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INTRODUCTION


THE TIPPING FLOOR


An alarm sounds. Blockage cleared, the line at Green Recycling in Maldon, Essex, rumbles back into life. A great churning river of rubbish rolls down the conveyor: Amazon boxes, splintered skirting board, crushed plastic bottles, sundry packets, newspapers by the hundred. I’m standing three stories up on a green health and safety gangway, looking down the line. The air is thick, sour, the incessant roar of the machinery punctuated by the shattering of glass. It’s an awful sight—and yet I’m mesmerized. Odd bits of junk catch my eye: a single discarded glove; a crushed Tupperware container, the meal inside uneaten; a lone photograph of a child, smiling atop an adult’s shoulders. But they’re gone in an instant. The line at Green Recycling handles 12 metric tons of waste an hour, and it’s almost lunchtime.


Green Recycling is a Materials Recovery Facility, or MRF. When your recycling truck finishes its rounds on collection day, its destination will likely be a facility like this one, a huge corrugated-steel building on the end of an industrial estate, not far from the sea. Outside, trucks filled with refuse line up to dump their loads in pre-marked bays. Below us, on the tipping floor, a man in an excavator grabs clawfuls of trash from towering heaps and drops it into the maw of an industrial bag shredder, which tears the bags open and spreads their contents across the conveyor. Along the belt, women in hard hats and acid yellow high-visibility vests deftly pick and channel valuables (bottles, cardboard, aluminum cans) into sorting chutes, which break off from the line like tributaries. The flow is relentless, the choreography balletic. It’s a production line, in reverse.


“We produce 200 to 300 metric tons a day,” Jamie Smith, Green Recycling’s general manager, yells over the din. Jamie’s a career waste man, forty years old, with mud on his boots, dark hair and a strong, square jaw. He knows this line, its tics and its rhythms. Every day he watches as the vast output of humanity rolls by on its way to the end.


“Our main products are paper, cardboard, plastic bottles, mixed plastics, and wood,” Jamie explains, loudly, as we climb up a staircase to the sorting line. Like most in the business, he pronounces MRF as “merf.” The conveyor passes through at hip height, the trash rolling by like a sushi buffet. None of the sorters raise their eyes. (“Females make the best pickers,” Jamie says. “I don’t know why, just do.”) To my untrained senses the flow is indistinguishable, a nonstop torrent of brown and beige. “We’ve had a big rise in boxes in the last couple of years, thanks to Amazon,” Jamie says, as if anticipating my thoughts. To the pickers, every item has an exact value, set that morning by a computer in the main office that tracks the international market for recyclables. Aluminum is highly prized, as are plastic bottles (preferably clear), “though they don’t much look like bottles by the time they get to us,” Jamie says. He picks a crushed one out of the flow with thumb and forefinger, dangles it appreciatively, and puts it down a collection chute. Each is only worth perhaps a hundredth of a penny—but with enough volume, one can make a decent living. And there’s never a shortage of trash. “The business is all about turning straw into gold,” Jamie says. A Rumpelstiltskin reference. I smile politely, struggling to see fairy tales in the dirt.


By the end of the line, the torrent has become a trickle, and the waste removed from the conveyor is stacked neatly in bales, ready to be loaded onto trucks. From here, it’ll go—well, that’s where it gets complicated.


It’s the spring of 2019. I’ve come to Green Recycling to report a magazine story for The Guardian about a crisis in the waste industry, but as torn-up boxes and crushed furniture and packets in every conceivable form rolled past by the metric ton, I realize that I’ve got the story wrong. Waste is the crisis.


Every day, our social media feeds light up with new evidence of the damage waste is wreaking on our planet: sea turtles caught up in six-pack rings, whales washing ashore with stomachs full of plastic. Each week it seems a new scientific paper lands in my inbox announcing that researchers have found waste somewhere new—microplastics in the soil, in the air we breathe, even in our bloodstream. Plastic waste is turning up in the melting glaciers of Everest1 and in our deepest ocean trenches.2 The Great Pacific Garbage Patch, the gyre that collects much of the estimated 11 million tons3 of plastic dumped in the oceans every year, is now three times the size of France.4 The problem is no longer even limited to the surface of the Earth. There’s so much waste in orbit—detritus from old rocket launches, castoffs from the International Space Station, even one of Elon Musk’s Teslas—that the European Space Agency is working on plans for an orbital cleanup mission, in case the cloud of trash hurtling around the planet puts an explosive end to future space missions. This hypothetical event, known as Kessler syndrome, predicts that unless we act soon, human spaceflight will be grounded by what is, in effect, space littering.5 At this point it will not surprise you to learn that when the last Apollo astronauts lifted off from the surface of the moon, they left their trash behind.


