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Solid Waste Management in Kabul Before, During

and After the War (1978-1992)
Introduction

This report contains a general overview of the main issues for solid waste man​agement (SWM) in Kabul, based on the first author's experience of working in environmental management in Ka​bul from 1978 to 1988. Environmental policy in Afghanistan is minimal and poor. Even before the war (pre 1979) environmental policies were mostly unspecific, lacking guidelines for their implementation, and open to various interpretations. There were no penal​ties for polluting and charges were consequently not made against pollut​ers. It is not surprising that waste dumping was not thought of as hazard​ous. All types of wastes (commercial, industrial, medical and municipal) were sent to the same (open) dump site. Concepts and practices such as sanitary landfill, incineration, waste reduction, and sewage treatment were virtually unheard of. Solid waste management (SWM) was a novel idea for this soci​ety. A decade and a half of war has held Kabul back from coming to grips with its waste problems, and has in​deed aggravated the situation. This report briefly describes the basic urban services in Kabul before the war, the effects of the war, and steps for im​provement once political stability and normal urban life have been restored.
Before the War

Historically, areas within the Kabul city master plan were serviced with utilities like hydro, telephone, water and solid waste collection services, by the municipal corporation. Utilities were billed to the users; garbage col​lection was partly funded by an annual cleaning fee to properties, a fee calcu​lated as equal to 1% of the property's market value. This levy supplied only 10-15% of the actual costs of collect​ing garbage; the remaining funds were supplied by the government. Garbage collection was organized according to the 11 zones of Kabul municipality. The staff and budget for each zone was based on population density, size of the area served and the income level of the residents. High income areas had their garbage removed once a month, whereas low income areas were served only every three months. The remain​ing 25% of the population in the city's squatter colonies and suburban areas received no collection service at all. There were no street bins or individual garbage cans; people put their wastes out on the pavement or street where it was scooped up by the municipal sweepers using rudimentary tools (pieces of wood, small rakes or twig brooms), put in hand carts and taken to a transfer point. These places were simply a spot on the pavement or side of the road chosen by the collection crew, not constructed stations. The city had a total of 30 open garbage trucks; at any one time some would be out of order. This accounts for why the wastes would remain at the transfer points for about 1-3 months before being removed. A dump site (Kotal Khir Khana) was located 5 km north of Kabul. Rising land values in the cen​tral city led to the closure of many small dumps which were used for con​venience. Open dumping was consid​ered acceptable and no cover was used.
Waste recovery by street pickers and collection crews was routine. The street pickers could readily access any recyclables (paper, glass, tins, bones, rags, etc.) because the wastes lay in the open for a long time. Collection crews gathered whatever was left by the street pickers. The best materials, however, had already been sold by householders and shopkeepers to the waste buyers who went door-to-door buying recyclables. Much of this material made its way to Pakistan where there was, and is, a steady de​mand for the full range of recyclables. The extensive street picking meant that there was little to attract pickers to the Kotal Khir Khana.
Only one study was done on SWM in Kabul, by the Department of Engineer​ing of Kabul University in 1977. The study estimated that the municipal crews picked up only 25% of the wastes generated, a mere 26 grams per capita per day. Waste analysis re​vealed that more than 15% of each sample was human faeces. This re​flected the fact that the predominant sanitation was above-ground dry la​trines that were emptied manually with shovels, the excrement being depos​ited on top of the garbage piles await​ing collection.
In response to the serious health prob​lems in the city, the government formed the Kabul Environmental En​gineering Department (KEED) in late 1965. This brought the subject of sanitation into public discussion and international agencies began to sup​port KEED in its research and projects. By 1979,22 different aid organiza​tions were assisting KEED (such as WHO, UNICEF, CIDA, CARE MEDICO). With the onset of war in that year, however, one by one the aid projects were forced to withdraw until all work came to a stop. The work of these agencies gave priority to sanita​tion, but some awareness of issues of SWM were developing. The war brought an end to it, and no study has been done on solid waste in Kabul since the first one of 1977.
During the War

