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EVIDENCE SUBMITTED TO THE HOUSE OF COMMONS ENVIRONMENT, TRANSPORT AND REGIONAL AFFAIRS COMMITTEE (ENVIRONMENT SUB-COMMITTEE) INQUIRY INTO SUSTAINABLE WASTE MANAGEMENT

Introduction

Waste Watch welcomes the opportunity to submit evidence to the Environment Sub-Committee Inquiry into Sustainable Waste Management.

In submitting this evidence, we have sought to address in turn the issues identified in the Committee's press notice of 4 December 1997, preceded by a summary of the work of Waste Watch in relation to sustainable waste management. 

Activities and role of Waste Watch

Waste Watch is the national charity promoting waste reduction, re-use and recycling. Established in 1987 by the National Council for Voluntary Organisations (NCVO), Waste Watch became an independent charity in 1991, and has over 300 members, primarily from the community, local authority and business sectors. Our work with these and other sectors (including schools, central government and members of the public) is focused on the provision of information, educational, promotional and training services to encourage the sustainable use of resources, environmental education and sustainable job creation.

Waste Watch has an extensive portfolio of publications, events and services promoting sustainable waste management. These include The Dustbin Pack and Wise up to Waste, our educational resources for primary and secondary schools respectively, the reCyclerbility Schools Outreach Project, which provides free school visits by a trained ex-teacher accompanied by our Cycler the Robot, a remote controlled recycled robot. This provides an entertaining and educational show for primary schools, with curriculum based follow up activities, and has reached over 165,000 children since 1994. Other publications include our award winning National Recycling Directory, about to reach its 4th edition, and Work at Waste at School and Work at Waste at Work, practical guides to waste reduction and practical recycling in the school and office environments. Our training programme provides courses and seminars for community groups and local authorities on a range of issues, designed to promote good practice. Waste Watch also engages in media promotions and campaigns, including an annual Christmas waste campaign, and management of waste awareness weeks, including National Recycling Week 1987 (part of European Year of the Environment) and Watch Your Waste Week 1993 (in conjunction with the then Department of the Environment). Waste Watch also runs a national postal and telephone information service, the Waste Watch Wasteline (0171 248 0242), which currently handles over 9,000 enquiries a year from all sectors and provides a wide range of information sheets and guides to encourage practical action.

Waste Watch is part funded by the Department of Environment, Transport and the Regions' Environmental Action Fund, and is an approved Environmental Body, regulated by ENTRUST under the Landfill Tax Regulations 1996. Waste Watch receives significant corporate support for its work, both through membership of our Business Sponsors' Group and through project funding and sponsorship from many sources, including Cleanaway Ltd., Coca-Cola Great Britain, UK Waste Management Ltd and Valpak Ltd.

Waste Watch is governed by a cross-sectoral Council of Management and our Chair is Jane Stephenson, Director of the Bristol Recycling Consortium. Waste Watch's President is Baroness Hooper, and our Vice Presidents are Ken Collins MEP, Judith Hann, Simon Hughes MP, and Angela Rippon.

The environmental impact of different waste management options and the validity of the waste management hierarchy, and the role to be played by different waste management options in future UK waste strategy.

Waste Watch recognises that all waste management options have environmental impacts. The challenge facing us all is to minimise environmental impacts and maximise the efficient use of all resources. Most importantly, we need to examine the issue of global equity in the use of resources, and move towards a position where developed Western economies recognise the need to reduce net resource consumption and reduce their impact on global climate accordingly. We commend to the Committee the work of Professor William Rees of the University of British Columbia, Vancouver.1 His concept of the "ecological footprint" is a useful tool for identifying the environmental impact of economies, enabling the visualisation and measurement of the resources required to sustain our households, communities, regions and nations. It illustrates graphically the massive over dependence by the major Western economies on resources from developing nations needed to maintain our present lifestyles.

