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N E W  D E L H I  ( T h o m s o n  Re u t e r s 
Foundation): Water scarcity could lead to 
conflict between communities and nations 
as the world is still not fully aware of  the 
water crisis many countries face as a result 
of  climate change, the head of  the UN panel 
of  climate scientists warned on Tuesday.

T h e  l at e s t  re p o r t  f ro m  t h e  U N 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
(IPCC) predicts a rise in global temperature 
of  between 0.3 and 4.8 degrees Celsius (0.5 to 
8.6 Fahrenheit) by the late 21st century.

Countries such as India are likely to be hit 
hard by global warming, which will bring 
more freak weather such as droughts that 
will lead to serious water shortages and 
affect agricultural output and food security.

“Unfortunately, the world has not real-
ly woken up to the reality of  what we are 
going to face in terms of  the crises as far as 
water is concerned,” IPCC Chair Rajendra 
Pachauri told participants at a conference 
on water security.

“If  you look at agricultural products, if  
you look at animal protein – the demand for 
which is growing – that’s highly water inten-
sive. At the same time, on the supply side, 
there are going to be several constraints. 
Firstly because there are going to be pro-
found changes in the water cycle due to cli-
mate change.”

Development experts around the world 
have become increasingly concerned about 
water security in recent years.

More frequent floods and droughts caused 
by climate change, pollution of  rivers and 
lakes, urbanisation, over-extraction of  
ground water and expanding populations 
mean that many nations such as India face 
serious water shortages.

In addition, the demand for more power 
by countries like India to fuel their econom-
ic growth has resulted in a need to harness 
more water for hydropower dams and nucle-
ar plants.

The dry months of  June and July, during 
which there are frequent power cuts and 
water shortages, offer a snapshot of  the 
pending water crisis in India.

Hospitals in New Delhi cancelled surgery 
at one point in 2013 because they had no 
water to sterilise instruments, clean operat-
ing theatres or for staff  to wash their hands. 
Upmarket shopping malls selling luxury 
brands were forced to switch off  air condi-
tioners and shut toilets.

Pachauri said it was necessary to bring in 
technology to help harness water more effi-
ciently, particularly in agriculture where 
there is a lot of  wastage.

“Naturally, this (water crisis) is also 
going to lead to tensions – probably some 
conflict between riparian groups and ripar-
ian states,” he said. India, as both an upper 
and lower riparian nation, finds itself  at 
the centre of  water disputes with its east-
ern and western downstream neighbours 
– Bangladesh and Pakistan – which accuse 
New Delhi of  monopolising water flows.

By Pierre Lecocq

MUNICIPAL waste management 
is a critical issue that impacts 
the daily life of  all citizens: 
poor waste collection may cause 
bad smell and flooding due to 
litter blocking stor m water 
drains; landfill sites may affect 
the life of  residents due to scat-
tered plastic bags and result in 
both olfactory and visual pollu-
tion. Waste management is crit-
ical for our well-being but most 
people are unaware of  it. How 
does it actually work?

Well, if  you live in Colombo, 
such as the author of  the arti-
cle; you probably sort glass and 
may use some organic waste for 
producing homemade compost 
but all your other trash is com-
bined in the same bin. This bin 
is emptied by a garbage truck 
one to three times a week and 
sent to one of  the two main open 
dumps in the Western Province.

Dumping waste is an easy and 
an inexpensive way of  dispos-
ing waste. However, on the long 
term, this is not sustainable 
because of  the negative conse-
quences on ground and water 
pollution on the environment 
and public health.

Colombo is a clean city and 
waste collection does not appear 
to be a problem; however there 
is a lot of  potential for improve-
ment on the treatment and dis-
posal of  waste. With technologi-
cal improvement, a combination 
of  technologies is now available 
to ensure proper treatment and 
conversion of  waste in valuable 
energy or recycled material.

State-of-the- art 
recycling technology

The obvious resource comes 
from recycling. There are a few 
small recycling facilities within 
the city but no large scale pub-
lic sector-led recycling program 
that would allow waste sorting 
in a systematic manner to fully 
take advantage of  the vari-
ous resources contained in the 
waste (metal, plastics, glass…).

