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TAMING THE PLASTIC BEAST.
By Prabha Krishnan: prabha_k@vsnl.com
An eminent surgeon once went to dine with a jealous friend. As the friend carved the meat, he kept asking – How am I doing Doc? I’m good aren’t I? The surgeon waited until the friend was done, then said quietly – Now put it all back together again.

 That alas, is the problem with most modern day discoveries and inventions – once the genie is out of the bottle, there’s no way we can stuff it back in again. Nuclear energy, fossil fuel and plastics are a few such wayward genies – it is they who have become our masters. 

 The proposed ban on plastic carry bags has generated furious debate. Are they really responsible for blocking storm water drains? Why can’t the BMC do what they are paid for? Can’t we control use and disposal, rather than ban altogether?

 Can plastic cease to pollute?

 Veena Sahajwalla of the School of Materials Science and Engineering, University of New South Wales, has pioneered the use of plastic waste in steel production. All kinds of plastic such as shopping bags, liquid containers, soft drink bottles are used to provide the carbon needed to make steel stronger. Such steel, though less ductile finds many applications.

 Similarly, in Japan, pellets of recycled plastic are used. Their use can bring down the quantity of coal and coke mixture used.

 Elsewhere, discarded plastic is used to strengthen roads.

 Food grade plastic?  

 Milk and edible oil producers are resisting the move to ban plastic, arguing that their pouches are easily stored and transported, and are very much cheaper than glass and tin containers.

 But now it appears that there is really no plastic that does not migrate and pollute food. Even packaged drinking water, that is priced so steeply, is unsafe, since over time plastic molecules migrate into the water. This is specially so when the water is stored in a sunny location. And in India, we are certainly not short of sunny locations.

 Water pipes, sewage pipes, road fillers, all leach into the soil and water sources.

The plastic genie will last till the end of time.






