	Back to Interest Areas
	Home


socrec87.doc

Resources and Conservation, 13 (1987) 103—108
SOCIAL CONSIDERATIONS IN THE RECYCLING

OF ORGANIC WASTES*
C. FUREDY
York University, Toronto (Canada)
(Received May 31,1986; accepted June 19, 1986)
ABSTRACT

This paper argues that the importance and nature of organic recycling in rural and urban areas in Asia is little understood. Many proposals for large-scale waste recycling are formu​lated without consideration of the consequences of diverting resources from the use of poorer sections of the community, and stores of traditional knowledge and experience are overlooked. An important aspect of future social research on organic waste recycling should be a study of current practices as the starting point for understanding the role of recycling in communities and the potential for beneficial development. Non-governmental organizations working at the grassroots can be sources of valuable information on com​munity practices and attitudes.
INTRODUCTION

Environmental and social importance of biomass in third-world communities

The use of biomass is fundamental in developing countries and, similarly, biomass recycling and reuse is an essential component of the life styles of the poor. A 'grassroots' perspective on organic recycling might lead to the quest​ioning of common assumptions in discussions of recycling that are geared to new techniques. In particular, it must first be asked whether residues regarded as wastes by international agencies, local authorities or entrepreneurs are in​deed wastes. In fact, current definitions of residues and wastes are often vague, and estimates of available wastes so gross as to be of little use in plan​ning. It is common for national planners to speak of the availability of wastes for large-scale projects without any reference to their everyday use by poor communities. When attempts are made to divert these residues, however, it may emerge that they are not, indeed, wastes but essential ingredients in the lives of poor villagers or townsfolk. (This is apparent in a report on waste utilization in India where it was noted that paper manufacturers were unable
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to secure large quantities of bagasse from sugar cane growing districts because of its local use as fuel) [1].
As Agarwal [2] has pointed out,
'the vast majority of the rural household (of India) meet their daily household needs through biomass or biomass-related products, which are mostly collected freely from the immediate environment. In short, they live within none other than a biomass-based, sub​sistence economy.' (p. 6) 'Biomass resources not only meet crucial household needs but they also provide a range of raw materials for traditional occupations and crafts and are, hence, a major source of employment.' (p. 7).
Examples of materials widely used by the poor for fuel, fodder or fertilizer are bagasse, rice straw, market garden wastes, food wastes, cow and buffalo dung, sawdust and night soil. Competition for residues is not confined to that between traditional users and new commercial users. There may be competi​tion within traditional agricultural systems, as between padi culture and aqua-culture over sewage or manure.
While obviously the greatest amount of organic recycling takes place in rural communities, recycling practices in cities and urban fringe areas should not be overlooked. Urban agriculture (home gardens, animal herding) is extensive in many Asian cities, if little documented. In Calcutta, cow and buffalo dung are almost instantly recycled, while the city population benefits from the thorough use of sewage and garbage in aquaculture and market gardening at the urban edge [3]. Currently, organic recycling may be prac​ticed in cities more than is realized; the potential may be greater than any one has conceived. Included in organic recycling are a number of practices unrelated to agriculture, aquaculture, or fuel production, for instance, the use of water hyacinths harvested from fish ponds to produce fibre for making mats and baskets.
Awareness of the consequences of diverting wastes to new uses or new users must be intrinsic to the planning of recycling, and awareness of current uses may help prevent investment in costly white elephants, such as the mechanical compost plant in Calcutta, which sits within sight of the extensive natural system of composting at the garbage dump that has produced a rich and economical growing medium for over a hundred years. Even schemes which would seem to keep the prevailing employment patterns while rational​izing production and marketing, such as proposals for 'organized scavenging' at city dumps, may have unanticipated consequences for the poor, for al​though scavengers continue in their jobs, and may even earn more, the prod​ucts of their labour may no longer be available to the same groups as before [4].
Current approaches to integrating “social considerations” into recycling pro​jects and research
In spite of statements over decades of the importance of taking social, economic and cultural variables into account in planning, research and inter-
vention, there is still a long way to go to reach a generally integrated approach in this area. Social considerations are often just tacked on to projects as tokenism, or are very limited in scope. The aim of understanding social vari​ables is often a narrow social-engineering one, where people's attitudes, values and behaviour are seen as barriers to acceptance of new techniques. The social surveys are conducted with the aim of finding the best way of 'educating' the community to accept new ideas or methods.
Obviously, a great deal is left out in such approaches, for instance, the possibility that local communities have knowledge and experience based on traditions of waste use, knowledge that, despite its limitations, could be the basis for ecological planning geared to local needs. These approaches, too, inevitably undermine communties' sense of confidence in their perceptions and experience.
One rarely finds any wider societal discussion of the implications of re​cycling, or of changes in resources or recycling methods (although experience with biogas manufacture has recently spurred considerable debate).
It is not just technologists and scientists who are responsible for these over​sights; indeed, social scientists may be taken even more to task, for they have shown little sustained interest in traditional systems of environmental knowl​edge. And, it must be noted that some social scientists with field experience have been insensitive to social dynamics in waste utilization.
Towards a more balanced approach to understanding the social aspects of organic recycling
A more balanced approach will not be achieved by simply calling for more social research or for more detailed social components to be included in pro​jects. The conception of what constitutes 'social considerations' must be broadened. This includes the kind of basic issues raised above. The vision of 'social' must be society-wide, not confined to community-level interactions. One of the most vital research needs now is an understanding of current practices in organic recycling, in both rural and urban areas. This includes not mere categorization of myriads of practices, but an understanding of how people make decisions about resource use and how they integrate an understanding of biological processes into their agricultural and social cycles. Murton [5] has recently suggested how agricultural knowledge relates to the operation and persistence of social systems: he points out the importance of hierarchical ordering of phenomena in Hinduism, including resources, and the consequences of such ordering for resource control and use. It may be noted that wastes are very particularly 'placed' in such world views.
Recycling patterns can reveal much of the structure of resource availability and control throughout a region or country, of the basic needs of the poorest groups. Knowledge of these patterns can be the starting point for assessing environmentally beneficial or damaging effects of recycling. Furthermore, it is generally true that new approaches that are built upon customary practices and current needs are more likely to gain acceptance.
Since women and children are the principal recuperators and recyclers of organic materials in third world communities, this approach puts the spot​light on their role in the 'informal economy' and enhances awareness of how recycling reduces the need for cash and for commercial products, or plays a role in producing supplementary income for poor families.
Ancillary to documenting current practices is historical research to reveal customs that have diminished or died out in this century in certain areas (urban fringe areas will be particularly important here). There is the possibil​ity of reviving and augmenting traditional skills with the aid of new knowl​edge and incentives.
Attitudinal studies should not be confined to learning whether new tech​niques will gain acceptance in communities. Fundamental values about wastes and food nourished by wastes have hardly been examined in developing countries.
Practical considerations in achieving a more balanced approach