In addition, recent develop-
ments enable taking advan-
tage of  types of  waste that are 
not directly reusable. Through 
state-of-the-art technologies, 
bearing names such as anaero-
bic digestion, gasification or 
pyrolysis, it is now possible to 
convert organic waste in bio-
methane, an inflammable gas 
that can be used to produce elec-
tricity and steam or to be used 
as a fuel in CNG (compressed 
natural gas)-driven vehicles. 
Plastic can also be converted in 

value-added oil, or in electricity.
Incineration may be a comple-

ment for the inorganic portion 
of  the waste and some energy 
can also be produced from the 
combustion.

A combination of  all of  these 
processes (recycling, sorting, 
biogas production and incinera-
tion) is usually required to get 
the most out of  waste. 

The future
Well, no one knows for sure 

what the future holds but it is 
likely that the current trend 
toward increasing energy price 
will make recycling and waste-
to-energy more profitable on 
the medium term. Landfill min-
ing – the extraction of  stabilised 
waste from old open dumps to 
feed an incinerator – may be the 
next big thing. This will become 
viable when the cost of  energy 
rises at a level which makes 
extraction profitable.  

On the longer term, the soci-
ety will hopefully move toward 
a circular economy, to get out 
of  the ‘take-make-consume and 
dispose’ growth model to move 
toward an economy based on 
the re-using, repairing, refur-
bishing and recycling of  waste. 
The goal is to turn waste into 
a resource. All resources need 

to be managed more efficiently 
throughout their life cycle.

Cities vs. countryside
State-of  the-art waste treat-

ment  technolo gies  are  not 
always feasible because they 
often require a minimal amount 
of  waste to be profitable. Even 
if  some products are recycled 
and sold, thus generating an 
income, this income does not 
fully outweigh the cost of  pro-
cessing and treating waste.

Most of  the benefits come 
from the improvement of  envi-
ronmental  conditions;  this 
improvement is dif ficult to 
quantify and is not taken into 
account in the financial model 
of  a project (how could contami-
nation of  groundwater or gen-
eration of  uncontrolled landfill 
gas be taken into account?).

Typically,  these solutions 
may not be feasible in small 
towns or in the country side, 
where simple and robust waste 
management systems should 
be considered. The solutions 
should be customised to every 
local authority as they will have 
different needs and challenges 
(quantity of  waste produced, 
density of  population, use for 
compost produced). The exam-
ple of  the city of  Anuradhapura 

could be a positive example to 
the rest of  the country.

In Anuradhapura, municipal 
waste is segregated in house-
holds and collected by munici-
pal services and sorted within 
the city. Plastic is crushed and 
sent to factories which use it in 
their production process, the 
organic matter is sent to a facil-
ity outside the city to produce 
compost for agriculture.

In smaller villages and ham-
lets, the waste is not collected 
due to the lack of  money and 
other more urgent priorities of  
local authorities and often ends 
up dumped illegally directly on 
the side of  the road or to a bare 
land.

Integrated waste management
Sustainable exploitation of  

waste requires sorting waste 
and using dif ferent highly 
technical and specialised tech-
niques for different types of  
waste. This, in technical jar-
gon, is called integrated waste 
management. Integrated waste 
management requires a strong 
involvement of  the private sec-
tor which will bring the special-
ist knowledge for each segment 
of  the waste management chain.

In practice, setting up a waste 
management chain requires 
refor ms because the private 

sector always requires secu-
rity before investing time and 
money. The establishment of  a 
regulatory framework which 
provides a secure environ-
ment and the right incentives is 
required to push things in the 
right direction.  For a waste-
to-energy plant, this includes 
a secure Supply Agreement to 
guarantee that ensures steady 
quality and quantity of  waste 
supply and an off  take agree-
ment for the electricity pro-
duced. Another key point is the 
off  take, i.e. compost projects 
are just not sustainable if  the 
compost produced has to com-
pete with subsidised compost or 
if  the feed-in tariff  for electric-
ity are too low.

There are several challenges 
to be met in order to achieve 
a successful system. What I 
believe to be one of  the main 
challenges in Sri Lanka is to 
find a trade-off  between private 
sector involvement and preser-
vation of  public jobs. The local 
authorities will have to deal 
with the difficult task of  divert-
ing unskilled labour to other 
position or favouring staf f  
transfer to the private sector 
when possible. There should be 
a way to mitigate the Not-In-My-
Back-Yard (NIMBY) objection 
of  residents that do not want 
waste near their properties.

