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Two weeks ago, the Okhla compost plant in Delhi became the first municipal compost plant in India to
win carbon credits. Priyanka Kotamraju visits it to record the j Journey of trash to compost

O weeks ago, when the Okhla
compost plant in Delhi was awarded
carbon credits by the United Nations
Framework Convention on Climate

. Change, 35-year-old Leju Valson,
Manager (Operations) at the Okhla plant, had
quietly chuckled. The plant, he says, had been
accumulating carbon credits since 2009, but
this time when credits swelled to 18,225, mak-
ing it India’s first municipal compost plant to
receive carbon credits, it had finally made
ner Ve're the first compost plant to receive
caru... credits. These credits are like shares
which are traded on the carbon market by na-
tions. Developed nations have a mandate to re-
duce greenhouse gas emissions and one way
they can do this is by investing in environment-
friendly technologies in developing countries
that accrue carbon credits,” says Valson. .

It's 9 am. The plant’s morning shift had al-
ready begun at 6 am. Fresh piles of municipal

solid waste have just arrived at the plant. Deliv-; -

eries of municipal waste come at least twice a
day. Heaps of waste are stacked in orderly
rows—fresh malodorous heaps right out in the
front, with stray animal and bird visitors, older
mounds behind the fresh ones, darker and
browner, ready for the composting process to
take over.

Construction is on at the six-acre facility, lo-
cated in the dust-laden backyard of Delhi’s
sewage treatment plant, for expansion in ca-
pacity. By June, the plant will be able to process
500 tonnes of municipal solid waste a day from
the current capacity of 200 tonnes per day.
Delhi generates 7,000-8,000 tonnes of waste
per day, most of which goes to dump sites
where anaerobic decomposition occurs which
leads to greenhouse gas emissions. “There are
two-three landfill sites, but they really are
dump sites. A landfill is a pit that is coated with
a liner into which waste is placed and sealed
but that’s not the case with our dump sites,”

Ce me mmeeu VL AU SUUW UG U HUR

says Valson. The Okhla compost plant, which is
a PPP between Delhi’s municipal body and
IL&FS Infrastructure, along with the Timarpur
Waste Management plant across the road, an
IL&FS plant at Burari, the Ghazipur plant and
the Narela-Bawana plant, will together harness
5,800 tonnes of waste a day into useful energy
sources by 2014, which is still pot enough to
handle urban waste generated in Delhi.
“Waste is a misplaced resource,” says Val-
son. “It’s primarily a city problem and it needs to
be treated in the cities. After collection of munic-
ipal waste from households, there are three
ways of disposal-—composting units, bio-
methanation to produce bio-gas, and recovering
heat energy in the form dry fuels from com-
bustible fractions.” Municipal solid waste from

households comprises organic waste, moisture, -

plastics, sand and combustible fractions. One of
the major problems in treating urban waste
comes at the very first stage of collection from
/hauseholds. For coiposting units, segrdgation
of waste to collect.only organic waste is the
most laborious task. “Otir societies don't be-
have like western countries, where they segre-
gate waste at household level. Ideally, when
household waste is collected, food/organic

waste should be separated from plastlcs andj

ceramics,” Valson says.

- Of 200 tonnes of waste per day, about 1520 :

per cent is converted into compost. “When
garbage comes from sabzi mandis, it is rich in
organic waste, so we get a higher yield of com-
post,” says Valson, laughing that the smells are
also richer on those days. The composting
process takes about seven weeks, with 10
hours of pre-screening processes per day. The
waste is subjected to multiple levels of me-
chanical screening and refining. First the waste
is passed through 200 mm screens—trommel
separators with rotating screens—then

- through 80 mm screens where air density sepa-

rators are employed to pick out heavier organic

(From Top) Fresh waste is screened to
remove sand, silt, moisture to get
ready-to-market compost

particles. By then, moisture, ceramics, plastics

and dry combustibles have been removed to

leave organic waste behind. After four weeks,

the organic waste is passed through 35 mm

screens, and finally through 16 mm screens

that remove fine sand and silt and also have

magnetic separators to remove nails. Seven -
weeks later, fine, pure compost is ready for use

in the farming sector.

As the bobeaf machines rev up to separate
silt from the waste, Valson says, “There is no
waste that can’t be put to use....except for plas-
tics!”

This isn't his first brush with managing
waste. At home in Kottayam, Kerala, Valson
says he grew up watching his father compost
household waste. “I remember, for my sister’s
wedding, we had 700-800 guests. My father
made compost out of all the waste from that
wedding and used that in the fields. We used to
compost all the household waste on a weekly
basis.”

Besides fertiliser companies that aré man-
dated to stock natural compost, 60-70 nurs-
eries in Delhi also stock the compost produced
at the Okhla plant. “In this plant, all wastes are
utilised—organic waste for compost, com-
bustibles for dry fuel, sand and glass for-ce-
ramic.industries: But the other problem that.
waste-management industries face is of sus-
tainability. The transport costs of distribution
are borne by us and they’re equivalent to the
production costs. The government has laws for
hazardous waste, batteries, e-waste, plastics,
but there are no incentives for people to get
into this industry,” Valson says of prob]ems
plaguing the industry.

The Okhla plant has processed more than
200,000 tonnes of municipal solid waste since
operations began in 2008. Put simply, the
amount of greenhouse gas emissions reduced
by the plant is equivalent to havmg a vehicle-
free Delhi for a day.



