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Radio Beijing Interview Re:

Symposium on Managing Solid Wastes in Asian Cities.

Sept. 11, 1988

You are listening to Radio Beijing's English Service. It is time now for a talk show. I'm Shi Yang. With me in this studio is Dr. Christine Furedy, a Canadian professor teaching at York University in Toronto.  She's now in China to attend the international conference on the management of solid wastes.
Dr. Furedy let's start with the conference itself. What exactly is the conference concerned with?
Furedy: This conference was organized by the United Nations Centre for Regional Development that is based in Nagoya, Japan, and the Chinese Research Academy of Environmental Sciences, with support from government departments such as the Ministry of Urban Construction. The main purpose was to bring together people with knowledge of the "solid waste", that is, the garbage, problems of large cities, how these problems are changing and what are the methods by which we can deal with the garbage effectively. So there were representatives from several Asian countries—a large group from Japan and otherwise from Sri Lanka, India, Thailand, the Philippines, and Singapore.

Interviewer: Now let's make the topic clear first of all. How big is the waste problem, because I don't think many of our listeners would understand the problem? Why is this international symposium held to discuss a problem like garbage? Why is it so important?

Furedy: It's an increasing problem because we are all' producing more and more waste in our daily lives and also waste from commercial enterprise and shops, restaurants and industries. And on the average each person produces between half a kilo to one kilo of waste per day.
In the big cities of China the amount of solid waste that may have to be removed by the city and disposed of in some manner may be eight thousand tons per day, which is an enormous amount. It takes a great deal of money from the municipal funds to deal with this.  In the Asian cities it's necessary to aim for waste removal every day because of the rapid decomposition of the organic matter in the garbage. That, again, creates a great stress upon municipal resources. There are some trends taking place in the Asian cities which are exacerbating the problem of waste collection and disposal.

Interviewer: Now, is there any specific significance to holding the conference here in China?

Furedy: Yes, indeed. Until now China has not paid a great deal of attention to some aspects of its solid waste management. But, as you are aware, China, in recent years, has developed a high consciousness of environmental problems of all kinds and particularly some of the environmental problems of cities. Among those problems we have to count the fact that solid waste is increasing. The cities are growing but the garbage that is produced in the city is growing at a faster rate than the cities themselves. If the city is growing at 3% or 4% per cent annually we find figures of the rate of garbage growth of 6% to 7% per cent annually. At the same time, as the cities grow, the space available for dumping the garbage shrinks.  Some Chinese cities are in a real crisis situation in trying to find some place to dumping the garbage. So, the awareness of a mounting crisis in solid waste management has come to China but until fairly recently there was very little research on this aspect of Chinese urbanization. 

Interviewer:  So this conference, in other words, is trying to find out ways to solve this problem, and at the same time alert the Chinese that this is a big problem and you'd better do something about it?

Furedy: That's quite right. I think that there were several aspects of the conference goals. One was to bring forward some basic information about the nature of the solid waste—the composition of the garbage in the cities, and the basic services that the cities provide. The second was to identify the main problems that are being experienced largely from the point of view of the municipal managers who have to deal with the problems. And the third one was to come up with some recommendations in a comparative context. That is to say, to what extent do the large Asians cities, including China’s cities, share the same problems? To what extent are some of the solutions that are being tried applicable in a number of cities, and to what extent must each city work out its own solutions?

Interviewer: I'm not an expert in this area, but I heard that waste (I mean the garbage) can be burned and produce electricity. Is that right? Are many other good ways to deal with wastes?

Furedy: Yes. You have identified one of the topics of discussion at the conference, namely, the appropriateness of incineration for disposing of garbage and giving us some recycling or "energy recovery" options. There was quite a large delegation from Japan (which represents very high technology in solid waste management) and we heard how Japanese cities do a large amount of incineration and energy recovery. The big question is: how appropriate is that high technology incineration for other Asian cities? This was a point of great debate.