Change requires the involve-
ment  of  key stakeholders. 
Political will is the first require-
ment, but non-governmental 
shareholders can be of  help 
such as international donors 
and private companies. Some 
companies with experience in 
these complex projects may 
bring their technical knowl-
edge in and help with the tran-
sition from the everything-
goes-in-a-hole-and-stays-there-
forever system to an integrated 
waste management system. 
Development Partners such 
as the Agence Française de 
Développement  (AFD)  and 
PROPARCO – AFD’s private sec-
tor funding arm – will play a 
key role in providing finance to 
allow this change to happen.

(The writer is a professional with 
experience in the waste and waste-

water sector in South and South 
east Asia. He now works as a project 

officer infrastructure at AfD in Sri 
Lanka.)

Uncontrolled dump site is what we want to avoid – Marine Karcher, AFD

Integrated waste 
management: A solution to 
the environmental problem?

World has not 
woken up to 
water crisis 
caused by 
climate change: 
IPCC head

Sharma....
Q: In light of  all that has 

happened in Sri Lanka’s 
Upper Judiciary over the past 
two years, how do you view the 
sacking of  Chief  Justice Mohan 
Peiris by the new Government? 
Was this sacking in line with the 
Commonwealth’s Latimer House 
principles governing the inde-
pendence of  the Judiciary? 

A: My hope is twofold. Firstly, 
I hope that with what has 

happened recently, the past chap-
ter of  the friction that was nation-
ally created can now be closed, as a 
bad experience from which lessons 
have been learnt, but the nation 
can move ahead. And secondly 
that a system is put in place which 
ensures that a situation of  this 
nature is never repeated. That best 
practices are put in place, where 
all the checks and balances are vis-
ible to people and are operating, so 
that people have the confidence that 
this is not a political motivation 
that is driving this kind of  an exer-
cise. This is why we have made this 
compendium available so largely, 
because you don’t really need to go 
beyond that compendium to look at 
what you would like to do nation-
ally. 

This is an exercise we do with 
all our member states, this is noth-
ing peculiar to Sri Lanka. But we 
have some priorities that the Heads 
have agreed as values that must be 
safeguarded, and independence of  
Judiciary and separation of  powers 
are some of  them. 

            

Q: Did the issue of  Mohan 
Peiris’s sacking come up 

in any of  your discussions? 

A: Not really, no. I have come 
here with an offer to make 

our expertise and best practices 
available in order to improve the 
legislation that exists at present, 
which allowed the previous experi-
ence to take place, so that it never 
happens again. We always look 
forward. We always come in good 
faith, with the intent to advance 
what would be a good national out-
come, and not with an external 
remedy. It depends entirely on our 
member states where they want to 
go. We are a partner in their jour-
ney. It was very clear from the pre-
sent Government that they are very 
serious as far as the senior judicial 
appointment policy is concerned. 
So I thought that this was the 
right time again to give to the new 
Government what we had made 
available to the last one. 

Q: The Commonwealth has 
also been very involved 

w i t h  t h e  H u m a n  R i g h t s 
Commission of  Sri Lanka. 
Especially after CHOGM, the 
indication was that the previ-
ous Government was certainly 
not interested in engaging with 
the Commonwealth on issues of  
human rights. In fact, during 
CHOGM, I think it made sure 
that human rights were not on 
the agenda at the summit. Do 
you think things have changed 
with regard to the State attitude 
to human rights, after this elec-
tion? 

A: The agenda for CHOGM is 
influenced significantly by 

the theme which has been collec-
tively agreed upon.   

        

Q: But in the People’s 
Forum for instance, 

the civil society forum on the 
sidelines of  CHOGM, wasn’t 
the topic of  human rights pro-
scribed? 

A: The civil society forum is 
precisely what it is. The civil 

society voice on this matter – eve-
ryone has heard that voice. And the 
civil society comes up with its own 
statement. But as far as the inter-
governmental process was con-
cerned, the theme for CHOGM was 
development with equity. A lot of  
attention was given to that theme. 

Q: I guess what I am ask-
ing is, was it difficult 

to engage with the previous 
Government on human rights? 
Were they receptive or not? And 
is the new Government any dif-
ferent? 

