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Waste recycling must be consistent with social justice to be sustainable
More than a month has passed since then counties and cities islandwide began on April 1 to promote a policy of compulsory waste separation and kitchen waste recycling. Perhaps because the government devoted sufficient firepower to media campaigns, it is hard to find fault with the environmental ideal of “zero waste” or “reuse of kitchen waste.” During this “period of pain” when the policy is first being carried out, with the end point still far off into the future, public voices complaining or doubting the recycling measure have not been heard. They have been unable to penetrate the media frenzy over opposition political leaders’ visits to China or the brouhaha surrounding the emotional entanglements linked to a famous actor’s suicide. If questions of social justice hidden behind the kitchen waste recycling policy cannot be discussed and rationally solved, the policy’s costs are bound to be allocated inappropriately and its benefits enjoyed exclusively by a privileged minority. In the long term, the waste of resources and the imposition on people as seen in the policy’s initial stages will eventually add up to become the straw that breaks the camel’s back, especially in an environment where it is not clear who will benefit from the policy. 
First, kitchen waste is not like industrial products such as used batteries or paper, as it can decompose and nourish various kinds of organic matter, including contagious pathogens. Although the Environmental Protection Administration attempts to conceptually redefine kitchen waste as “resources,” arguing that they are needed for rural pig farming and composting, environmental thinking is progressing and information campaign methods are also quite ingenious. However, the true root of the problem of waste handling in modern society lies in the historic facts f urbanization and the social division of labor. We certainly cannot put a new face on these facts by repackaging the problem. Efficiently collecting kitchen waste that is scattered over individual households in urban communities and providing them to businesses for transformation into renewable resources is definitely not as simple as using kitchen waste yourself or supplying it to the neighborhood as practiced during the days when most people lived in a rural society. 
In terms of problems on the “supply” side, there is for instance the following question: Is there sufficient space or facilities within urban homes that can be used for the separation and temporary storage of waste? A small portion of private luxury residences and apartment buildings have independent spaces, designated janitors, or even special facilities with temperature control functions to handle kitchen waste in order to reduce the problem of poor hygiene in and around the house and the multiplication of pests. These facilities also help to save busy people the utter trouble of having to chase after the recycling truck. But even if house holds could afford the high expenses for these facilities, why should the ‘suppliers” of recyclables shoulder these costs on their own? On this point, the Waste Disposal Act currently in force basically still views kitchen waste and other “general waste” as troublesome, so that citizens accepting the “removal and disposal” services of government sat all levels must pay fees. It is evident that the act has also not yet taken on the new guise of “resource recycling” that government propaganda tries to propagate. 
As for “garbage fee” calculation methods adopted by governments at all levels, residents of Taipei City, which calculates fees based on the number of dedicated trash bags used, can partially save on costs for garbage removal and disposal because the free recycling of kitchen waste allows them to cut down on the use of trash bags. Outside of Taipei City, however, other counties and cities levy garbage fees based on water rates, and residents are not necessarily able to feel any actual advantage from reduced waste volumes. The crux of the problem lies in whether local governments effectively control management, manpower and other costs needed for waste removal, so that these costs can be proportionally lowered as garbage volumes drop. Given that for citizens efforts and expenses are abruptly rising as they cooperate with the new policy, making actual benefits unclear and life greatly inconvenienced, it is questionable whether the policy of compulsory separation and recycling of kitchen waste can be sustained in the long term. Even Japan, which the EPA uses in contrast and parades as example, has not yet managed to make this first step, which gives us an inkling of how difficult it (kitchen waste recycling) is.
Again, looking at the “demand” side, what is the real overall volume of demand from pig farming and composting? How much value and accompanying external diseconomies does it generate? How many people are lucky enough to enjoy the compost given as “payback”? Leaving aside for the time being the huge impact of pig farming and composting on surrounding ecosystems, will traditional rural households, which for ages have gone door to door with a cart to collect rotten food, now be replaced by large companies for whom local environmental agencies act as middle-man? Aside from that, how should we calculate the profits that the operators of pig farms and compost facilities make? How should we compensate the countless people on the ‘supply” side, who pay out of their own pockets and even sacrifice quality of life to cooperate with the recycling policy? If the government truly intends to encourage green industries, it should also give all people a clean, transparent ledger, instead of doing people a favor that takes little effort by using promotional policies such as giving away kitchen waste recycling bins. 
In modern society with a high degree of urbanization and division of labor, just as with all public policy issues, kitchen waste recycling is not able to conceal the problem of resource reallocation lurking underneath by holding aloft environmental ethics: The middle and upper classes, which are solvent enough to easily shoulder the costs of kitchen waste recycling, as well as the business owners who profit from the reuse of kitchen waste and the minority of citizens who get to enjoy the pleasure of gardening, can not be considered as the entire population. To the office workers, self-employed businesses owners, and students in metropolitan areas, who fight for themselves to gain a footing in the city, the centralized separation and handling of waste that was originally done by the government has now changed dramatically (and increased their burden.) Under the new method and draconian penalties (for violating it), these working stiffs have been turned into unpaid cleaning personnel, while they also have to put up with various inconveniences in order to accommodate recycling operations. They must, give up their own “low-cost” disposal methods such as food waste disposers or flushing kitchen waste down the toilet. Under these circumstances, the government should naturally be required to come up with a cost distribution method that is more in line with social justice. 
