as fast as possible. Thal is because
for many of us, garbage is a waste, a pol-
luter of environment and a violator of
our aesthetic feelings. Hence, in our judg-
ment, garbage is something that should
not be there in a decent environment.

When you see a heap of dirt,
you must see a beautiful rose

We hold this view, because our vision
does not extend beyond our eyesight.
Howe! if we are able to see the whole
proc of a natural phenomenon,
our view on garbage would be differ-
ent. This was beautifully explained by
the Vietnam born Zen Master Thich
Nhat Hanh, in a commentary he wrote
on the Prajnaparamita Hrdayva Sutra,
also known as Heart Sutra and said
to have been preached by Bodhisattva
ra, available at
ww.buddhanet.net/e-learning/
heartstzhim ) under the Litle ‘The Hearl
of Understanding: Commentaries on
Prﬂjlmpu amita Heart Sutra'(available
at:http://terebess.hu/zen/mesterek/
Thich %20Nhat %20Hanh %20 %20The%20
Heart % 200f% 20Understand ing.pdf).

ays Nhat Hanh: “Defiled or immac
late. Dirty or pure. These are concepts
we form in our mind. A beautiful rose
we have just cut and placed in our vase
is immaculate. It smells so good, so pure,
so fresh. It supports the idea of immacu-
lateness. The opposite is a garbage can, It
smells horrible, and it is filled with rot-
ten things. But that is only when you look
on the surface. If you look more deeply
you will see that in just five or six days,
the rose will become part of the garbage.
You do not need to wait five days to see it.
If you just look at the rose, and you look
deeply, you can see it now. And if you look
into the garbage can, you see that in a few
months its contents can be transformed
into lovely vegetables, and even a rose.

“If you are a good organic gardener
and you have the eyes of a bodhisattva,
looking at a rose you can see the garbage,
and looking at the garbage you can see
a rose. Roses and garbage inter-are (or
inter-dependent). Without a rose, we can-
not have garbage; and without garbage,
we cannot have a rose. They need ¢
other very much. The rose and garbage
are equal. The garbage is just as precious
as the rose. If we look deeply at the con-
cepts of defilement and immaculateness,
we return to the notion of inter-being” (p
44)

Professor C. Visvanathan: waste
is no more waste but a resource
A Sri Lankan-born scientist, Profes:
C. Visvanathan, Dean of the
of Environment, Resources and
Development at the Asian Institute of
Technology or AIT in ngkok (Refer
to: http://www.facultyait.ac.th/visu/
main_page htm for his profile) expresses
the same view as the Zen Master Nhat
Hanh. In an interview with this writer at
AIT, Visvanathan boldly decls “Solid
wasle is no more waste to be condemned;
it is like gold which we could put back to
human benefit

His academic credentials are from
three prestigious institutions of high-
er learning: A bachelor’s degree in
technology from the Indian Institute
of Tr-nh\w\n,!\- Madras, a Master of
Engineering from AIT and a doctorate
in chemical/environmental engineer-
ing from France's Institut National
Polytechnigue in Toulouse.

Environmental economists:
Waste management a must

Visvanathan, the scientist, speaks
like an environmental economist here.
To an environmental economist, waste-
matter is an undesired by-product that
is unavoidably generated in the natu-
ral processes of all economic activities.
nce it is undesired, it is called a ‘bad’
as against its desired counterpart which
i lled a ‘good’. However, goods cannot
be produced without producing bads. For
instance, at a very elementary level, one
cannot inhale oxygen, a good, without
having to exhale carbon dioxide, the bad.
If one is prohibited from exhaling carbon
dioxide, one cannot live because he can-
not take in the good, oxygen. Hence, both
the good and the bad come as a package
together:

What has been done so far has been
to use the environment as a dum
ground for bads. However, the unplanned
dumping of bads into environment has
caused, t at the local level, and then at
the national nd finally at the glob-
al level now, irreversible environmen-
tal catastrophes. Hence, environmental
economists have recommended the prop-
er management of waste-matter so that it
could be converted to a beneficial-matier
for mankind’s use.

AIT Prot. C. Visvanathan

This issue was brought to public focus
by this writer in a previous article in
this series relating to the proper man-
agement of polythene under
the title ‘Banning polythene
to green the globe: alterna-
tives are not that green either’
(available at: http://www.
ft.1k/2011/06/06/banning-
polythene-to-green-the-globe-
alternatives-are-not-that-
green-either/ ). vanathan,
through research, has come
up with the engineering possi
bilities for producing benefi-
cial matter out of waste-mat
ter so that such possibilities
are practical, economical and
sustainable.

The ugly side
of increased
urbanisation

The globe is being increas
ingly urbanised day by day.