A: Our policy is to work with 
national intent. The national 

intent became very clear in the 
LLRC report. All the ideas that we 
gave, and the ones that I have men-
tioned to you, many of  them, were 
in fact from the LLRC. So they were 
not Commonwealth ideas, they 
were national ideas, in which the 
Commonwealth was coming for-
ward to assist, if  assistance was 
needed. But the political direction 
is much clearer now than it was ear-
lier in the form of  this document 
which has arisen. So I am here 
again to say here is your national 
political intent – formerly it was 
the LLRC, that remains valid – it 
is for you to pick items from them 
and make it as comprehensive as 

you want, move at any pace that 
you want. In addition to that, here 
is a 100-day program, which already 
includes many of  the things I am 
talking about. 

So I am here, only three weeks 
after you’ve taken over; how is it 
that in a compressed period of  
time, you can get results? You need 
partnerships for this and that is 
acknowledged here. Our visit has 
been very warmly received. We are 
going to create a coordinating point 
so that all of  this can be done with 
coherence and all this can be meas-
ured. I hope the citizens will see all 
the advances that are being made in 
all the areas I mentioned. 

Q: Do you see Maithripala 
Sirisena being very dif-

ferent as a Chair in Office to 
Mahinda Rajapaksa, in terms of  
the direction in which he takes 
the Commonwealth? 

A: The direction, in terms of  
Commonwealth values, is 

public and it has been declared to 
the nation. It is there in the 100-day 
document. It is a very innovative 
document, it is a kind of  citizen’s 
charter that the Government has 
created.

Q: So how do you think 
it will differ from Sri 

Lanka’s chairmanship of  the 
Commonwealth under the previ-
ous regime? 

A: Because the political goal has 
been made very clear; much 

clearer. 

Q: Personally for you, as 
Secretary General, was Sri 

Lanka a particularly trouble-
some Chair in Office? 

A: Not at all. I wouldn’t say 
that at all. All the duties that 

devolved upon the Chair were exer-
cised by the Chair in Office. When 
the Chair in Office was in New 
York, he chaired a meeting of  heads 
in order to approve the post-2015 
statement of  the Commonwealth, 
which was supposed to contribute 
to the UN debate on what the sus-
tainable development goals could 
be post-2015. There was another 
meeting on CHOGM reform, which 
allowed us to look at the ways in 
which the summit could be made 
better. That was chaired by the 
former President and that was 
approved as well. So those were 
duties that were performed by the 
Chair in Office. The functions of  
the Chair in Office were all being 
exercised by them. 

Q: T he present  Foreign 
M i n i s t e r,  M a n g a l a 

Samaraweera, has previously 
been one of  your staunchest 
critics, sending you heated let-
ters criticising your tolerance of  
the behaviour of  your Chair in 
Office and its flouting of  demo-
cratic values. In this new role as 
Foreign Minister, what was your 
engagement with him like? 

A: My engagement with him 
has been very cordial. He 

wrote a public letter to me about 
what it is that the Commonwealth 
should be doing. I wrote to him, 
pointing out that according to 
Commonwealth values, advising 
him about all the areas in which 
we are engaged, which he may not 
have known. The way we engage is 
to make advancements. Publicity is 
something we give to success, pub-
licity is not always something we 
give to a process, because we want 
an advancement rather than just 

an advertisement of  what we are 
doing. Once he was informed that 
we are actually engaging, repeat-
edly, and that these are the areas in 
which we have offered partnership, 
he felt he was better informed.

But when I came here in my last 
visit in October last year, he was 
good enough to come and see me. 
We had a very good conversation. 
A few hours after I landed, my first 
meeting was with him. He was 
very fulsome in acknowledging the 
fact that the Commonwealth has 
engaged in good faith and in good 
effect with Sri Lanka, this was 
very graciously mentioned by the 
President just now.

We feel extremely encouraged 
and lifted by the receptivity we find 
here to our engagement. 

Q: Would you say a lot has 
changed in the political 

atmosphere and your engage-
ment with the Sri Lankan State, 
since the election in January?

A: The goal to move rapidly in 
terms of  Commonwealth val-

ues is much more clearly expressed. 
The big difference of  course is that 
it has been given a timeframe. We 
have to see what happens within 100 
days. But at least the political intent 
is absolutely clear. It is not just 
signposting – ‘let us see how long 
it takes’; but very ambitious sign-
posting – ‘let us see how quickly we 
can do all this’. Some of  it might 
require legislation later on. The 
point is that they want to get start-
ed in all these areas; that is a very 
different approach. From the point 
of  view of  the citizen, it should 
make it clear to them the kind of  
policy the Government wants to 
adopt on many national issues.
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