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Beijing's Solid Waste Recovery System

by Shi Yang and Christine Furedy*
Beijing, the capital of the People's Repub​lic of China, has a population of 10 million people, distributed in 10 urban and 8 rural districts covering an area of 16,800 km? In 1987, the solid wastes generated were estimated to be 11.82 million tons, of which 2.98 tons were domestic solid waste. Statistics based on estimates over a decade show that the average rate of in​crease of solid wastes has been 10.6 % per year. The rate of increase rose rapidly in the late 1970s as a result of economic development, the improvement of collection services and the inclusion of more areas in these services. Another factor has been the decline in the use of solid waste as fertilizer by farmers within the city's jurisdiction (Shi 1989).
The amount of recycling of wastes in Bei​jing has a major effect upon the quantities that the city must dispose of, and the composition of the solid waste. (In turn, the composition affects the ability to re​cycle: one of the reasons why farmers are not taking so much garbage for com​posting is that it now contains more hazard​ous (e.g. glass) and toxic matter.) Beijing would have a serious waste disposal crisis if it were not for the well-organized system of waste recovery in the metropolis, which is part of a country-wide thrust for the efficient use of resources. In 1989, about 500,000 tons of wastes were officially recovered for recycling.
The Beijing Supply and Marketing Co​operative controls materials recovery companies in some of the main districts of the city, and there are recovery networks that operate throughout the area, including the rural districts. The system has redemp​tion stations (to which people and enter​prises bring wastes for sale) and also recov​ery teams that go out and collect recyclables that have been separated at the points of generation (mainly factories, of​fices and hotels). Materials are also ob​tained by itinerant collectors who cover residential areas. There are about 2,000 workers on the recovery side.
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The system employs more than 13,000 people altogether. At the collection depots and warehouses there are about 2,000 do​ing cleaning, selection and measurement. The others are engaged in metallurgical refining, chemical extraction, reassembly, shearing and cutting, pressing, packing and management. In 1984 the various official resource recovery enterprises in Beijing recovered 644,318 tons of wastes, the highest amount in history, totalling a value of 172.1 million Yuan of RMB.
Because the recovery system covers all sectors, not just commercial and domestic, it is not surprising that ferrous scrap is the main material recovered. Paper, glass and plastics are major components, as well as industrial oils. In recent years, other materials that were previously important have declined, for instance bones, rags, hair, and old shoes. There are fluctuations in the amounts of paper, plastic and glass brought in, reflecting changes in the prices offered and the ability of local industries to absorb the wastes at certain times.
A development that is affecting people's co-operation with the system is the decline in the number of area redemption centers, from over 400 in the late 1980s to about 270 at present. The main reason is that the prices offered for most materials have not risen with rises in the costs of living, so that selling wastes to the centers has become less attractive to people and enterprises. Under the new economic rules, the recov​ery companies have to make profits to stay in business, and thus they prefer to deal in the steady and profitable materials, such as metals or electrical cables. In effect, the recovery of lower order resources, such as rags and bones, was subsidized before the economic reforms and so was worthwhile to trade them for recycling.
Not ail of the materials that no longer enter the official system end up at Beijing's dumps, however, since there is now pri​vate enterprise in waste trading, and col​lectors and traders are willing to deal in many items of no interest to the materials recovery companies. This is so because they operate with low overheads, some-

times in illegal premises, and contrive to trade materials beyond Beijing, which is also illegal in many cases. Between the official system and the "informal" one, there is still very thorough waste recovery in China, although the official statistics show a decline in the amounts of wastes recovered (Furedy, 1990).
Nevertheless, it seems inevitable that mod​ernization and economic development will increase Beijing's waste problems because more materials will become unattractive for reuse or uneconomical for recycling. There are several ways that the city could combat this trend: various kinds of subsi​dies could be put in place, in the interest of reducing the costs of solid waste manage​ment; the recovery companies could receive advice to improve their management; impediments to the informal system could be removed; and the public could be better educated about solid waste problems in general and source separation to cut down on the spoiling of recyclable materials.
While other Asian countries are only now beginning to discuss how to make and to implement national waste reduction strate​gies, China has forty years of experience in promoting resource recovery. In Beijing research and discussion to revitalize the recovery system has begun.
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