Economics
Matters

als as well as businesses without causing
harm to public health. The main method
was to collect waste-matter regularly and
dispose of it by burning or
dumping into waterways or
using for land-filling.
, all these methods
were Just a postponement of a
maj onmental issue to
the future by solving the prob-
lem in one place and creating
a problem elsewhere.

Management of
solid waste to avert
environmental
problems

The second evolutionary
process commenced after
1970s when the whole globe
v became concerned about
the growing environmental
problems due to the accu-
mulation of solid waste in
the environment. However,

But the increased ur waste was still a waste and
tion also produces in not a resource. Henee, public
volumes of solid waste cre ByW.A. |;iicy on waste management
ating gigant Wijewardena was principally directed how

solid waste management by
municipal authorities. Says
Visvanathan: “Worldwide, about
lion tonnes of municipal waste
roduced a day and out of this
lion tonnes of solid waste is produced in
developing countries.

It has now been projected that by 2025,
the global annual solid waste production
would be around 2.2 billion tonnes, up
from 1.3 billion tonnes in 2012, Of this,
urban Asia will account for about 657
million tonnes of solid waste, about a
third of solid waste in the whole globe by
2025. Hence, solid waste growth in Asia is
inevitable and proper waste management
solutions should be put in place right
from now if Asia is to avoid a waste catas-
trophe™

5.2 mil-

Land-filling is a primitive
option for waste disposal

Developing countries use land-filling as
the main method of disposing solid waste
produced by their growing urban popula-

waste-matter should be dis-

posed without causing harm
to environment. Sri Lanka is still in this
stage of the evolution of waste manage-
ment process.

Waste as a resource

In the third stage, waste-matter is
considered as a resource and policies
are being formulated to harness their
resource value to society. The concern
for this has emerged due to two reasons.
st, the fast economic growth through-
out the world in the last few decades has
demanded a higher utilisation of non-
renewable natural resources. Second, t
finite supply of these non-renewable nat-
ural resources has led to their fast deple-
tion.

This issue was first raised by the Club
nf Rome, an independent think-tank
ientists concerned with emerging

publication in 1972 titled “The Limits to
Growth” which soon became an interna-

tions. With the li of the labl
land for this purpose, it has become nec-
essary for identifying other methods of
solid waste disposal. Visvanathan notes
that solid waste disposal options should
necessarily change and these options are
in fact fast changing worldwide. They
have principally changed from land
ing to recyeling, energy production and
composting. But, these are hampered by
four types of constraints: lack of money,
technology, proper policy and capacity.

Howe: the proper policy should be
directed from the present concern for
waste management (o resource manage-
ment where waste is considered as a valu-
able asset, like gold. It is an evolutionary
process and Visvanathan identifies five
stages through which the world has now
gone through in this process. He calls
them *drivers for solid waste modernisa-
tion’ that will offer new economic oppor-
tunities for the globe.

Countries in the world today have been
in different stages of this evolutionary
process depending on the state of eco
nomic development they have attained
Accordingly, low and lower middle
income countries like Sri Lanka have
been in the initial stage of the evolution-
ary process. Higher middle income coun-
tries are at the mid-level while the devel-
oped countries are at the highest level of
evolutionary process.

Public health concerns
of solid waste management

At the initial point, the driver for waste
management the concern for pub-
lic health. This was the main reason for
designing public policy on waste man
agement during 1900-1970. Accordingly,
governmental regulations were imposed
setting out guidelines as to how waste-
matter should be disposed by individu-

tional bestseller attracting millions of
fans worldwide, the Club of Rome called
for limiting economic growth in order to
sustain future economic prosperity. This
call has been answered only in after the
onset of the second millennium where
waste-matter is now considered as a
resource that could be used for enhanc-
ing the global prosperity.

Waste management
and climate change issues

The fourth stage is now emerging
with global concerns for climate change
as principally pronounced by the UN’s

Intergovernmental Panel for Climate
Change or IPCC (available at: http://ipee.
ch/ ). Thus, the waste management issue
which was hitherto a national issue has
now become a global issue. The political
force which has sprung up with concerns
climate change issues
a powerful global Iubbwng
esult, no country today can

te management,

Holistic waste management
a must for sustainability

The fifth stage is the future of the
evolutionary process Ilnvolving the
solid waste management, according to
Visvanathan. The world is now concerned
about the sustainability of its prosper-
ity and sustainability has been defined
by the UN Commission on Environment
and Development, also known as the
Brundtland Commission going by its
Chairperson Gro Harem Brundtland, as
‘meeting the requirements
of the present generation
ithout compromising the
ability of the future genera-
Lions to meet theirs’.