Human beings have always produced waste, but never before at such scale. Worldwide, we produced 2.01 billion metric tons of solid waste in 2016, the last year for which reliable data is available.6 In the UK, the average person generates 2.4 pounds of waste every day; in the United States, the world’s most wasteful nation, the number is an astonishing 4.4 pounds per day.7 The richer you are, the more you waste, and so as the developing world grows richer, the problem is accelerating. It is forecast that by 2050 we will be producing a further 1.3 billion metric tons a year, much of that in the Global South. Even so, 2 billion people currently live without access to solid waste collection, and fully a third of the world’s solid waste is disposed of in what the World Bank calls “an environmentally unsafe manner”—that is, it’s dumped or burned in the open air. Inevitably, much of that waste is blown and washed into our rivers and seas, where it joins the toxic outfall from sewers, factories, power stations, and other pollution sources, so that many of the world’s greatest rivers, from the Mekong to the Ganges, are increasingly hostile to living things.


None of this is news. We all encounter the waste crisis every day in our small ways, in our hedgerows and highway shoulders, in our trees and gutters. But we’ve become so used to it that the scale of the problem can be difficult to comprehend. Take one everyday item of trash, a plastic bottle. More than 480 billion plastic bottles are sold worldwide every year—approximately 20,000 every second.8 Stretched out end to end, they would circle the globe more than twenty-four times. And that’s just one household item. (It’s not even the most numerous. That dubious honor goes to the four trillion plastic cigarette filters flicked to the ground and stamped out annually.)9 Now think about everything you touch in a typical day. We may occasionally consider—and in some cases take great care in knowing—where the things we use come from: where our food is grown, our clothes made, our iPhones assembled. But how many of us think about where it goes when we’re done?


You drink a Coca-Cola, throw the bottle in the bin, put the bins out on collection day, and forget about it—but it doesn’t disappear. From the moment the rubbish truck pulls away, your castoffs become the property of the waste industry, a vast global enterprise determined to extract the last penny of value from what remains. It starts with sorting facilities like Green Recycling. From there, your waste enters a labyrinthine network of brokers and traders. Paper is sent to mills, metal to foundries, glass washed and reused or melted down and remade. Food may be composted into fertilizer. What can be salvaged whole—clothes, phones, furniture—will be sold on, for another life in the thriving global secondhand market. If you’re lucky (that is, if you live in a rich country), the chances are that your bottle will be loaded onto a container ship and shipped thousands of miles, to a recycling facility in South East Asia or Eastern Europe, where it might be recycled into a toilet seat or a pair of designer trainers. Or, if you’re less lucky, that bottle will find its way onto an illegal waste dump in Malaysia or Turkey, where poor waste pickers, often children, pick through mountains of Western waste.i


It’s a harsh truth that for decades much of what we thought was being recycled actually wasn’t, and isn’t. For decades, Western nations have offshored our trash to poorer countries where labor is cheap and environmental standards weakest, a phenomenon known as “toxic colonialism.” Thanks to the work of investigative reporters and NGOs, we now know that much of the recycling that we’ve exported in recent decades was habitually burned or dumped at sea; the waste clogging up Asia’s rivers is, at least in part, our own. Much of the rest is being produced by companies in the Global North selling our hyper-consumptive lifestyles to new markets. In the UK, less than half of all household waste is recycled10 (and even that number is an exaggeration, on which more later). Worldwide, the figure is just 20 percent.11 The vast majority of our waste is still disposed of in the same way that human beings have disposed of it for millennia: it’s buried, or it’s burned.


The environmental impact of all this is stunning. Today the solid waste industry contributes 5 percent of all global greenhouse gas emissions—more than the entire shipping and aviation industries combined.ii As it decomposes, rubbish produces methane, a potent greenhouse gas that traps many times more heat than carbon dioxide. Landfills ooze leachate, a waste industry term for the noxious black or yellow sludge that forms from the putrefying rubbish. Leachate is a noxious smoothie of every chemical and by-product you can imagine—acids, heavy metals, polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs), dioxins, and other poisons and carcinogens, which can leak down into the water table or into rivers, and into our water supply. As a result, modern landfills are sealed in with thick foundations and plastic barriers that prevent (or at least delay) leakage, but also prevent the waste from naturally breaking down, meaning that the contents often just lie there, entombed in toxic coffins. Such safety measures are expensive, and so in the developing world, landfills are rarely sealed; worldwide, open dumping accounts for more than a third of all waste disposal.