Interviewer: It's not a very easy question to be resolved. Furedy: Well, I think we can say, looking at the nature of the garbage produced in many Asian cities, that the incineration option, at the present, is not economically feasible. You see, the waste in Japanese cities is much, much easier to burn. But if you look at the composition of, for instance, the waste of Beijing or Shanghai, you find that a very large percentage is inorganic matter—that is, your coal cinders and ash and dust, some refuse from building construction, broken glass and things like that. You cannot burn these inorganic materials very easily. It requires fuel to start to incinerator. The recovery of energy, if anything, may be less than the cost of building and running the incinerator. For the most part, the Asian cities cannot at the moment see incineration as very feasible. I5tervij|wer: What would you say is the best way to deal developing Asian countries' waste problems, then? Did any of the delegates give good suggestions?

Furedy: I think we all agreed that we have to start with the very generation of waste. We have to produce less waste in our way of living. Very importantly, waste must be less hazardous, because one of the very big problems is the hazardous materials in the waste (such as used batteries or solvents) which contaminate the garbage dump and begin to contaminate' the ground water. So we wish to bring about some changes in products and life​styles to cut down on waste generation in the first place. The second point is we have to promote recycling and reuse in every possible way so that there is less waste to be disposed of.

Interviewer: Dr. Furedy, you are a social scientist so why you are attending this conference? Are you attending this conference to become a expert of solid waste treatment or you are looking at it the problem from a different angle?

Furedy:  I would say I am looking at it from a different angle. My point of view is this: we cannot understand the wastes of cities without understanding people. It is people who create the waste by their ways of living and by their ways of throwing away, and people's attitudes and understanding about waste will also be extremely important in the way in which any city or any country can deal with its waste problems. So the social component in terms of life styles and environmental awareness is absolutely critical to dealing effectively with the mounting waste problems. But so far very few social scientists in the world have taken any notice of solid waste management, particularly for the Asian cities. I may be one of very few people who has a social interest in these problems.

Interviewer: So in other words you are trying to persuade people that as the economy develops, as the people's living standards improve, everybody should still be aware that they should create less waste, as little waste as possible. Is that what you are trying to tell them?

Furedy: Yes. I wish to promote the reduction of waste and the recycling of waste materials in every possible way. And I think that requires some understanding of people's values and also of their psychology. The other social interest I have is in looking at the ways in which people in cities recycle wastes, particularly poor people. In many Asian cities there are many people dependent on gathering waste materials and reusing them, because they cannot afford to participate in the money economy as much as the more affluent classes.

Interviewer: But correct me if I'm wrong. There seems to be at least an uphill battle to fight against the increase of the habit of throwing away. I remember back in the seventies, or even later in the early eighties, people here in Beijing certainly didn't throw away as much as they do now. Isn't that an impossible battle to win on your part? What is the solution? 

Furedy: It's a very difficult battle but, quite frankly, if we don't win this battle, we will in future decades be almost buried by our own wastes. Our living environment will become intolerable because of the inability to dispose of the waste we create.
Now the question is: do we wait until we reach that point of intolerability or do we begin now to change attitudes and to change behaviours? I certainly think we have to begin now. I think that every person growing up should be taken to visit the local dump site. In fact, in Japan, in school, every child is taken to the incinerator plant and taught something about the waste problems of their city. I would like to see this happen in every city in the world. Whatever the method of disposal, the school children and also the adults, should visit the waste disposal place and simply see the quantities of garbage that are coming out of the city every day. If you could see that, you would be so shocked that you immediately begin to think: "I, even as an individual, I must do something about this."

Interviewer: Well that's certainly something necessary, I can agree with you on that. But, on the other hand, there's a commercial force in the society that encourages people to spend more money, even to throw away. The implication is that you have to spend more than you need to or buy more than you need to. And so there's going to be increasing waste. What would you suggest as something be done in that area?
Furedy: We can look to the examples of Japan and some of the other European countries—now America and Canada as well—where the government is beginning to require a responsibility on the part of industries and manufacturers regarding the ultimate waste problem of their products. For instance, unnecessary packaging—too many layers of plastic and too much cardboard in the box, and so on. Some countries are moving to the point of putting a penalty on those producers who are being wasteful in the way in which they package goods. In other cases, if the product is made in such a way as to be easily recyclable then there will be some tax benefit—tax reduction or other sort of benefit—given to the company to encourage them to continue in that practice. Just as when we require a deposit on a bottle to encourage the consumer to return the bottle to the shop, there are many different techniques whereby one can encourage the producer to be more environmentally-conscious. I think that there are many ideas coming forward now.