With disappearance of aid agencies, KEED had limited their activities but the stock of material, equipment and instruments enabled them to carry on for two years. As donor agencies with​drew support during the war, they could not continue to operate. Further​more, the Soviet-backed regime was not interested in better sanitation and waste management: they ordered the cancellation of both the cleaning fee and the garbage collection services. The collection crews were sent to mili​tary duties (guarding) or worked as an "emergency collection team." This team did not collect ordinary rubbish: it dealt only with destroyed military equipment. KEED was reorganized under Russian-style management. The name was changed to Rural Water Supply (RWS), and the focus was shifted from sanitation to water supply. The KEED building, with its office equipment and supplies, was taken over by the ruling party's headquarters.
During the war, garbage and human excreta from latrines simply piled up in the city, wherever people found a place to dump. War material was added as a new kind of hazardous waste, includ​ing bio-chemical residues and even unexploded bombs.
After the War

In April 1992, the opposition (Mujahedeen) took power in Kabul but peace cannot be said to have returned, as fighting among rival contenders for power still lead to deaths and destruc​tion of property and public infrastructure. The war years brought such dis​ruption to urban life and services that today there is not a single city with adequate basic services in the country. It has been estimated that 0.75% of the total agricultural resources are de​stroyed. Substantial damage has oc​curred in 90% of all villages and 60% of the cities.
Currently, the dry latrine is the most common practice in Kabul. About 90% of dwellings, have only such latrines in their yards, while 5% have septic tanks but continue to use their dry latrines also. Only 5% of the houses in Kabul have septic tanks and adequate washrooms in good order. Until the treatment of human waste is improved, serious health problems in the solid waste system will continue, since the waste from dry latrines may be dumped on garbage piles.
The amount of war material within the city has led to an increase in waste pickers, who, at great risk, retrieve metals and walk many miles to collect them. The recycling is done in Paki​stan, where many enterprises have come into being based on the metals. The amount of hazardous and toxic materials in the military wreckage means that special measures need to be taken to clear away these wastes and dispose of them safely.
The breakdown of services during the war, and the disruption while fighting between rival groups continues, has destroyed whatever earlier progress had been made in sanitation and waste management. People have had no way to get wastes away from their dwell​ings except to dump it in some vacant spot in the city. Not even school yards are free of the role of garbage dump.
Conclusion

The potential for epidemics of disease is high in Kabul, in rural areas and other towns because of poor sanitation and solid waste management. The problem can only increase with new population pressures as refugees return from neighboring countries, and more people come to Kabul from the devas​tated country areas. A situation that was unacceptable before the war is now grave.
Afghanistan requires a great deal of aid on all fronts to repair the effects of war and political disruption. It is usual for solid waste management to be low priority in such rehabilitation situa​tions. But the rebuilders of the country will put the urban population at great risk if they fail to act on the interrelated problems of sanitation, solid waste and military wastes. One of the most im​portant aspects is that Kabul is totally dependent upon ground water for its water supply, and the lack of proper management of human excreta and solid wastes inevitably contaminates the ground water.
For efficient and environmentally-sound reconstruction and rehabilitation in post-war Afghanistan, the govern​ment and international aid agencies need to consider a practical approach that could include:
· Identification of the contaminated sites, emergency clean-up, and monitoring of water resources;
· Improvement of the existing dry latrines, control over the construction and operation of septic tanks, and planning for a sewer system
· with waste water treatment;
· Consideration of subsidizing community garbage bins;
· Implementation of a public education and awareness program; and
· Research and discussion of options for reducing and treating the solid wastes of the city.
International aid and training will cer​tainly be needed, but it is hoped that after a period, Afghan cities will be able to carry out effective sanitation and solid waste management with appropriate technology and using local resources.
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