The Road from Waste to Resources
Abstract

The general view in waste management for some time has been that ‘we have to move from waste to resources’, but it is not yet clear where the next steps to be taken are. Current UK waste policy is driven by the Landfill Directive and the imperative to meet its targets. Focus continues to be on household waste, which although it is generally thought to be increasing at a higher rate than commercial or industrial waste, still remains a small fraction of overall waste arisings in the UK.  The recent Strategy Unit waste study report stated that a successful future strategy for waste management needs ‘a robust long term economic and regulatory framework’ and ‘a package of short to medium term measures’ putting us on the path to more sustainable waste management. Government needs to create a resource policy framework that supports activities at the top end of the waste hierarchy. The creation of such a framework is necessary if we are to rise to the future challenges from future EU mechanisms such as the Directives on End-of-Life Vehicles and Waste Electrical and Electronic Equipment.  The next generation of legislative mechanisms at EU level are also being considered in relation to the Thematic Strategies on Waste Prevention and Recycling and on the Sustainable Use and Management of Resources.

Final Paper

Where we are in the UK

Following years of being the ugly sister in environmental policy, waste policy in the UK has come under the spotlight recently. This is mostly due to the realisation that we were not going to meet the Landfill Directive targets requiring us to divert by 2010 25% of biodegradable municipal waste from landfills based upon 1995 levels. This diversion figure increases to 65% by 2020. It is widely recognised that the Landfill Directive targets are the main driving force for waste policy in the UK. If we consider that household (which makes up a large part of municipal) waste represents around 8% of our total waste production, then it’s easy to see that we are struggling to reduce/divert the tip of a massive iceberg.
The Government has thrown some political weight at waste policy over the past few years, holding a Waste Summit in 2001, and having the Cabinet Office’s Strategy Unit undertake a waste study in 2002. What has resulted is a massive restructuring of funding for sustainable waste management; the gearing up of support – via funding and capacity-building - to local authorities; and funding programmes that could potentially help make step changes via research and new technologies.
It is still too early days after these changes, but the theory underlying the changes will lead us in the right direction to meeting the Landfill Directive targets. The important philosophical questions to ask are:  Will local authorities implement sound enough recycling schemes that will be sustainably run in the longer-term? Can we modernise our state systems and service delivery in time to meet the next set of targets? Is it right for a minor element of waste (household) to be leading general waste policy? Have we learned the right lessons to never get into such a state on policy development and implementation again?    
This focus on complying with Directives, at minimum cost, runs through all waste-related policies in the UK. Another Directive – on packaging and packaging waste – has been implemented in such a way that it favours the light-weighting of packaging. This, in itself, can be seen as a step forward if we look at the reduction in layers of packaging or in the size of packaging. For example, some supermarkets have reduced the size of their cereal boxes as a means of reducing their packaging weight. However, the greatest environmental impact of packaging does not relate to its weight, unless this is in cases such as the cereal box – using less of a material than in the past. If we consider Denmark’s interpretation of the packaging directive’s targets, they have applied a life-cycle assessment approach and weighted their tax levels according to the environmental impact of the material used. So, in their system, glass is considered neutral, while plastic has a high environmental impact and therefore has a higher level of tax applied to it. What we have managed to do in the UK is encourage industry recycling of packaging; encourage companies to switch to lighter – increasingly plastic – materials; and set up a complicated market system for recovery notes that have not resulted in monies being paid to local authorities for recycling schemes to collect packaging. Indeed, the weight-based targets of the Landfill Directive means that local authorities are targeting heavier materials from households – paper, organics and glass; while the weight-based targets of the Packaging Directive have encouraged retailers to use lighter-weight materials such as plastic. The result is that there’s more plastic packaging on our shelves while the majority of local authorities do not provide plastics recycling because it is ‘not economic’.
A bit of joined-up thinking needed there, and a change in approach to sustainable development issues in the UK. This cultural change in our leaders could lead to a more intelligent and harmonised public policy framework.