Interviewer: That's certainly something that people should do. But in China we used to recycle everything, including empty toothpaste tubes, and of course bottles. Every bottle could be returned to the shop and sold back to the shop owners. But now it's difficult. First of all people, don't want to return those bottles. They think: "that's small money, that's insignificant." Secondly, many of the shops don't recycle them, don't accept them any more, and apparently there's a big problem here in China.

Furedy:  Yes, I was extremely sorry to hear about the development of these trends in China. I came to China in May for three weeks and visited five cities and in each city I was told the same thing. China had very good systems for resource recovery and recycling, but certain aspects of those systems are declining, particularly with regard to the bottles. And, at the same time, the use of plastic is increasing and that is accumulating at the dump sites.
Well, all I can say about this is that you need a general public awareness of the consequence of each individual act. When you throw away the bottle, when you do not return it for the deposit, you are contributing to a very large problem. It is not a trivial act. It is a very significant act, what each individual does with his or her own wastes.

Interviewer: Just now you mentioned that you are also interested in the social status and livelihood of individual garbage collectors. What did you find out in China?

Furedy: We were talking a moment ago about the problem of people and shops not being so interested in certain kinds of wastes. Yet because you have poor people in the suburban or rural areas around your cities those people are coming into the cities to gather those wastes. So at the present time not many of those items are reaching the dumping sites. They are still being gathered up, not by the system of the citizens of the city taking their bottles to the waste collection station, but by the "free collectors" coming in and going around and gathering those items. This of course is a very good service for the community, but there are some social problems connected with such waste gathering.
Interviewer: Just now you said that these are "poor people" but I would have to say that these poor people doing free collecting of garbage are making quite big money here in China. It seems to me some of them chose to do it instead of being forced to do it.

Furedy: Yes, I was quite surprised to learn this, although this pattern is apparent in other Asian cities also. If you can gather certain valuable materials, paper and plastics, for instance, or even metals if you can find them, you can earn ten to twenty yuan a day and in a year perhaps even two or three times what a university professor might earn. That is obviously one reason why these activities are attracting people, particularly people who are out of work or who come from very poor regions.

Interviewer: You said that the even though these people are making some good money they also face problems. What are these problems? 

Furedy: The main problems is if people go to the garbage dump site to gather these materials. In that case, those materials have been mixed together with food waste, industrial waste, even in some cases, sewage sludge, or drain cleanings or human feces (coming from for instance the feces of children who have not used the lavatories or latrine). So to "unscramble", to take apart, all the garbage mixed at the garbage dump and take out only the valuable bottle, or the plastic, or the paper, is an extremely dirty and hazardous job. If you've been to a dump site you know there are many flies, there are rats, even snakes. The smell is very bad. The work is very dirty. We do not like to see people having to do such hazardous and dirty work. I think this is one of the main problems.

Interviewer: What would you say is the biggest achievement of this conference, I mean this symposium?

Furedy:  A great deal of information was brought forward as a result of the conference which has never been gathered before and never been given any public airing. There were about fifty-five Chinese participants. People are concerned with waste management in various ways throughout China and they wrote many papers also.  So the wealth of information brought forward by the papers of the foreign participants and the Chinese participants probably represents the best collection of information on solid waste problems for Asia that has ever been created. That was one thing—the creating and gathering of information. The other achievement, I think, was to help us understand what are the common matters that concern all the Asian cities and to what extent is each city individual, having to face its problems and deal with its solutions for itself. Finally, a great deal of interest was created by the conference in future collaboration, the sharing of information and collaborative research.

Interviewer: So you are bringing back these messages to Canada?

Furedy: I'm a university professor. I'm teaching urban studies and environmental studies.  So my main role is to educate the students on the growing problems of waste management in the world. But as a researcher, my main connections are with people interested in this problem throughout Asia. So I will be sharing my observations with many people in different Asian countries who were not at the conference.

Interviewer: O.K. thank you very much for this very interesting and informative interview. 

Furedy: You're very welcome. Thank you.