There are numerous barriers to achieving a social perspective in organic waste recycling. It is easy to design a comprehensive study on paper; all the variables on which data should be gathered — demography, health status, social organization, attitudes, sanitary habits, agricultural practices etc. — are known. The prospect of there being many well-designed, comprehensive studies in the near future is dim. There are very few sociological or anthropo​logical studies of relevance and few scholars working in this area. Local authorities lack staff trained in social research and the training of persons involved in waste management and the planning of recycling projects tends not to make them aware of, or sympathetic to, a grassroots perspective.
One source of information could be non-governmental organizations (NGOs) working with poor groups who live by or practice organic recycling. These organizations are not often equipped for systematic data-gathering, but they have an understanding of the life styles of their target groups which can provide insights into the role of recycling in their lives. Effective tapping of this understanding may require a change of attitude on the part of many local authorities towards such voluntary agencies; they would have to work co-operatively in this information-sharing.
If the importance of information about recycling is generally understood, opportunities can be taken for piggy-backing research in conjunction with other studies. For instance, studies of fuel needs and use, or of energy-use pollution, could provide data on the recycling of materials as fuel.
Anthropologists, geographers, historians, even linguists (because proverbs can give us insight into knowledge and attitudes, cf. the Kannada proverb 'waste is food') can be urged to gather data on recycling in their field work.
At the same time, governments and international organizations should be cautioned against disseminating inaccurate estimates of resources available for diversion to commercial uses and urged to take a wider view of the role of organic recycling in developing countries.
CONCLUSION

It is not intended in this paper to diminish the value of technical and sci​entific research on the better utilization of organic wastes. Few rural and urban communities in developing countries today make the best use of their organic wastes or use optimal techniques for recycling that are ecologically sound. Research in recent decades has led to the development of methods with the potential to greatly improve resource use at the village and com​munity level while conserving and improving the biomass and the environ​ment in general. But such research does not address — and it cannot be the role of such researchers to address — more fundamental societal questions, such as who decides what constitutes the 'best' use of organic wastes? Issues of the use of scarce resources in developing societies must be discus​sed in the broadest possible contexts, with the participation of all interested parties.
Informed debate cannot proceed without adequate information on people's needs and practices. The lack of information relating to social considerations in the recycling of organic wastes must be considered a serious impediment at this time to progress in humane, environmentally sound, and wise recycling in urban and rural areas.
In spite of the many difficulties in obtaining the information essential to a more integrated approach, much can be done if the essential questions that direct attention to grassroots needs and behaviours are posed, and the avail​able sources of knowledge are tapped, while capacity to conduct integrated research is expanded.
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