












Such indeterminacy between waste and non-waste 
plays an important role in the international waste trade. 
End-of-life ships, for example, may have been constructed 
with hazardous material such as asbestos (depending on 
when they were made), paints containing the carcinogenic 
biocide TBT, or toxic oils like PCBs. Under the UN Basel 
Convention, hazardous waste is prohibited from being ex­
ported to ship-breiling yards in developing countries.' But 
the question of at what point in a ship's final journey it be­
comes waste bas plagued the parties to the Convention for 
over a decade and is mrred in politics. ' 

Indeterminacy is also owed to other factors. In some 
societies, products are used for longer and have extended 
lives as secondhand goods or hand-me-downs, going through 
several rounds of repairs and repurposing. Decay and break• 
down because of bacteria and fungi, aided by moisture, air, 
and physical force, is another factor. Some things, like plastic 
and nuclear materials, can take many millennia to decom­
pose. Decaying food is waste, bur the resultant compost is 
not. There is ambiguity as well as fluidity about the changing 
forms of wastes, and at what point they end up in a landfill. 

The legal as well as illegal international waste trade 
is based on an economic logic of flows from richer to poorer 
countries, and classification, play a big role. Estimated to be 
worth over several hundred billion dollars, this trade is in 
effect a neocolonisation of poorer nations. The VS frack­
ing industry was recently reported to have lobbied its gov­
ernment for a trade deal that lifts the export ban of plastic 
waste to Kenya.- The UN Basel Convention was precisely 
designed to prevent such exports, but it has been only par­
tially successful because of the high economic stakes in­
volved. Till today, the bulk of global electronic waste is still 
dumped and recycled in China, due to poor environmental 
and labour oversight. Moreover, of late, as pro<luction cen­
tres have moved from Europe and North America to So11th 
and Southeast Asia, so have the waste outfalls of production 
and mining. The documentary Darwin's Nightmare (2004) 
shows how fish from Tanzania"s Lake Victoria are converted 
into expensive fillet for European markets, while the waste 
of maggot-ridden fish heads are sold as food to local people." 
Similarly, it is easy to find ··export-surplus" clothing-dis­
carded rejects of exports-in cities like New DeU1i. The was"te 
economy works solely on harsh economic realities. 

Waste needs to be 

rethought of, not in 

narrow silos but as part 

of "naturecultures". A 

reconfiguration in the 

form of multilayered 

ecological relationships 

would also entail a shift 

towards an ethos of 

humility, respect, 

reciprocity, and co­

operation, rather 

than the exploitation 

and dominance of 

nature_ 

These realities, combined with the hierarchies of 
social and political power, race, class, and caste, mark no­
tions of waste. Social ideas of purity and contamination per­
meate such discriminations, entrenched in age-old concepts 
of clean and dirty co determine how human and nonhumans 
are viewed. For example, in India, upper-caste Brahmins 
are considered pure, while lower-caste Dalits' are con­
sidered dirty, as are vultures, while cows are pure. Poorly 
paid waste workers, many of them women and children, 
come from lower castes and engage in jobs thought of as 
impure and dirty by others, risking high exposure to con­
taminated wastes. They are socially ostracised, often trapped 
in structures of endless poverty. At landfills is also where 
most waste, local or international, ends up, dumped out of 
sight in the name of recycling, a stark reminder of the envi­
ronmemal injustices involved. 

Today, with landfills overflowing, there are world­
wide efforts to reduce waste. Citizen initiatives are un­
derway in many places to create local zero-waste systems 
and improve consumer participation in cooperative wast� 
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collection. Beach cleanups and ocean-garbage collections 
are supported by UN agencies as well as by corporate stake­
holders. There are global campaigns against plastic usage in 
favour of more biodegradable materials. These are all com­
mendable efforts, of course, but they may not be enough. 
Globally, the volume of waste is rising and it is increasingly 
being dumped on vulnerable and poorer countries, where 
its tn1c cost to health and the environment is hidden. In the 
last decade, electronic waste increased at abouL 5 per cent 
annually, yet less than 20 per cem was recycled. Despite 
the hype around recycling plastics, less than 9 per cent is 
recycled, and their production will quadruple in the next 
thr� decades. Toxins in products render their waste too 
hazardous to recycle, hampering new efforts towards creat• 
ing circular economies. The question of environment equity 
and justice also remains unaddressed. The fact that global 
economies are based on constantly increasing the consump• 
rion of goods is at the root of this conundrum. 

Hence, to conceive of a less wasteful planet may re­
quire a more fundamental shift besides improving the above 
efforts. Waste needs to be rethought of, not in narrow silos 
bur as part of "naturecultures". ' A reconfiguration in the 
form of multilayered ecological relationships would also 
entail a shift towards an ethos of humility, respect, reciproc­
ity, and cooperation, rather than the exploitation and domi­
nance of nature. New Materialism scholars like Karen Barad 
have proposed an "ethico-onto-epistemological• shift. She 
defines •ethics" as being "abour responsibility and accounta­
bility for the lively relationalities of becoming, of which we 
are a part." The landfill is 011ly the symptom of a larger 
malaise. It is the sign of things that have gone terribly wrong 
elsewhere. 
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