In the United Kingdom, Professor Rees' work has been developed by the International Institute for Environment and Development (IIED) in a 1995 study that sought to develop an ecological footprint for the UK.2 Illustrative of the work of this report is the analysis that identifies that London needs an area of land 120 times its size in order to meet its environmental and economic needs - an ecological footprint for London. Perhaps more telling is the identification of the ecological footprint of the UK's forest product imports, which showed that 6.4 million hectares of forest land worldwide are taken up permanently in the production of timber for the UK's needs, with an additional 67,000 hectares each year (of which 75% is in developing countries) deforested to provide wood products for the UK market. This means that the UK's ecological footprint for forest products is three times the area of our own productive forest, and our per capita consumption is 66% higher than the global average, using a concept of ecological fair shares identified by the IIED.3 

Our purpose in highlighting this work in our submission is to set the development of sustainable waste management practices in the UK into the context of global resource use, and Britain's role in contributing to the over use of world resources to maintain our resource inefficient lifestyles. As noted in the IIED report4 George Orwell wrote in The Road to Wigan Pier that:

"..in order that England may live in comparative comfort, a hundred million Indians must live on the verge of starvation - an evil state of affairs, but you acquiesce in it every time you step in a taxi or eat a plate of strawberries and cream."

Orwell's world view from the 1930s still sadly has a great deal of resonance today, and the challenge for the next century is to render this view obsolete, by identifying a path to sustainable development that provides quality of life in a resource efficient way, and reduces global inequality. Friends of the Earth have contributed greatly to this challenge in their new report Tomorrow's World5 which advocates overall reductions in resource consumption in Britain of around 80% by 2050, from 1990 levels, and provides a blueprint for a meaningful understanding of what sustainable development should be about.

In sustainable waste management terms, Waste Watch would therefore advocate greater moves towards waste reduction, materials re-use and recycling, a limited role for energy from waste, and a reduced dependency on landfill as a disposal option. This will need to link strongly with developments in resource efficiency, to ensure increases in materials recycling combined with leaner and less resource hungry manufacturing techniques. Whilst no definitive study exists, it is suggested that each tonne of goods purchased in Britain has taken ten tonnes of materials and resources to get those goods to the consumer - through the energy used, the mining, quarrying, manufacturing, distribution, packaging and retailing of those goods6. This inherent inefficiency in resource use provides the foundation for the comments that follow on the environmental impact of different waste management options.

Waste Reduction

There is wide cross-sectoral consensus that waste reduction should always be a first option in any waste management strategy. There have been significant improvements in recent years in the implementation of waste reduction and minimisation programmes in industry, with successful programmes such as the Aire and Calder Project and the Mersey Waste Minimisation Initiative being well documented. A major challenge still exists in reaching small and medium sized enterprises (SMEs) with effective waste minimisation programmes, and this should be a priority for Government support.

Present day shopping patterns, packaging and lifestyles have made waste reduction in the household sector much harder to achieve. Where initiatives have been successful, they have been characterised by strong community involvement, and managed by community based organisations, for example, the Bristol Recycling Consortium "Waste Reduction in the Community" project and Wyecycle in the village of Wye, Kent, both of which have been supported by the DEFRA's Environmental Action Fund. The challenges of lifestyle and consumption pattern change are graphically illustrated by work undertaken by Waste Watch last year, as part of a waste minimisation research project run by MEL Research7 for Going for Green. As part of this project, Waste Watch ran a community awareness campaign in Nailsea, Somerset, and an element of this project was the setting of a "Zero Waste Challenge" to householders, in which the challenge was to produce no waste for a week. The Fowler family of Nailsea took up the challenge, and managed to reduce their household waste arisings by 90% through a combination of reduction, re-use, composting and recycling measures, including:

* having milk delivered in returnable bottles

* avoiding heavily packaged convenience foods

* re-using carrier bags

* donating used plastic containers to the local school for art and craft work

* putting food scraps on a garden compost heap

* shopping locally at specialist shops (e.g., butchers, greengrocers) to avoid excess packaging

* recycling materials wherever possible in their kerbside collection scheme

The evidence of the "Zero Waste Challenge" showed that, using the optimum combination of access to kerbside recycling facilities, home composting and awareness of other actions that can be taken to reduce waste at home, significant cuts in waste arisings can be made.