Waste is by nature a dirty word. Humans are biologically wired to avoid disgust, to look away from filth and decay. And so the waste industry is hidden, its trucks traveling in the early hours or late at night, its facilities operating at the edges of our awareness. Green Recycling lies at the very end of an industrial estate, surrounded by sound-deflecting metal boards. A machine called an Air Spectrum pumps out the smell of cotton bed sheets to mask the odor. You could live two streets away and never realize it was there. What little interaction we do have with the waste business is through names embossed onto bins—names like SUEZ, Biffa, and Waste Management Inc., all publicly listed corporations, yet ones you’ll rarely encounter in the pages of a newspaper. And yet, worldwide the solid waste industry is worth billions, even before you add in sanitation or liquid waste—the effluents, both human and animal, that we pump into our seas and rivers.


The waste industry has profited from our disgust. There’s an old English saying, “where there’s muck, there’s brass.” Or another: “one man’s trash is another’s treasure.” There can be riches in the rubbish, for those unashamed to get their hands dirty. Historically, waste disposal has been a business favored by the unsavory and the unscrupulous, from the New York mafia to the Japanese Yakuza, to the Italian ’Ndrangheta, which in the 1980s and ’90s illegally smuggled radioactive waste and dumped it off the coast of Africa.12 Nobody really cares what happens to rubbish, so nobody asks questions—helpful, if what you’re burying is bodies. But then rarely do we think about the people processing our trash, whether that’s the garbage collectors doing their early morning rounds, the sorters at Green Recycling, or the more than 20 million people worldwide who make a living in the informal waste sector—painstakingly collecting and sorting through our discards.13 These workers are more likely to be women, the elderly, or migrants, working in unhealthy and barely regulated conditions. We dump our waste on the margins, and on the marginalized.


Waste is history. Bodies decompose, paper molds and crumbles, treasures can be pillaged or melted down by conquering forces. But nobody loots the rubbish tip, and so for centuries archaeologists, those ancient dumpster divers, have reconstructed our history from trash: discarded weapons, smashed pots and urns, food scraps with bite marks still notched in the bones. Waste can tell you a lot about a people: how they lived, how they ate, how they farmed and fought, loved and worshipped. It’s by studying trash that we know the Maya first threw out their rubbish every month in what may have been early landfills, and that by around 500 BC, ancient Athenians had passed the first known sanitation law, ruling that household waste must be dumped at least a mile outside the city limits.14 The Romans had trash collection of sorts and were avid recyclers; recent excavation in Pompeii has uncovered sites where trash was sorted, and the salvageable material repurposed for the construction of new houses—a kind of Roman MRF.


Before the invention of the industrial economy, there was a lot less waste around. The biggest problem then wasn’t trash but feces, with its noxious odor and tendency to carry diseases. Even so, as towns grew into thriving cities, getting rid of all that waste soon became a problem. By the Middle Ages, the citizens of Paris were dumping so much waste outside the city walls that it was said an invading army could climb in over it—if it wasn’t for the rats. The solution, invariably, was recycling. For centuries, informal garbage pickers were a central part of urban life. Almost nothing was wasted. Rags could be used as cleaning cloths, bones carved into cutlery or children’s dolls, fireplace ash turned into bricks or fertilizer. Even the human excrement from privies was collected to be spread on the fields. By the nineteenth century, “rag and bone men” were a common sight in Victorian London. So too were dustmen, mud larks, toshers, pure-finders—all subcategories of scavengers, who collected everything from old brass to “pure” (dog shit, for use in soapmaking) and sold it on. In Bleak House, Charles Dickens wrote of the “extraordinary creatures in rags secretly groping among the swept-out rubbish for pins and other refuse.”15 It wasn’t until 1875 that the British Parliament, responding to the growing social reform movement and a series of devastating cholera outbreaks, mandated that every household deposit their waste in a movable receptacle, which would be collected once a week—the invention of the modern trash can.


