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Introduction:

The South East Regional Resource Recovery Regional organisation of Councils (SERRROC) is a voluntary waste group operating on behalf of 12 local Councils in the south east of NSW. In discussion on policy it naturally operates within a framework of the NSW government policy and the various Councils that make up its membership.

Notwithstanding this circumstance, it is an organisation which is in a strong position to comment upon resource recovery and waste stream issues that are part of any National Waste Policy Framework consultation process. In fact, SERRROC is strongly of the view that it knows well the impacts of waste policy upon local government, regional communities and their businesses.. 

Moreover, there is a need to ensure that the knowledge gained from practical experience in a field such as waste management is effectively passed on because it provides a sound contribution to policy development. This is especially important when it comes to such organisations as SERRROC as this information is provided based on the experience of living and working in smaller communities. Often this voice is not heard clearly among the hubbub presentations from major commercial businesses and representatives of larger urban communities.

Overview

As a general point, SERRROC strongly supports the value of having a National Waste Policy framework. We note with favour the apparent aspiration for such a policy to “..to complement action to deliver emission reductions, reduce energy and water use, support jobs and invest in future long term economic growth.”. While the goal is admirable, the real question is how will such a policy statement work in practice in regional areas?

The SERRROC member Councils have worked assiduously, and within very important resource constraints, to reduce the increasing volumes of waste generated from outside their regions and going into landfill. It is precisely because of this end-of-pipe circumstance in which local councils find themselves, that SERRROC believes there is a need for a sound waste policy framework. The framework must be developed to lead to real outcomes; allowing on-ground implementation practices of local councils to be affordable and workable. 

A framework with the goal of reduction of waste, let alone waste to landfill, has to be a national policy outcome. If it is not, then the skills and resources to cope with the resultant increased materials need to be paid for by other than those who do so presently. Thus, as the consultation paper suggests, there must be a ‘modification to business as usual framework and practices.”.

Vision

We note in the Consultation paper that the Vision for the framework appears to be different from the waste target. This is surprising. SERRROC has as its vision “A waste-free south-east community where sustainability is second nature”. As is ostensibly the case with a vision for a national waste policy framework, SERRROC envisages a changed community in addressing waste issues. Surely the same can be said of a national policy and not that a vision for this policy is that it seeks the best use of technical tools. To relegate the idea of a waste free community, or even one where waste is substantially reduced and certainly much better recycled and/or re-used to a target, appears to undermine the very purpose of the policy statement.

This point is not a technical quibble. The way in which waste is generated in smaller rural communities, such as found in the SERRROC region, is about the way people live, the way products and services are delivered to them, and the infrastructure costs for their disposal or recycling. For example, huge influxes of visitors to the mountains and the coastal resorts at various times throughout the year bring serious waste-related issues to the relevant Councils. Unless these people arrive with a different point of view about sustainable living, the councils will always be struggling to move out of a response mode in dealing with waste. Therefore, within a framework of a commonwealth policy aimed at the reduction of waste, just leaving the vision statement to better use of the technical set of tools means only half the job is likely to be done.

SERRROC supports the principle that ‘waste’ “..ought to become a resource that adds value to the community and the economy.”. Again, the principle is fine but unless linked to successful implementation strategies, then it has no real meaning. Hence, in the framework policy document, we urge that there be clear connections from the stated aspirations of the policy to statements about how these aspirations will be achieved.

Targets

SERRROC supports the value of targets in identifying what is to be achieved and by a nominated time. SERRROC suggests that the experience of the ACT No Waste by 2010 policy implementation warrants investigation as an example of the strengths and weaknesses of a target level and target date. There is considerable debate as to whether the policy timeline of the original policy was too tight because it may not have been fully supported and that the meritorious high level aims would have been more advanced with better, more knowledgeable application by the key stakeholders. There are few who doubt the inherent merit of the policy itself. 

The SERRROC view is that a target which does not stretch the key players and the community at large is inherently bound to fail. Our member experiences in closing landfills or transfer stations as a way to address negative attitudes and cope with increased costs reflects this situation. There are many in our regional community who fail to acknowledge the need for a different way to do things in these times. 

Moreover, the subject of a target is even more significant for the generation of knowledge. For example, knowledge of materials and materials handling has grown very rapidly and has developed especially rapidly in recent years due to imperatives such as meeting competitive and government targets. 

Businesses taking into account sustainability imperatives as a target are now finding positive outcomes and there is acknowledgement of the importance of such a new direction. 

