THE ABERGAVENNY GREEN FORUM
Welcome to the New Year issue of the Abergavenny Green Forum, the column that keeps you up to date with green issues.  Let’s see if we can make 2009 the year we start reversing the damage we are doing to the environment.  Let’s aim high – for zero carbon, zero pollution and zero waste. 

To start the New Year, we have chosen to focus on WASTE and how to tackle it.  Think of all the cards, wrapping paper, uneaten food, food packaging, Christmas trees and empty bottles we have thrown out over the festive period in addition to our normal rubbish and that should bring the scale of the problem into focus.

LANDFILL – The traditional solution 
The trouble with rubbish is that once it’s taken away it’s out of sight, out of mind. Unfortunately, in the UK, most of it ends up in landfill sites where it contaminates the soil, leaks into the ground water and releases carbon dioxide and methane, both potent greenhouse gases that contribute to global warming.  Imagine how big a hole you would have to dig in your back garden to bury all your own household waste.  Rod Walters of Friends of the Earth says “We should be ashamed that we waste so much and recycle so little. At the landfill site at the top of Merthyr gulls circle overhead and an endless procession of heavy lorries lumber up to tip their loads into it.  We are worse than just about any other European country.”
RECYCLING – Raising our game
What are the alternatives to landfilling our rubbish?  In Monmouthshire we are slowly learning to recycle domestic waste: paper, cardboard, glass, metal, garden waste, textiles, shoes, some plastics, and recycling rates are now about 40%. That meets current government targets but we should not be satisfied with less than 100%.  If we all recycled everything we could that would take care of a large chunk of our domestic waste.  

However we have so far failed to address the issue of biodegradable waste.  62% of municipal solid waste in Wales is biodegradable and about a quarter of that is food waste.  But according to Rod Walters things are going to have to change.  EU legislation obliges all member states to progressively reduce the amount of biodegradable waste going to landfill.  The tough targets are 25% of biodegradable waste recycled by 2010, 50% by 2013 and 65% by 2020.  Local authorities will be fined if they fail to meet these targets and that of course means that Council Tax payers will foot the bill. 
FOOD WASTE COLLECTION – A new initiative 
A ray of hope has appeared on the horizon in the form of a new food waste collection service which has been rolled out to 90% of households in Monmouthshire.  The Blue Bin scheme, managed by Wormtech, composts all the food we throw away. Mixed together with commercial food waste and green waste the end product is natural garden compost.  We should certainly be giving this scheme our full support perhaps with one reservation that the heat produced is wasted, not converted into energy, as it would be in an anaerobic digestion plant like the Greenfinch plant in Ludlow.
MCC’s Waste Officer, Paul Quayle, reports that 350,000 tonnes of food is wasted every year in Wales alone, much of it past its sell-by date or simply surplus to needs.  We all fall for the Buy One Get One Free deals in the supermarkets but we often throw away the “one extra free” portion. One New Year’s resolution should be to resist the temptation to buy more food than we need. Not buying it in the first place is the best solution to waste problems.
INCINERATION – Is it the answer? 

If we don’t make a success of the Blue Bin scheme and Councils can’t dump all the biodegradable waste into landfill any more, what can they do with it? Rod Walters reports that Monmouthshire has joined with four other Councils (Cardiff, Caerphilly, Vale of Glamorgan and Newport) to find a solution.  But it is rumoured that their favoured solution is incineration – enticingly marketed as ‘energy from waste’, and a planning application has already been made for a large incinerator by Viridor Waste. 

We may be relieved to learn that this would not be built on our own doorstep, but in Cardiff Bay. For as well as being a possible health hazard for people living in the area and a disincentive to recycle more, such a ‘solution’ (according to a recent report) would spew CO2 into the atmosphere and be among the very worst options for climate change.  There are better ways of treating waste than incinerating it, e.g. mechanical and biological treatment and anaerobic digestion, which are more environmentally friendly and can extract ‘energy from waste’ more efficiently.

We should all resolve to do more in 2009 to cut down waste.  The old adage REDUCE, REUSE, RECYCLE is a good guide.  Before you buy something stop to think how you will dispose of it without harming the environment.  It’s a sobering thought.
FOOTNOTE
Since we would have a stake in such a large incinerator, readers could send a letter of objection (ref: 08/2616 ‘Viridor incinerator’) to: Andrew Bates, Development Control, Strategic Planning & Environment, City Hall, Cathays Park, Cardiff CF10 3ND.
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