PUBLIC SERVICES AND HEALTH POLICY  

   PANEL – 11 AUGUST 2005

EXECUTIVE COMMITTEE – 15 AUGUST 2005

PART I

  12B.
Update on Green Waste  

(DLE)

1.
Summary
1.1
  This report highlights findings following full implementation of green waste collections and makes recommendations on the use of biodegradable sacks.

2.
Details

2.1 The Public Services & Health Policy Panel at its meeting on 07 October 2004 discussed a report on green waste collections for flats.  The report recommended that sacks not be issued to residents of flats but recommended that green sacks continue to be offered during the remainder of the green waste rollout at a discounted price, and that sale of sacks cease following full implementation in May 2005. This subject was also discussed at the Panel meeting of 11 November (PH.PP 45/04). The Executive Committee agreed these recommendations at its meeting of 15 November (minute  EX 101/04 refers).

2.2 At that time only 40% of the district had in the previous 2 – 3 months been issued with new 240 litre brown bins for collection of green waste for composting.  It had been anticipated that the in-vessel composting plant would be able to accept other organic waste such as cardboard and food waste, but officers were not able to confirm this until the rollout of the third phase in February 2005. 

2.3 Between that time and early June 2005 collections reached all parts of the district, including collection of cardboard and food waste, and officers have been analysing available information. The final phases were implemented up to 2 weeks late due to manufacturing delays.  During June (the first available full month) the average tonnage collected was 40.8 tonnes per day, and a total of 939 tonnes was collected  in that month.  In the first quarter of 2005/06,  the council achieved a figure of  19% of household waste composted. 

2.4 Two main vehicles are deployed each day, with a third vehicle being used ad hoc to deal with especially heavy areas.  Officers believe this represents best use of the resources,  since exact details of  waste arisings in different areas, or various times of the year, were not known in advance. A fourth smaller vehicle collects from rural areas.  

2.5 Once collections had commenced throughout the district officers were surprised by the high tonnages being collected, and two problems with this have come to light. These are detailed in 2.6 to 2.8 below.

2.6 Loss or Damage to Heavy Bins.  Whilst the binlifts are capable of lifting up to 500 Kg,  in cases where the contents of the bin weigh more than 70 Kg,  the bin can be irreparably damaged due to the strain on the lip, causing the lip to tear off.  It is estimated that over 50 bins have been lost because of this.  Collection crews have become skilled at estimating the weight of the bins and assessing the likelihood of the bin being destroyed, however they are unable to provide empirical evidence of the weight of any individual bin and this has caused some customer dissatisfaction.  Officers have spent considerable time talking this through with residents and offering advice.  In some cases the resident has been given a second bin.  Letters and leaflets have been issued to residents where necessary, and this has largely addressed the customer satisfaction issue.  A press release,  designed to inform residents of the good news  that they had enabled large volumes of waste to be composted, was published in the local press on 22 July.  This piece also dealt with the matter of heavy bins, and offered advice to residents on how to minimise any problems.  Officers have also researched the possibility of retro-fitting weighing equipment to the binlifts which would allow a read of the weight of any bin, however the available equipment would be accurate to within a few kilos,  and the apparent cost of £15,000 per vehicle would appear prohibitive.

2.7 Officers in other Hertfordshire authorities have experienced similar problems,  and in some cases difficulties with overloaded collection vehicles have occurred.  The experience with wheeled bins used for general waste in the past has been that initially waste arisings increase by around 10%, and after residents had disposed of unwanted items during the initial phase, the tonnage collected receded to a level lower than this, but not to the pre-bin level.  It is possible that the experience with organic waste  rollouts is repeating this,  with residents clearing material from their gardens which would previously have been left uncleared,  or composted at home.  There is also anecdotal evidence that some residents have emptied the contents of their home composter into the brown bin.  It is however too early to draw firm conclusions at this stage.

2.8 Heavy Bins and Steps.  Another problem which was not forseen is that where the resident leaves the bin for collection in a position where it requires to be pushed up or down steps, steep slopes or uneven surfaces.  A number of properties have come to light where this problem exists.  These problems tend to occur where there is an assisted collection, or where the curtilage of the property has historically been taken to be at a position at the top or bottom of a flight of steps. Such locations have not presented a major problem up until now because of the considerably smaller weight of the contents of recycling boxes or 140 litre refuse bins.  The first examples of this problem came to light only when the crew reported them,  and only then when there were accidents or near-misses.  There have been two incidents where operatives have suffered back injuries, from which they have fully recovered.  A fuller picture of the extent of the problem is now emerging and it is estimated that there are approximately 300 properties affected.