The Fowler family felt, however, that the hardest actions to sustain within their present lifestyle were the waste preventing and reducing measures, especially local shopping. The convenience of the supermarket for a working parent was a greater consideration than the environmental impact of additional waste generation. This remains a significant cultural barrier to increases in waste reduction actions, but the Zero Waste Challenge still indicated a large number of practical recycling and composting actions which are easily achievable and should be prioritised.

Changes in shopping patterns in the future may increase the scope for waste reduction and even the return of smaller, local shops. Supermarket shopping via the internet combined with home deliveries or deliveries to local pick-up points could recreate the local shopping culture and assist in reducing car journeys and consequent emissions to atmosphere.

Waste Watch has supported the introduction of the Waste Minimisation Bill, currently being piloted through Parliament by Angela Smith MP, and sees this as an important first step in assisting local authorities in the promotion of waste minimisation measures.

Re-use

Waste Watch supports measures to increase re-use of materials and goods, and sees this as a significantly neglected aspect of the waste management hierarchy. In our own work, we support and encourage the work of community re-use schemes, such as furniture projects, scrapstores, computer re-use projects and white goods refurbishment. Scrapstores collect clean non-toxic waste from industry and make it available for re-use by schools in art, craft and play work, providing a waste reducing and socially useful service. Waste Watch is currently developing the Bytes Twice initiative, in conjunction with Business in the Community, to collect re-usable computers for refurbishment and use by schools, community groups, charities and disabled people. Waste Watch is also involved in the development of major white goods re-use initiatives such as CREATE8 in Speke, Liverpool, a re-use initiative currently refurbishing domestic appliances for resale at affordable prices, providing 30 salaried training places for long term unemployed people in an area of high unemployment. During the phased increase in training provision in the first 18 months of the project, already 4 ex-trainees have moved into full time employment. As an intermediate labour market (ILM) initiative, the project is a pointer to the future development of the Government's New Deal, especially in relation to older long term unemployed people.

Initiatives such as these can provide sustainable employment and training opportunities, as well as contributing to sustainable waste management. Their viability will be enhanced by fiscal measures to increase waste disposal costs, and also by the implementation of Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR) to the electronics and domestic appliance industries.

Re-use in the United Kingdom is more commonly associated with the returnable milk bottle system, which Waste Watch continues to support, and the much lamented near disappearance of the returnable and refillable bottle. We recognise that there are strong debates about the environmental impacts of re-use systems for drinks containers, and Waste Watch would advocate further research to identify all the environmental externalities associated with both re-use and one trip drinks container systems. We would point to successful re-use systems, such as the Brewers of Ontario9, where return rates of 95% are recorded (e.g., by Labatt's Breweries), and returnable bottle systems command strong public support, and commend further study of these initiatives to the Committee.

Composting

Waste Watch supports the work of the Composting Association and others in aiming to reach Government targets for home composting. We see home and community composting as highly cost effective measures to reduce waste arisings and contribute to the displacement of peat and some fertilisers from regular use in the garden.

Waste Watch sees the development of community composting as a contributor to Government targets, and works with the Community Composting Network(CCN), of which we were a founder member. The CCN supports community action in collecting garden and household organic waste for collective processing and redistribution to participating households as both a good environmental measure and a contributor to community activity. The work of CCN members is however currently hampered by excessive and costly waste management licensing restrictions which, unless changed to allow some approved exemptions will kill the work of bona fide community organisations wishing to develop composting initiatives. The CCN is currently in negotiation with DEFRA and the Environment Agency and Waste Watch hopes for a successful conclusion to these negotiations.

