The Toxic Environment

Incinerators in Delhi Threaten
Waste-Pickers
By Daphne Wysham
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The waste-pickers of Delhi may soon
rank among the world’s endangered
species if carbon markets continue their
rise. Now numbering in the tens if not hundreds of thousands, waste-pickers have
plied the garbage of Delhi’s streets for
decades. A disturbing spectacle, often
including women and children in their
ranks, they nonetheless provide a vital
service: recycling. In a country like India,
paper, plastic, and metals are an increasingly valuable commodity. And for slumdwellers, this may be their only source of
income. And so they join the cows and
dogs in a daily forage through garbage by
the side of road, searching for plastic,
paper, metals—anything that can be
turned into cash.
Bharati Chaturvedi, director and cofounder of Chintan, a small non-governmental organization (NGO) servicing India’s
waste-pickers, claims that more than one
percent of Delhi’s population is engaged in
waste-picking—a significant source of
revenue for the poorest—and that they
recycle nine percent to 59 percent of all of
the waste generated in the city. “These
waste-pickers are providing a public
service—for free,” Chaturvedi says.
But a waste incinerator now proposed
in Timarpur, a suburb of Delhi, may change
all that. Like other incinerators, this one
will generate cancer-causing dioxins,
mercury, and other heavy metals and persistent organic pollutants. What’s new and
different about this particular waste incinerator: It will generate carbon credits under
the Clean Development Mechanism (CDM).
The CDM was originally established
under the Kyoto Protocol, the climate
change treaty, to address the need to
provide new aid to developing countries to
acquire and implement new clean energy
technologies and projects. Its intent was
also to provide a vehicle for development.
However, critics say, the CDM is rapidly

Waste-pickers are being harassed by
dump managers and actively denied access
to the dry, high-calorie items the incinerator will devour. They’re also denied access
to the waste stream.
“Instead, they go through the ash
looking for metal, the only substance to
survive incineration intact,” says GAIA’s
Neil Tangri. “I’ve seen people picking
through thigh deep incinerator ash for
metals. You’re using the human body as a
toxic absorber—you’re basically spoonfeeding it to these people.”
Today, with an incinerator contract
looming on the horizon, and with it the
potential for millions of dollars in revenue
from the global carbon market, the political
dynamic has changed. “They are effectively
denying a livelihood to the poorest of the
poor in setting up this incinerator,” says
Chaturvedi. “To take that miserable existence away, it’s criminal. And now we’re
seeing skyrocketing food prices in India.
Huge local skills in recycling are now being
wiped out, skills essential for a sustainable
society. What will these people do?” n

devolving into a subsidy for some of the
dirtiest industries in the Global South and
an excuse for inaction in cutting the significant greenhouse gas emissions by developed countries. Dirty industries and banks
are growing rich on the schemes. The World
Bank, for example, is becoming a major
broker of many of them, charging a 13percent commission on all of the carbon
trades it brokers.
Gopal Krishna, a public health
researcher at Jawaharlal Nehru University,
New Delhi, had succeeded in dissuading
government officials from accepting other
proposals from Australian and Danish
incinerator companies in Delhi, based on
public health concerns.
“We had managed to stop half a dozen
of these dubious projects in the past,”
Krishna adds. “But this time around, in the
name of carbon credits, fraudulent claims
are being made with impunity.”
Left over incinerator ash flies everywhere. “I’ve been all over India,” says
Patricia Costner, science adviser to Global
Alliance for Incinerator Alternatives (GAIA)
and the International Persistant Organic
Pollutants (POPS) Elimination Network. “I
know what happens to incinerator ash.
Most of it ends up by the side of the road.
There are no engineered landfills in India.”

Race, Poverty & the Environment

Based on an article published in Multinational
Monitor. Photo: Sudder St. Calcutta, India.
cc

|

2006 Juicyrai www.flickr.com/photos/wink

Fall 2009

& theRace,Poverty
Environment

Editor Emeritus

Urban Habitat Board of Directors

Carl Anthony

Joe Brooks (Chair)

a journal for social and environmental justice

PolicyLink

Publisher

Romel Pascual (Vice-Chair)

Juliet Ellis

Subscribe to RP&E
Annual subscriptions are $20 for groups and
individuals; $40 for institutions. (Free for
grassroots groups upon request.)

