ENVIRONMENT MATTERS  - AUG 2009
GOODBYE TO THE BLACK BOX SCHEME?

Waste and recycling are our hot topics in this month’s column.  Households in the UK send over 26.8 million tonnes of rubbish to landfill every year, 7 million tonnes more than any other country in Europe.  That’s half a tonne of rubbish for every person in the country.  Local authorities in Wales are encouraging us all to recycle more of our waste to meet the targets set by the government.
We in Monmouthshire are justifiably proud of our county’s good waste management record.  Monmouthshire has almost reached the recycling target of 40% set for 2009-10 by the Welsh Assembly one year ahead of schedule.  
All recycling, apart from food and garden waste, is currently run by Monmouthshire Community Recycling (MCR) which began its Black Box collection in 2003 and now covers 75% of the county’s population. MCR’s award winning Zero Waste Village projects begun in 2007 in St. Arvan’s and North Abergavenny, two very contrasting areas, set the gold standard for recycling with a twin green and black box system.   St. Arvan’s achieved a recycling rate of 77%, well above the UK recycling target of 70% for 2024.   In North Abergavenny the recycling rate rose from 36%, the lowest in the county, to 69%.
MCR’s success lies in its ability to engage the public wholeheartedly in the recycling process.  Residents have confidence in MCR.  They have the evidence of their own eyes that their carefully separated recyclable waste is posted into the appropriate sections on the MCR “kerbsider” truck.  Householders have shown that they are willing and able to take responsibility for their waste and have got the message that WASTE is not rubbish, it’s a valuable RESOURCE.  

In the light of this MCC’s decision to abandon the Black Box “source separated” scheme and instead to opt for the MCC Waste department’s  “co-mingled” Purple Bag collection is baffling and has caused a public outcry.  
As part of a review MCC monitored parallel trials by MCR and MCC Waste department.  MCR beat MCC on participation rates and weight of recyclable materials collected.  The lower cost per tonne of the Purple Bags was a key factor in the final decision, although MCC’s figures are strongly disputed by MCR, whose kerbside scheme is currently the second cheapest in Wales.
The Purple Sack scheme requires householders to place ALL recyclables in the same plastic sack with no kerbside sorting of waste.  The waste is sorted at a Materials Recycling Facility (MRF) in Cardiff.  MCC believes this scheme will persuade “reluctant recyclers”* to participate more, even though the results of the MCC trial do not bear this out.   The advantage of source separated recycling is that the quality and resale value of the materials collected are high.  With co-mingled collections cross contamination could reduce the value of the recycled material and spoiled materials could end up in landfill.
MCC appears at odds with the Welsh Assembly which recommends source separation on the grounds of cost, quality of the recycled materials, environmental benefit, and local employment.   In spite of this MCC maintains that the co-mingled scheme will be more cost effective and simpler to use.
*MCC Review of Waste and Recycling strategy June 2009      
Sue Harrison - Abergavenny & Crickhowell Friends of the Earth
August 2009