2.9 Officers have responded to these health & safety issues by ensuring that risk assessments are carried out at all the known addresses where this problem occurs, and by encouraging the crews to report difficulties.  Officers have advised residents of the nature of the problems and generally residents have been understanding and supportive. Much effort is put in to assuring residents that solutions will be found.  In the immediate short term residents can choose to relinquish their bin and manage without this part of the service until a better solution is found, or to accept a 140 litre bin where practical.  Many others however have agreed to place garden waste in the existing green sacks,  which are then collected by the residual waste crews.  Obviously this step has been taken purely as an immediate short term measure to ensure service continuity while a safe, practical long term solution is found. 

2.10 Members will recall that the decision was also taken that residents of flats be given the opportunity to participate in organic waste collections at the same time as dry recycling is rolled out to blocks of flats.  By 22 July 130 out of 219 blocks of flats have been issued with dry recycling facilities, and of these,  60 blocks also have organic waste bins in place.  Members will also recall that at the time of that decision it was not confirmed that cardboard and food waste would definitely be included.

3.
Options/Reasons for Recommendation
3.1 An option which was considered some time ago, prior to the announcement of DEFRA funding,  is that of re usable, hessian type sacks.  The advantage of these sacks is that they are reusable and simple to use.  The disadvantages are that they can become too heavy to lift safely into a vehicle designed for bin lifting operation,  they can become torn and require replacing and, now that food waste and cardboard can be included, would be prone to food residue leaching out.

3.2 So called biodegradable sacks have been available for many years but are not suitable for the in-vessel composter since most of these are more accurately photo-degradable and polymer based.  Recent developments have seen the introduction of corn starch based bags which are fully biodegradable and not polymer based.  Discussions with staff at the in-vessel plant have concluded that it is too early to be sure but that it is felt likely that such bags  will start to be seen arriving at the plant,  but also that their use in high numbers should not be encouraged at this stage.  It was stated that the bags break down, but not completely.  The manufacturers of these bags envisage residents filling them with food waste in the kitchen to avoid frequent trips outside and as an improvement over newspaper, and so they are likely to be collected by Three Rivers crews in the brown bins and deposited at the Harefield plant for composting.  Because of the concerns expressed by the composting plant managers however officers would not recommend these sacks as a solution to the problem outlined in 2.7 above. 

3.3 A third option would be to use compostible paper sacks.  The advantages with these sacks are that they are durable enough for single use, being double layered,  the size can be specified to minimise manual handling risks, they are fully biodegradable and are made from paper which is a material of which the in-vessel plant has experience.  The paper used in their manufacture has been recycled.  

3.4 In addition to the three options above, officers will endeavour to provide residents with other measures before resorting to a sack solution.  Such measures include examining an alternative collection point if possible, and offering a 140 brown bin as an alternative to the 240. Members will appreciate that there are sufficient stocks of 140 bins to facilitate this since there was only a very low uptake of the offer of a 140 bin as an alternative to the 240.

4.
Policy/Budget
4.1 The recommendations  of this report will enable officers to effect a solution to the problems highlighted in 2.7 above whilst ceasing use of green sacks, in line with Council policy. 

4.2 Financial Implications
5.1 The cost of the bins lost due to the issues detailed in  2.5 above is estimated at £775.  This amount is manageable within existing budgets since a small number of residents opted out of the scheme and so there are sufficient bins available to cope with this small loss.

5.2 The cost of purchasing additional green sacks amounts to £750.  This amount would nevertheless have required to be spent since there were delays in the final phases of the rollout, necessitating purchase of the minimum quantity of green sacks possible.  Again this amount can be met within contingencies. 

5.3 The cost of purchasing  paper sacks as detailed in 3.3 above would be £5,000 per annum.  This is based on 2 sacks per week to each of 300 properties affected.  This amount can be met from existing budgets for the remainder of the current year.

6. Legal Implications
6.1
None specific to this report

7. Environmental Implications
7.1
If a solution is not found to the problems outlined above, the residents of around 300 properties will not be afforded an opportunity to dispose of their organic waste for composting.  The recommendation will enable the resulting 60 tonnes to be composted.

8. Community Safety Implications
8.1
None specific to this report

9. Customer Services Centre & Website Implications
9.1
Details will be given to the customer service centre and be posted on the website.  It is essential however that this is done in a way which will not encourage residents to apply for  this solution on their own accord.

10. Staffing Implications
10.1
Operational staff will benefit by the eradication of manual handling hazards.

11. Risk Management Implications
11.1
  The risk management implications are 1) unacceptable health & safety risks to operational staff; and 2) the risk of adverse publicity arising from the council’s inability to provide equality of service delivery, and reliance on landfill,  if the recommendation is not approved.

12.  
Recommendation
12.1
T  o Executive Committee: That the problems identified in the report be noted, and that approval be given to address these problems by the use of compostable sacks as detailed in 3.3 above. 
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