Recycling

Waste Watch considers increases in recycling to be crucial in moving towards a more sustainable waste management strategy. However, with a UK domestic waste recycling rate of only 6.5%, we have a long way to go before we have exhausted the potential for environmentally beneficial recycling activity, and recycling remains preferable to both landfill and incineration, especially in terms of encouraging consumers to take more responsibility for the waste they generate. Recycling is an important first step for many householders seeking to act in more sustainable ways, and should be encouraged as part of wider environmental awareness raising and calls to action.

Waste Watch recognises that market development is essential to stabilise markets for recyclable materials, and all sectors need greater encouragement to "buy recycled". In addition, industry needs to have the confidence to invest in new reprocessing capacity, and that confidence can be generated largely by Government action, including legislation to specify minimum recycled content of key products such as newsprint, and support for new capital investment, especially in reprocessing in major urban areas, close to the source of most recyclable materials to reduce transport costs and environmental impact. Considerable new thinking on how to achieve this has been done by Robin Murray and colleagues in the London Pride Waste Action Programme10 and this work is commended to the Committee.

Community based recycling projects have been leaders in providing cost effective collection services for domestic and some commercial wastes. National leaders in this field such as the Avon Friends of the Earth group of projects (Bath and Wansdyke Recycling, Resourcesaver, South Gloucestershire Recycling), and ECT Recycling in London provide good case study examples of kerbside collection programmes managed by the community, and integrated into wider community environmental education and development.

Incineration

Waste Watch considers reduction, re-use and recycling to be of higher priority in the waste management hierarchy. We recognise that there is a limited role for incineration with energy recovery in an integrated waste management strategy, but see this as an option to be explored after the maximisation of economic, employment and environmental opportunities available through increased re-use and recycling. The need for long term contracts to provide feedstock for incinerators does nothing to promote waste reduction, and does not encourage consumers to understand the consequences of waste generation and take responsibility for its minimisation. This is the most fundamental dimension of the incineration question, which raises great doubts about its role as a major player in sustainability. Sustainable development is not well served by a cultural climate in which consumers do not exercise civic concern about waste, simply because a "burn it and forget it" solution has been provided.

The London Planning Advisory Committee (LPAC)11 have called for a five year moratorium on new incinerator construction, in order to create the opportunity to maximise re-use and recycling programmes, and Waste Watch supports this position.

Landfill

There is wide consensus that landfill remains a final option for waste disposal, and indeed, many in the waste management industry recognise the over dependency of the UK on landfill as a waste management option. There is wide concern in the UK that our European partners are failing to recognise the high standards of much of the modern UK landfill industry, especially in relation to the proposals in the EU draft Landfill Directive. Perhaps as greater chunks of the UK landfill industry fall into the ownership of European waste management corporations, understanding across boundaries will increase.

Waste Watch recognises that, even with high recycling rates, waste reduction and re-use, a continuing role for landfill will exist in the UK. The challenge for the waste management industry is to adapt its business to fully incorporate other waste management options. This is already happening in some considerable measure, and Waste Watch works with major players in the waste management industry on projects to encourage re-use and recycling, education and awareness and market development.

Comment on the waste management hierarchy

Our concluding comment on this issue is to identify our view of the waste hierarchy: waste prevention/reduction/minimisation; re-use; recycling (including composting); incineration with energy recovery; final disposal. Our emphasis remains on the prioritisation of the first three options. Waste Watch regards the waste hierarchy as useful for the development of policy, and should be used as a template for the evaluation of all waste management developments.

The environmental validity of the EU and UK targets and the likelihood of achieving them.

Current UK targets for sustainable waste management as set out in Making Waste Work could still be achieved with an expansion of kerbside recycling and home composting. The only exception to this might be the continuing target of 25% recycling of domestic waste by 2000. The lack of dynamism in implementing this policy in the early 1990s will make this target difficult to achieve in the timescale, but a strategy for the next 20 years should see much more ambitious targets set, in line with objectives for sustainable development and in the context of global resource issues outlined in the beginning of this submission.

