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WHY RE-INVENT THE WHEEL?
In our previous column we considered MCC’s decision to move away from the kerb-side recycling service provided by MCR and to introduce a so-called “co-mingled” system whereby all recyclables are placed in one bag and sent away for sorting.  I make no apologies for sticking to the topic of household waste in October’s Gazette as recycling is one of the ways in which householders have a direct, hands-on impact on how we care for our environment.    
Councils in Wales are on target to recycle 40% of household waste in 2010 but the long term target of 70% for the year 2024 will require a dramatic increase.  One country that has already achieved this ambitious target is Germany, and Monika Jonat, a German national who recently moved to Abergavenny, has told me how confusing she finds our recycling system compared to the one she is used to at home.  
In particular Monika finds the recycling of plastics quite baffling.  It is far from clear what kinds of plastic can and cannot be recycled.  I think she has a point.  How many of us scratch our heads and try to second guess whether this or that empty container is recyclable or not?  In Monmouthshire MCR recycles plastic bottles, some plastic containers and plastic bags, but many types of plastic are not accepted.  
How much easier it is for householders in Germany to sort their waste!  They simply have to look for a recycling symbol called the Gruner Punkt (Green Dot) to identify which containers and packaging are recyclable.  A yellow bag is provided for all packaging bearing the Green Dot.  No Green Dot means you can’t put it in the bag.  What could be simpler?   What is more anyone who puts the wrong things in the yellow bag risks a fine!  Glass, paper and card have to be taken by householders themselves to collection points.  One distinct advantage is that the Green Dot system is universal throughout Germany.  In Wales recycling systems vary from one county to the next and even from one district to the next within counties.  No wonder there is confusion here.

Consumers here in the UK resent being made responsible for recycling the vast amounts of packaging inflicted on us by manufacturers and retailers.   Why should we pay twice over; firstly for the excessive packaging on the goods we buy and secondly to our local authorities to dispose of it all?  In Germany the cost falls equally on the manufacturers/retailers and the consumers.  Since 1991 German companies have been required by law to contribute to the cost of disposing of their packaging.   They pay a licence fee based on the quantity of packaging used which entitles them to display the Green Dot symbol on their products.  This provides an incentive to reduce packaging in order to cut costs. 
This strategy has enabled the German government to recycle 5 million out of the 7 million tonnes of waste produced annually, topping the European recycling league with a rate of 71%.   We urgently need a comprehensive Wales-wide recycling system based on best environmental practice, and involving the manufacturers far more, to stand any chance of reaching these targets.   Germany has proved it can be done and we could learn a great deal from them.  As Monika says:” Why reinvent the wheel?”
Sue Harrison

Abergavenny and Crickhowell Friends of the Earth

With thanks to Monika Jonat
