
 

Foreign trash 'like treasure' in Indonesia's
plastics village

August 20 2019, by Harry Pearl

  
 

  

Residents in the Indonesian town of Bangun are basking in a waste-picking
boom, as levels of imported trash soar

His weathered face breaks out in a big grin as Keman explains how
sifting through rubbish paid for his children's education, one of many in
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his Indonesian hometown basking in a waste-picking boom.

Governments around the world are grappling with how to tackle the
scourge of single-use plastic, but for the people of Bangun trash equals
cash.

Around two-thirds of the town's residents eke out a living sorting and
selling discarded plastic bottles, wrappers and cups back to local
companies, and after China blocked imports of foreign garbage early
this year—the pile is growing.

"I have three kids—all of them go to university," Keman, who goes by
one name, proudly tells AFP as he stands in a field of ankle-deep trash.

"And all that was possible thanks to my hard work scavenging rubbish,"
the 52-year-old explains.

Bangun is among several poor communities in Java, Indonesia's most
populous island, that have carved a living from mining waste, much of it
from Western nations including the United States, England, and
Belgium, as well as the Middle East.

Once a giant in global recycling, China's decision to block international
waste threw the industry into chaos.

Huge quantities of rubbish were instead redirected to Southeast Asia.
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Bangun is among several poor communities in Java, Indonesia's most populous
island, that have carved a living from mining waste, much of it from Western
nations including the United States, England, and Belgium, as well as the Middle
East

Indonesia's plastic waste imports have soared in the past few years,
jumping from 10,000 tons per month in late 2017 to 35,000 tons per
month by late last year, according to Greenpeace, which warns that
plastics prosperity comes at a huge environmental and public health cost.

Muharram Atha Rasyadi, a plastics campaigner with Greenpeace
Indonesia says the situation has "become worse" since China's ban.

'Extremely profitable'

Up to 40 dump trucks a day rumble into Bangun to unload garbage
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outside people's homes or in vast fields where it forms mountains of
waste sometimes as high as rooftops.

For years, a handful of local paper mills have been supplying the village
with garbage, which is often mixed with legally imported paper scraps,
according to environmental activists.

Residents search through the refuse with their bare hands, rakes and
shovels—often with little more protection than cheap cloth masks.

Sitting on her haunches surrounded by mounds of trash, local mother
Pumisna reached her filthy hands into a pile of refuse and began sorting
through the bits of aluminium, plastic bottles and cups before her.

Trash may earn her a few dollars a day, but sometimes there is another
kind of prize hiding inside the rubbish: crumpled foreign currency such
as dollar bills, euros and pound sterling.
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Indonesia's plastic waste imports have soared in the past few years, jumping
from 10,000 tons per month in late 2017 to 35,000 tons per month by late last
year, according to Greenpeace

"I'm looking for money for shopping, my kids' school and food," said the
35-year-old under a makeshift sun awning as she placed plastic waste
into three containers.

There are few other jobs going and community leader M. Ikhsan brushed
off any suggestion that his town's large-scale scavenging damaged the
environment or put anyones health at risk.

Rubbish that can't be recycled was sold to nearby tofu factories where it
is used as fuel in furnaces, he said.
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"This waste is extremely profitable for my citizens and has helped boost
the local economy," Ikhsan said.

'Converted into money'

Environmentalists paint a different picture, saying that non-recyclable
plastic was burned at night, belching out toxic fumes around the town,
while micro-plastics were getting into local waterways.

Indonesia is already the world's second-biggest marine polluter behind
China and has pledged to reduce plastic waste in its waters some 70
percent by 2025.

"It's going to become expensive for us—expensive for our health system
and for future generations to rehabilitate the environment," said Prigi
Arisandi, a Goldman Prize-winning environmentalist at NGO Ecoton.
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Greenpeace warns that plastics prosperity in Indonesia comes at a huge
environmental and public health cost

"It's not only Bangun. We have more than five villages being used as
dumping sites in East Java."

Indonesia has stepped up monitoring of imported waste in recent months
as part of a push back against becoming a dumping ground for foreign
trash.

It has sent back containers loaded with a mixture of domestic garbage,
plastic waste and hazardous materials in violation of import rules to
France, Hong Kong, Australia and the United States.
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Meanwhile, other parts of the country are taking aim at plastic waste.

Bus passengers in Indonesia's second-biggest city Surabaya can swap
recyclable plastics for free travel while holiday hotspot Bali is rolling out
a single-use plastics ban.

But the view from places like Bangun is decidedly different.

"Rubbish is like treasure here," Keman said.

"Why? Because after we dry it in the morning and sort it, it'll be
converted into money by the evening."

© 2019 AFP
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