Only after the Second World War did a revolutionary technology—plastic—begin to utterly reshape our relationship with waste. Plastic did more than generate huge new quantities of rubbish, it changed the way we talked and even thought about it. Until the invention of disposable diapers in 1943, the word disposable meant nonessential, a bonus—think of disposable income, which refers to the money left over after all our basic needs are already met. Suddenly, disposable had a new meaning: something designed to be thrown away. In 1955, Life magazine reported glowingly about the rise of “throwaway living.” “Disposable items cut down on household chores,” it declared below a picture of a joyous American family standing with open arms as these new disposable creations—plates, cutlery, pans, dog bowls, guest towels, you name it—rained down on them from above. (In a bitter irony, a recent study published in the journal Science revealed that tons of microplastic particles now literally rain down on us every year, a phenomenon the researchers termed “plastic rain.”)16


The waste industry didn’t just clean up after the modern economy—it enabled it. Corporations previously incentivized to produce high-quality products that lasted as long as possible were now lured into producing cheaper goods in ever greater volume, knowing that the consequences would fall not on their bottom line but on the consumer. Along the way, the booming marketing industry gave us the concept of “planned obsolescence,” in which new products were designed to fail and thus need replacing—culminating in our modern world, where technology from smart phones to tractors can in many cases no longer be repaired without voiding the manufacturer’s warranty. Today, one third of what we throw away is something produced the same year; and between 1960 and 2010, the amount of waste the average American was creating every year tripled.17 The modern economy is built on trash.


By the 1980s Western countries were inundated with waste, so the industry did what the newly globalized economy was designed to: it offshored the problem. Every day, container ships arrived from China laden with goods for the Western market, and set off again largely empty. Soon, they were stuffed to the brim with trash. Between 1988 and 2018, nearly half—47 percent—of all plastic waste exported worldwide was sent to China for recycling.


Then, in 2018, China shut its doors. Under a sweeping new policy, “National Sword,” the Chinese government prohibited almost all foreign waste from entering the country, arguing that what was coming in was too contaminated, and that the environmental damage was too great. National Sword sent shock waves through the global waste industry. Prices for plastic, cardboard, clothing, and many other recyclables plummeted overnight. Recycling companies the world over collapsed.


It was that crisis that had brought me to Green Recycling. “The price of cardboard has probably halved in twelve months,” Jamie told me. He looked dejected. “It’s hard. The price of plastics has plummeted to the extent that it isn’t worth recycling. If China doesn’t take plastic, we can’t sell it.” Recently, he’d had to send several metric tons of recyclables that at one time would have fetched good money on the open market to the incinerator.


After National Sword, exported trash began flooding into any country that would take it: Thailand, Indonesia, Vietnam. These countries all have something in common—they have among the highest rates of waste mismanagement in the world. Rubbish was dumped or burned in open landfills, or sent to recycling facilities with inadequate reporting, making the waste’s final fate difficult to trace. Some Chinese businesses set up smuggling operations to get around National Sword and bring waste into China; as so often with waste, organized crime was involved. Local waste systems were quickly overwhelmed, and illegal dumping sites proliferated. Nobody wants to be the world’s dumping ground, and so in the years since National Sword, countries such as Thailand, India, and Vietnam have all passed bans on the import of plastic waste. And yet still the rubbish flows.


When I first started my journey into the waste business, my initial feeling was not one of outrage, but of guilt. Like most people, I rarely thought about where my rubbish was going. I had naively assumed—what with our coterie of color-coded bins and convoluted recycling logos on every packet—that waste was one of those issues that modern life had more or less solved. Then my wife Hannah and I had the first of our two daughters, and were stunned (and more than a little disgusted) at the sheer volume of waste this tiny new person could produce. We weren’t zero-waste obsessives. I had a reusable water bottle and coffee cup, and a cupboard full of old totes to carry our shopping, but we used disposable diapers and wet wipes, ordered takeout, and took our shampoo and toothpaste, like most people, from the inevitable plastic bottle. We were, I thought, rather average. But once I started thinking about waste, I couldn’t stop. I started seeing it everywhere. I wanted to understand what had happened, how we got here, and what—if anything—could be done. Wasteland is my account of that journey.