When it comes to considering the importance of researching problems which are tied to waste stream management, the same issue applies as to the wider issue of research activity. That is the focus of research activity is not an ad hoc process, but rather driven by various social forces, not the least being sources of finance. This strongly suggests that if a policy gives weight to a defined outcome, then the answers to address the issues inherent in the subject area of concern will mostly be found.

The national target of 50% reduction in waste by the year 2000 has obviously been overtaken. The real issue is why is this is the situation? It would appear at least on the surface such a target has not been achieved through lack of attention including by government. SERRRROC believes that unless the 100% waste stream reduction goal is stated, anything else lacks credibility. As members of our organisation are wont to say from time to time, if a professional sports team entered their sports playing arena with the goal of doing anything less than trying to win, it would be ludicrous and ensure failure. 

Market arrangements

SERRROC agrees with price signals as a way to influence decisions but the issues for regional communities are more complex than simplistic economic theories dictate. A key part of this issue is the fact that economic theories tend not to take into account the concept of externalities. In the discussion of waste stream management from avoidance, reduce to re-use and recycling, the concept of externality is implicit but rarely added as part of a true costing analysis. A simple example is the Productivity Commission report in 2008 on the Waste sector where it finally, and clearly reluctantly, added in the externality of transport costs and impacts of transportation of goods on local roads. In the case of Waste Management there is the concept of an ecological footprint and under this concept there is a need to for the transportation of waste, land occupied by the waste treatment and disposal facilities, the energy used for recycling, the pollution generated from landfill, capture and use of greenhouse gases from the landfill and a number of other other associated factors. SERRROC believes that a true analysis of the costs of any waste stream management must include genuine externality costs.

It is a truism that distance between communities and to and from major materials processing facilities, low population density, low population numbers, less access to capital, increased cost of infrastructure etc are the types of issues where regional communities can be at a disadvantage. Simple prices signals to the market under these circumstances are not the answer alone. Within the policy statement must be a clear recognition of the special circumstances of regional communities in terms of market forces at play. 

Product stewardship/extended producer responsibility 

Product stewardship/ extended producer responsibility is regarded by SERRROC as a vital component of the National Waste policy framework. 

Even so, product stewardship is probably not a straightforward issue. People in rural and regional communities are less financially well off by and large than those in cities. Already people outside metropolitan areas pay more for goods than most city dwellers. Product stewardship/extended producer responsibility may have implications for the final cost of goods to country communities. This may be built into the transport of the materials for their return journey as part of the stewardship requirement or it may be that while the materials may be recyclable, the processing plants will not be available locally. Either way, rural communities would seem to be at a comparative disadvantage without some consideration to these issues.

Legacy waste emissions

Legacy waste emissions are an important issue for SERRROC members given proximity of landfills and the costs to now cash strapped Councils. The cover of liability payments by local Councils under the previous CPRS proposals would have been too great a burden. 

The issue of greenhouse gas emissions from small landfill operations is nevertheless an important matter for SERRROC members. SERRROC has been collecting data sets regarding the amount of organic waste in the various waste streams throughout its council areas. The issue is how best to ensure this component of the waste stream is extracted at a cost that is reasonable. There are projects underway in our region where the solutions to some of these challenges will be demonstrated. Notable amongst these projects is the Groundswell project running in Goulburn and to be run in Palerang and Queanbeyan - see http://www.groundswellproject.blogspot.com/.

Rural communities can benefit from an effective diversion of the organics sector from waste streams. It is therefore appropriate that a policy position be that no organics be allowed in landfill sites. This has the immediate benefit of ensuring no materials will be added to landfill sites which can add to green house gas emissions but it will also give an impetus for such materials to be collected and composted for application to broad acre farms where soil nutrition is such an important issue.

Above, mention is made of the importance of ‘externalities’ to be included within the true costing of any waste stream strategy. SERRROC proposes that the National Framework policy acknowledge this. By definition, legacy emissions are a good example of externalities. However, for rural communities there are many such others, and composting of organics for generation of better soils is one example, and which has potentially many benefits for rural communities. 

Themes and Directions

In the Table below we address comment to the seven themes and directions identified in the Document.

Table – Comments upon Key themes

	Themes identified in Consultation Paper
	SERRROC Comments

	1. Taking Responsibility
	SERRROC has identified earlier its in-principle support for both product stewardship and extended producer responsibility. It has however added a caveat that there may be spin-offs which fall unfairly upon the rural and regional communities if this matter is not carefully implemented.