Mayor's Office, City of Los Angeles

Editor

Tamar Dorfman (Treasurer)

B. Jesse Clarke

San Francisco Mayor's Office of
Community Development

Design and Layout

Carl Anthony

B. Jesse Clarke

Cofounder, Urban Habitat

Malo Andre Hutson
Editorial Assistance

Department of City and Regional Planning
University of California, Berkeley

Merula Furtado

Felicia Marcus
Publishing Assistant

Send subscription checks to: RP&E,
436 14th Street, #1205, Oakland, CA 94612.
Subscribe online at www.urbanhabitat.org
© 2009 by the individual creators and Urban
Habitat. For specific reprint information,
queries or submissions, please email
editor@urbanhabitat.org.
ISSN#1532-2874

Natural Resources Defense Council

Christine Joy Ferrer

Arnold Perkins
Alameda Public Health Department (retired)

Copyediting and
Proofreading

Deborah Johnson

Merula Furtado, Marcy Rein
Christine Joy Ferrer

San Francisco Municipal Transportation Agency

Wade Crowfoot
Environmental Defense Fund
Organizations are listed
for identification purposes only.

RP&E was first published in 1990 by Urban
Habitat Program and the California Rural
Legal Assistance Foundation’s Center on
Race, Poverty & the Environment. In the
interest of dialogue, RP&E publishes diverse
views. Opinions expressed are not necessarily those of the editors, Urban Habitat, or its
funders.

This issue is dedicated to Luke W. Cole (1962-2009)
Founding co-editor of the journal Race Poverty & the Environment and founder of the Center for Race, Poverty and the Environment.

Photos: (Above) Montage from the Luke Cole memorial booklet published October 25, 2009. Courtesy of Nancy Shelby.
(Front cover) San Francisco Financial District, Sept 21, 2009. ©2009 West Coast Mobilization for Climate Justice / Rainforest Action Network.
(Inside Front) Richmond refinery. ©2008 Scott Braley. (Inside Back) Urban garden in Havana Cuba. © John and Faith Morgan / www.powerofcommunity.com.

Vol. 16 No. 2

|

Fall 2009

Printed on processed chlorine-free paper 50% post-consumer fiber, 100% recycled

j2502_uh_guts:Blank RPE template 5/21/09 9:54 AM Page 80

Race,Poverty
& theEnvironment
a journal for social and environmental justice

A Project of

Urban
Habitat
www.urbanhabitat.org

First published as a joint project of the Urban Habitat Program and the California Rural Legal
Assistance Foundation, RP&E is now published twice annually by Urban Habitat and is dedicated to
exploring the intersection of race, class, and environmental and social justice.
Don’t miss any of our passionate, in-depth discussions of important social topics!

Support RP&E:
subscribe today!

Spring 1990
Summer 1990
Winter 1991
Spring 1991
Summer 1991
Winter 1992
Spring 1992
Summer 1992
Fall 1992
Spring 1993
Summer 1993
Fall 1993
Spring 1994
Winter 1995
Summer 1995
Fall 1995
Spring 1996
Fall 1996
Winter 2000
Winter 2001
Summer 2002
Summer 2003
Fall 2003
Summer 2004
Winter 2005
Winter 2006
Summer 2006

Use the form below or order online:
www.urbanhabitat.org/subscribe

Yes! I want an annual subscription to Race, Poverty & the Environment.
Sent free of charge to grassroots groups upon request.
$20 (Individuals)
$40 (Institutions)
Yes! I want to support the advancement of social, economic,
and environmental justice in the Bay Area and beyond.
I want to support Urban Habitat with a tax-deductible donation of:
$25
$50
$100
$500
$1,000
Other $_______

Spring 2007
Fall 2007
Spring 2008
Fall 2008

Earth Day
Cultural Diversity
Women of Color
Pesticides
Energy
The Summit
Asian/Pacific Islanders
Water
Native Nations in 1992
Urban Problems
Population and Immigration
Latinos and the Environment
Military Base Conversion
Environmental Justice and the Law
Nuclear Technology & Communities of Color
Social Justice and Transportation
Multicultural Environmental Education
The Border
A Place at the Table:
Food & Environmental Justice
4 Reclaiming Land and Community:
Brownfields & Environmental Justice
4 Fixin’ to Stay: Anti-Displacement Policy
Options & Community Response
4 Where Do We Go from Here? A Look at
the Long Road to Environmental Justice
4 Governing from the Grassroots:
EJ and Electoral Activism
4 Reclaiming our Resources: Imperialism and EJ
4 Burden of Proof: Using Research for EJ
4 Moving the Movement:
Transportation Justice
4 Getting Ready for Change:
Green Economics and Climate Justice
4 Just Jobs: Organizing for Economic Justice
4 Educating for Equity
4 Who Owns Our Cities?
4 Race and Regionalism
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4

Name: ________________________________________________
Organization: ___________________________________________
Address: _______________________________________________
State: ____ Zip: ________ Email: ____________________________
A check is enclosed
Please charge my Visa/MasterCard
Visa/MC Number: _________________________ Exp. Date: _____
(Please include the 3-4 digit card verification number found on the back of most credit cards.)

Signature: ____________________________________________
Please make checks payable to Urban Habitat. Mail this form to 436 14th St., #1205, Oakland, CA 94612 (510) 839-9609 Fax: (510) 839-9610

