May 1, 2009

A National Waste Policy

Brief comments on the Consultation Paper: John R. Sabine, Ph.D.

‘Waste is primarily a verb, not a noun.  Something, anything, becomes a waste (n.) only when someone, deliberately or inadvertently, wastes (v.) it.  The problem is behavioural; the solution must also be behavioural”.

1. General/Title

The document as it stands tends to cover two quite separate issues – policy and a strategy to implement the policy.  In any final document, especially at the national level, these two points should be clearly differentiated.

2. The Problem

Unmanaged or poorly managed waste, in its simplest form, clearly creates two problems for the nation – (i) a loss of resources and (ii) potential danger to human health and the environment.  Any national waste policy must be seen primarily to be tackling these two issues – and thus separate, though of course integrated, “policy” will be needed for each.

3. The Policy Food-Chain

Overall, at the top of the policy chain as it were, the complete delineation of policy in this territory needs only a very simple statement – “to minimize waste!”  Or even – “zero waste”.  There, done; thirty seconds, a minute at most.  But then as we move down the chain of action, that is to implement this policy, we need another separate statement of policy at each step.  If such-and-such are to be preferred courses of action, as for instance those embodied in the so-called “waste hierarchy”, then we need individual (subsidiary) policies to cover each of these separate areas.

4. The waste management “arrowhead”
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5. Behavioural Change
If indeed the solution to our waste problem involves changing the behaviour of those doing the wasting, as suggested above, then any policy to achieve this must address directly those factors that influence, even effect, such a change in behaviour.  In brief there are three of these –

· motivation – addressing the will to change;

· mechanisms – providing the means or tools to accomplish change;

· money (or its equivalent) – creating a favourable cost/benefit outcome.

I suggest that the final policy document should be structured in three sections, specifically to cover these three cardinal points.

6. Inter-government responsibilities

As this is to be a national policy, then I strongly suggest that it declares as policy which relevant matters are the responsibility of the Federal Government, which of the State and Territory governments and which of Local Government.  And which, too, are the responsibility of every citizen!

7. A final word – the size of the document

If the final document is to concentrate primarily on policy, as I suggest it should, and thus contain minimum reference to any strategies to carry out this policy, then ideally it should be a very short document.  Certainly less than ten pages.  People might then actually read it.
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