Vi

it Is a circular ec mumv
from resources to produc-
tion, from production to
consumption, from con-
sumption to waste-matter
and from waste-matter
Lo resources once again.
When waste-matter was
considered a mere w:
the past, this last loop had
been broken. It is now time
to close the loop and have
a holistic solid waste man-
agement in which waste-
matter will be converted to
resources once again and
allow the world to go by the
circular process. This last
thread of the evolution-
ary process into which the
world is now moving has
been facilitated by envi-
ronmental engineers like
Visvanathan

Segregation
of solid waste

A holistic waste man
agement does not permit
ste to be dumped or
used for land-filling with-
out extracting its resource
value fi The process starts by segre-
gating it into recyclables, garbage and
solid waste, Recyclables, after the primary
treatment, will end up as new resources
for use in the production of new out-
puts. For instance, plastic bottles, espe-
clally plastic Coca-cola bottles, can be

land-fi

producing synthetic clothing materials
The garbage will be used for producing
Lulnpl)bllllf{ which can be uaul

r in agriculture a o
in land-filling of the remaining waste
after incineration. The solid waste can
be used for incinerating and producing
energy. The ash remaining after incinera-
tion, non-recyelable parts of recyclables
and other inert remains can be used for
land-filling. So, Visvanathan says that no
te should be permitted to end up ina
land-fill without first using it for the ben-
efit of mankind.

Sri Lanka's infantile strategy
at waste management

Sri Lanka's Colombo Municipality pro-
duces about 1000 tonnes of solid waste a
day. The satellite towns around Colombo
produce about a further 1500 tonnes of
solid waste a day. It has become a gigantic
challenge for municipal authorities to safe-
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‘ ‘ Developmg cuunlnas
use land-filling as the
main method of disposing
solid waste produced
by their growing urban
populations. With the
limitation of the available
land for this purpose, it

ein has become necessary for  vi

identifying other methods
of solid waste disposal.

Visvanathan notes that

solid waste disposal th

options should necessarily
change and these oplions
are in fact fast changing
worldwide. They have
principally changed from
ing to recycling,
energy production and
composting. But, these are
hampered by four types of
constraints: lack of money,
technology, proper policy
and capacity

ly dispose of these solid wastes. The strat
egy they currently use is simply to dump
them in waste dumps and use for land-
filling. Hence, Sri Lanka's largest waste
producers are still in the first and second
siages of the evolutionary process of waste
management |:It'm|r‘wd by Vlh\mﬂdﬂ\dll
As suc i

dulthood in waste
ement in which waste is no longer
a stinking waste, bul a resource which
can be used for the betterment of the citi-
zens. The team of researchers at AIT, led
by Visvanathan, has developed easy to use
and cost-effective technology for holistic
urban solid waste management. In many

arts of Thailand and other East Asian
countries, this technology is now being
used.

An important breakthrough in this
connection has been the development of
technology to recover natural gas avail-
able abundantly in the plac
es where solid waste has
been used for land-filling.
The use of such land for
any commercial purpose
should be done, according
to Visvanathan, only after
extracting the natural gas
remaining trapped beneath
such land.

AIT's offer of
a collaborative hand
According to
vanathan, AIT has been
very liberal in sharing its
new discoveries and knowl-
edge with anyone who wish-
es to use them for the fur-
e of mankind. It can
provide training, give tech-
nology support and even
develop new technologies to
suit individual customers to
have better solid waste man-
agement systems. It is also
willing to develop linkages
with other research insti-
tutions and universities to
have collaborative technol-
ogy development projects,

Don't solve your
problem by creating
problems elsewhere

Attempts have been made
in the recent past to make
Colombo a clean city, a development
about which the Colombo elite has been
openly happy. But little have they real-
ised that they have cleaned themselve:
by dirtying elsewhere and that elsewhere
is also within this island. Thus, Colombo
has solved its problem by creating envi
ronmental issues for others. But Colombo
and its satellite urbanites have a better
option today in the form of holistic waste
management where waste is used as a
resourc

This is 2
should

publie policy which Sri Lanka
adopt as a matter of priority.
is not a difficult task since the n'quuml
technolo; now available in the neigh-
bouring countries. This public policy
could be facilitated by private participa-
tion by going for a green lending polic;
by Sri Lankan banks, Vis
he is willing to train Sri La
in the art and science of assessing green
hdnkmgprwuta

s up to Sri Lanka to tap this kind
by a world renowned § anka
Dorn scientist.

(W.A Wijewardena, a former Deputy Governor
of the Central Bank of Sri Lanka, can be
reached at waw1949@gmail.com ; Professor C
can be reached al visu@ail.ac.th )