A supportive economic and regulatory framework

The 2002 Strategy Unit’s waste study report stated that a successful future strategy for waste management needs ‘a robust long term economic and regulatory framework’ and ‘a package of short to medium term measures’ putting us on the path to more sustainable waste management. Given that the economic and regulatory framework is the key to undoing our current poor waste management practices, the assumption is that the short to medium term measures will make up a subset of this framework.
In our market-based system in the UK, the obvious first step in improving the economic framework is to address the continuing too-low level of the landfill tax. In his 2003 Budget, the Chancellor announced an increase – a trebling – of the landfill tax escalator from 2005, and the longer term aim to increase the level of the tax to £35 per tonne. At the same time, he said that the announced increase would be revenue neutral to companies. On the one hand, this is disappointing since the price signal will be the major driver for some companies to reduce their waste.  However, in another light, the neutrality will likely come in the form of funding for innovation – of manufacturing processes, through staff training, etc. Independently of the reason for the neutrality of the escalator, it is notable that this is only a consideration for companies. Local authorities, paying more for the tax, will need to press the Government to make sufficient and timely access to funds for prevention, reuse and recycling (including composting) in future.
In support of the funding allocated to new waste management technologies announced in response to the Strategy Unit report, the Government should complement this with a broadening of the landfill tax to incorporate other disposal methods. Incineration is the next obvious disposal method to be taxed, and indeed the Government has said it will undertake research into the health impacts of this technology. Broadening the tax sooner would allow for the smoother transition to a sliding-scale taxation level according to disposal method, while sending an earlier signal to producers of waste that disposal will cost more in future.
Other supportive mechanisms would be:

· Setting industry targets for recycling and waste reduction (beyond those identified by EU Directives)

· Driving ‘green procurement’ within the public sector
· Supporting more environmental options through legislation, tax breaks, etc.

· Developing a better understanding of producer responsibility so that current and future mechanisms are more intelligently designed
· Communicating environment-aware messages to the public – as part of general messages, rather than specifically through an environment campaign
A range of intelligent support mechanisms would end up forming a resources strategy, which would complement upcoming EU legislation and international programmes.
The dot on the horizon

Given that the UK has been a late developer in strategically engaging with EU waste policy, we need to look to where EU legislation is going as a guide to future policies. Brussels is busy clearing the path for future developments in waste and resources policy, and is currently considering the next generation of legislative mechanisms that would more effectively meet sustainable development objectives.
At the heart of EU environmental policy is the 6th Environmental Action Programme which is effective until 2010.  Natural resources and waste forms one of four areas needing to be tackled for improvements. Recognising the complexity, diversity of actors concerned with the issues and the need to find multiple and innovative solutions, Thematic Strategies will be developed to address seven key environmental issues requiring a holistic approach. Those with particular relevance to waste and resources are soil protection, waste prevention and recycling, and sustainable use of natural resources.
The soil strategy requires the preparation by 2004 of a directive on compost and other biowaste aiming to control potential contamination and to encourage the use of certified compost.  The UK is currently embarking upon increasing collection of organics from households as a means of meeting Landfill Directive targets, but still with some dubious resulting products from the materials collected. It is hopeful that WRAP, with its focus on the creation of high value products from collected materials, will help ensure the speedier delivery of household green waste becoming valuable compost.
The waste prevention and recycling thematic strategy lists some potential measures promoting prevention, some of which were mentioned earlier, but also include waste prevention plans, tradable certificates, pay-as-you-throw schemes, incentive systems, and prescriptive instruments such as landfill bans of specific products.
The resource use thematic strategy starts to tackle the important, but multi-faceted and therefore difficult, consumption and production agenda. This formed a key element of the outcomes from the UN’s 2002 World Summit on Sustainable Development in Johannesburg when governments agreed to develop 10-year programmes on sustainable consumption and production (SCP). 
In this, the Government seems to have shortened its reaction time considerably. Just over one year after the Summit, the Government launched its Framework for Sustainable Consumption and Production. The Framework is supported by Strategy Unit studies in resource productivity, energy, and waste. SCP is rife with thorny issues relating to ‘sustainable’ sometimes meaning less production and consumption, and the subsequent impact upon an economic system still designed for quantitative growth. However, at least we’ve got a sense of where we need to be heading. Now we just have to figure out how to get from here to there as effectively and efficiently as possible.