We have also added the point that externality costs must be included in any initiatives regarding economic analyses and often there are important externalities which impact unfairly upon the smaller rural and regional communities

	2. Improving the market
	SERRROC is very concerned about the way this policy direction might go. Rural and regional communities suffer in waste management strategies from the nature of smaller communities, being less financially robust, having a weaker position against existing larger industry and technology, and with less available infrastructure. Improving the market situation of rural and regional communities is one of those ‘externalities’ previously referred to where assistance in knowledge and resources is required for some sort of level playing field theory to have real meaning. SERRROC Councils don’t have access to AWT’s or even larger MRF’s without considerable cost because of transport charges. Neither do they have access to the capital to set up small systems to cater for local needs because of lack of research, comparative lack of investment and comparative lack of capital. This is a part of the national Waste Policy where regional needs have to be very carefully considered and the consequences of a National Waste Framework policy understood. SERRROC strongly supports the need for a data/information clearing house capability provided it is not disadvantaged by the charges imposed on accessing such a service. 

	3. Pursuing Sustainability
	SERRROC proposes that organics be banned from landfill. The consequence of this is to provide local entities incentive to use the organics and for the products to be applied to broad acre farms, as well as other uses, to improve soils across our region. CSIRO forecasts suggest the SERRROC region may suffer by becoming drier and hotter. Every support is needed to assist this issue.

Moreover, the relationship between the issue of waste and its management needs to be clearly articulated as part of a wider sustainability agenda and for this to be reflected in organisational arrangements across all three spheres of government.

	4. Facilitating investment
	SERRROC supports the concept that government in all three spheres should have procurement policies which include re-use and recycling priorities. However, the experience of SERRROC is that there are potentially some inconsistencies in various government policies and internal departmental operations of government with regard to these matters. A good example is the excellent NSW NoWaste DCP. It is clear many planners do not know about, or often will not abide by, this policy of the NSW government. Hence this policy section will have little meaning in practice unless it is connected to communication of desired outcomes and practices associated with its implementation. Rural and regional councils are already interested in the variety of products which might be obtained by smart processing of used products. Again, access to the research and the capital to enable these actions is comparatively constrained against other larger councils and even larger companies. There is a suggestion that the present procurement policies of the State government inherently work against the interests of smaller regional organisations.

	5. Reducing hazards
	SERRROC strongly endorses the need for better hazardous materials standards, including labelling and handling. These issues however must relate to the item No 3 above, or sustainability. The use of hazardous chemicals is an end-of-pipe solution often when non-hazardous material might be available or possibly trialled for their effectiveness. This issue is another one where simplistic market economics produces challenging impacts for our rural and regional communities. The collection process already in place for SERRROC is very well supported by NSW DECC but the process in place at the moment only takes place once per year when the process should be more frequent. Changes in use practices, knowledge and the ability to alter the range of products for sale by companies in smaller rural communities, of hazardous materials, is not going to be easy. These local entities are often less able to be flexible in meeting changes of the nature required by the importance of significant reduction in hazardous chemicals and materials. 

	6. Reporting on performance
	SERRROC is an advocate of performance reporting. The issues identified in the Discussion paper cover many concerns which SERRROC members already have to address and believe are important, but at times struggle to effectively carry out to the standard they themselves would like. Therefore, a simple statement that having effective quality reporting on performance is just a feel good statement unless there are real mechanisms in place to ensure the goals can be achieved and the processes do not yet again disadvantage rural and regional communities. A good example is the cost of measurement. It requires staff resources plus equipment to do this. Weighbridges and their use over long terms in smaller communities pose quite a few concerns for SERRROC Council members. 

The other element of this issue is just what is being measured to reflect performance. Too often the data sets being measured are ‘lagging’ indicators, that is measuring what has already happened and is about past performances. SERRROC proposes that in this policy considerable attention is paid to prevention, or ‘leading’ indicators. For this performance measurement, the policy must look at attitudes of all stakeholders in the system, including government, companies and the community, and the propensity to take positive and/or different action.

	7. Tailoring solutions
	The Tailoring Solutions theme is of course extremely important to SERRROC members. A theme of this SERRROC response to the Draft National Waste Policy Framework has been the fear that such a policy framework will be developed at worst without really acknowledging the specific set of circumstances which rural and regional communities (government, private sector, community at large) face and at best with only lip service to the goals but these goals being unrealisable in practice by many in the non-metropolitan areas of the country. This fear is reflected in the cursory consultation processes put into practice and which hardly touched rural and regional communities. This issue of tailoring solutions is not just for the remote communities. It is for the non-metropolitan communities of regions such as SERRROC.
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