As a pointer to the achievable, the London Pride Waste Action Programme draft strategy for London (Murray 1997, op.cit) identifies the potential of waste diversion rates of over 70% in London within 20 years, and rates of this kind are already being achieved in some parts of the USA and Canada.

In evaluating targets for sustainable waste management , strong commitment and leadership from Government will be needed to provide the momentum necessary for all players in the waste sector to co-operate in the creation of a new sustainable industry in the next century.

The impact of recent and proposed legislation such as the Landfill Tax and Packaging Directive upon performance against the EU and UK targets

Waste Watch considers that the Packaging Regulations will have some benefit in increasing recycling in the UK. It is, however, still a little too early in the implementation of the regulations to identify any trends here. 

The Landfill Tax needs to be significantly higher in order to make an impact upon the recycling of domestic waste. In its first year, the main impact of the Landfill Tax was to reduce the delivery of inert wastes to landfill, a situation not fully anticipated and one which deprived the landfill industry of valuable cover material. It is expected that this issue may be resolved as part of HM Customs and Excise's review of the Landfill Tax, currently underway.

Waste Watch supports the Landfill Tax as a valuable environmental taxation measure. Our detailed views on the current position of the Landfill Tax, and the associated Environmental Bodies scheme are appended to this submission.12

The need for additional legislation or alternative policy instruments to achieve a sustainable balance of waste management options

A number of alternative economic instruments or policy proposals have already been outlined in other sections (e.g., extending producer responsibility to a wider range of goods; minimum recycled content legislation; development of "buy recycled" policies, particularly in public procurement; graded increases in the Landfill Tax and the introduction of a parallel tax on disposal through incineration).

In addition to these areas, Waste Watch would encourage the Committee to consider the potential of variable charging (otherwise known as 'pay to throw' or 'user pay') for the collection of household waste for disposal. This has the potential to encourage greater recycling and composting by providing householders with a financial incentive to throw out less for disposal to landfill or incineration. It has the ability to work if combined with higher landfill and incineration taxation, providing the potential for a greater financial differential and a higher incentive, especially if it takes the form of rebates on Council Tax related to increases in recycling and composting, and resultant reductions in residual wastes. Examples of successful variable charging schemes exist in Continental Europe and North America13 and are well documented. No pilot studies have been undertaken in the UK, although some work on this issue was undertaken in 1996 by Cleanaway Ltd and the Babtie Group.14 Waste Watch is currently seeking support from DEFRA for a pilot project in England, and hopes to make progress on this during 1998. An evaluation of variable charging in a UK context is long overdue, and a number of local authorities have already expressed interest in participating in pilot studies.

The roles, achievements and policies of DEFRA, the Environment Agency, local authorities and other public and private bodies concerned with waste management.

Sustainable waste management is the responsibility of all the sectors outlined in this heading. Waste Watch would also remind the Committee of the valuable role of the community and voluntary sectors, not only in providing innovative and cost effective collections, reduction and re-use initiatives, but in educating and motivating the public in ways in which more 'official' bodies are not always able to do. Rightly or wrongly, the public often have a certain mistrust or even cynicism about dealing with official bodies, and community based organisations are often best placed to act as leaders in education and communication with the public. This role could be significantly enhanced and resourced by public and private bodies, in partnership with the community and voluntary sectors. In addressing this particular challenge, there is a strong need to co-ordinate and sustain a national programme of education and public communication, avoid duplication of initiatives, and provide easy access to local recycling information to enable local practical action and increase recycling rates. Waste Watch is actively supporting the development of a co-ordinating initiative of this kind initiated by DEFRA and chaired by Sir Peter Parker.

Conclusion

It is our firm belief that the concepts and policies outlined in this submission, combined with a national commitment to reducing our resource use and global impact would contribute significantly to the development of sustainable waste management as part of real progress towards sustainable development.

Waste Watch would welcome any opportunity to expand on any of the issues raised in this submission, and thanks the Committee for its interest in this important subject.
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