s recently as a generation

ago, the people of this coun-
try were not very familiar with
plastics. Plastics are a goup of
polymers or resins that are
synthesized from petraleum or
natural gas derivatives. A wide
variety of additives are incorpo-
rated to impart the desired
product characteristics such as
colour, felxibility and resistance to
microbes, etc.

There are many different types of
polymers which fall under the
classification of "plastics”. These
include low and high density poly-
thylene, Polyvinyl chloride or
PVC, polystyrene, Poly acrylate
and Poly carbamate. In Srilanka,
Polyvinyl chloride and low den-
sity Polytylene have the largest
market.

Today we encounter plastics, in
one form or another, everywhere.
We all know very well how useful
plastics have been and will find it
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difficult to manage without it. We
have come to accept them as an
integral feature of industrialization
and modernization. There is
growing, but as yet inadequate,
awareness of the environmental

ill-effects of plastics. Forexample,

in land fills most plastics are
preserved virtually forever. If
burnt, plastics release some
extremely toxic gases. Most plas-
tic containers cannot be re-used
because they are contaminated
and not easily cleaned. Similarly,
industrial re-cycling (as desired
form re-using) has severe con-
straints.

It is ironic that several of the very
properties that haveled tothe suc-
cess of plastics, now give rise to
environmental concerns. While it

_is true that resistance to both

water and chemical attack is often
the characteristic most valued in
plastics, this same quality become
a serious drawback once the plas-
tics are discarded. Plastic waster
remains unchanged idefinitely.

The answer, it may appear, is
re-cycling. But what is generally
referred to as re-cycling is the
manufacture of a lower grade of
plastics from waste of a higher
grade; often the output cannot be
put to the same use as the
input. Even if we streich the

term re-cyclling to cover such pro-
cesses, it may not be technically
or economically feasible to

re-cycle plastics more that twice
or thrice; much of it cannot be
re - cycled at all.

In any case
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re-cycling plastics is an environ-
mentally hazardous industry in-
volving the discharge of large
quantities of toxic rinse water,
effluents and fumes as well as
piles of non-re-cyclable, non-
degradable plastic waste.

These residues, if put into landfills,
add to the bulk of landfills, remain

undigested and even obstruct the’

digestion of biodegradable refuse.
This is a rapidly growing problem;
surveys have indicated that the
amount of plastics in waste
streams is rapidly multiplying.
Some of these can be seenlittered
in residential areas and urban
centres often holding stagnant
water in which mosquitoes breed.
Sweeping them away merely

transfers the problem from one .

place to another.

Thankfully Sri Lanka has so far
avoided the problems arising out
of the import of plastic wastes
generated in other countries. US
companies, for example, export
over 200 million pounds of toxic
plastic wastes annually to coun-
tries of the South, especially in
Asia. Countries such China, India,
Indonesia, Malaysia, Pakistan and
the Philippines import such

Today we encounter
plastics, in one form or
another, everywhere.

We all know very well
how useful plastics have

" been and will find it

difficult to manage
without it. We have
come to accept them as
an integral feature of
industrialization and
modernization. There is
growing, but as yet
inadequate, awareness
of the environmental
ill-effects of plastics.

wastes. The primary target of US
plastic waste importers is Asia.
Several years ago there was a
similar query from the CEA as
to whether it was possible to
bring in plastic waste into the
country. This request, however,
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was rejected mainly in view of
the lack of proper re-cycling or
disposal facilities available in Sri
Lanka. But, even if such facilities
are available, the environmental
costs will-be heavy..

What | have said should not be
interpreted to mean that we are
totally against all use of plastics.
That is not an available option: nor
is a total ban desirable. There are
many uses for which plastics are
superior to any known substitute,
even taking into consideration the
high environmental costs of using
plastics. Some uses of plastics
will therefore continue to grow. In
addition, new beneficial use of
plastics will be found; but we can
cut down on many uses of plastics
and get back to greater use of
traditional substances such as
paper, glass, jute and cloth which
it had displaced. We can also
resort to more re-use of plastic
containers as well as more in-
dustrial re-cycling of plastic.

(Extract from the Speech made by
Dr D. Nesiah at the seminar at
Sausiripaya on 10th May, 1993 on
the above subjects.)

Reprinted from Soba 1993 May issue.



	VIDU 16_1&2_20.pdf
	VIDU 16_1&2_20 (2).pdf