This is not a book about rubbish. Though I started this journey with the story of trash and the people that dispose of it, I soon realized our real waste crisis is far bigger—a process that took me from landfills to ghost towns, from sewers to secondhand markets. Engineers and policymakers have historically considered solid waste and sanitation (that is, liquid waste) separate problems, the responsibilities of separate agencies and budgets. However, spend any time in the Global South, where streets flood with sewage because the open drains are clogged with trash, and you’ll realize that the two are inextricably connected.


This is a book about waste in both senses of the word, about what we throw away, but also the opportunities lost through our profligacy. Fully a third of all the food we produce worldwide is wasted, and yet 820 million people go hungry every day. We’ve plumbed running water and sewage across most of the world, but thanks to climate change, we now face cities running dry. Tackling our waste crisis doesn’t just mean removing litter from our rivers and oceans. Rethinking what we throw away could help us feed and water the world—and play a small part in saving our fragile planet.


Waste is not the most appealing subject for a book. When I first told people that I was writing about waste, they mostly made faces or sounded at best bemused. Why would you want to write about something so gross? And yet, as I first saw on that morning in Essex, there’s something beautiful, and even profound, about waste. There are few places in the world that give you a better view of humanity than a dump. I have seen bailiff’s notices pass by on the conveyors, family photographs, and once, an opened letter from a child bereavement clinic. There are stories in all our discarded things: who made them, what they meant to a person before they were thrown away. The economist Leonard E. Read once wrote that no single person alive could make a pencil from start to finish; every step, from logging the timber, mining the graphite, machining the thing—hell, machining the machine—is built upon countless invisible hands. You could never visit every mine, every farm, every factory. But in the end, it all ends up in the same place—the endless ingenuity of humanity in one filthy, fascinating mass.


It’s also easy to be disheartened by the waste crisis. Like climate change, it feels like a problem that individual action alone can do little to prevent. And yet, along the way, the more I met people determined to make a difference—farmers, sewage workers, garbage pickers, each passionate to save the world, or at least some small patch of it—the more optimistic I felt.


“We don’t call it waste. We call it materials,” Jamie told me that morning in Essex. To him, the endless river of trash wasn’t a tragedy. It was an opportunity, each tossed item not an end, but a beginning of something else. As I set off on my journey, I hoped he was right.


Footnotes


i Waste has many synonyms—rubbish, refuse, junk, garbage, trash. In fact, these terms originally referred to different things: garbage, at least in American English, refers to food and other biodegradable (or “putrescible”) waste, whereas trash refers to dry waste. Rubbish, its preferred British equivalent, can refer to anything from ashes to recyclables. Refuse includes both garbage and rubbish, while junk tends to refer to disused objects, or scrap. In this book, like most people, I use the terms interchangeably—partly because in most of the world they end up in the same places anyway.


ii This number is likely to be considerably higher once you include food waste—estimated to contribute between 8 and 10 percent of total emissions alone.
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PART ONE

DIRTY












1


THE MOUNTAIN




“You don’t just fill the hole, you fill the sky as well.”





The mountain looms over New Delhi, wreathed in smog. Even from a distance there’s something uncanny about it, as if someone has lifted a chunk of the Himalayas and just dropped it here, on the eastern edge of India’s capital city. It’s January, cold, and a black cloud hangs over the mountainside as my rickshaw weaves through the crowded streets toward its base. Only as I get closer do I see that the cloud is in fact not a cloud, but birds: Siberian black kites and Egyptian vultures, thousands of them, careening over the mountainside like some dreadful murmuration. Scavengers. As the haze begins to clear, I see people silhouetted against the slopes, bent low beneath sacks twice their size. Dump trucks crawl up the long dirt road that winds to the summit. And then the smell hits: an acid tang that floods the nostrils and grabs at the throat.


This is Ghazipur landfill, a mountain not of stone, but of garbage—14 million metric tons of it. Piled 71 yards high and covering an area of 69 acres, it is the largest of three mega-landfills that ring Delhi.1 The locals call it Mount Everest. “Nearly taller than the Qutub Minar,” my guide, Anwar Ali, says as we climb out of his dusty auto-rickshaw at the foot of the landfill. (The Qutub Minar, a thirteenth-century minaret, is one of Delhi’s oldest and tallest landmarks.) A neat man in a red hoodie and suit trousers, with kind eyes and a sweep of dark hair, Anwar is a waste picker. He makes his living here on the mountain picking through the waste and salvaging what recyclables he can to sell. It’s low work: dirty, dangerous, poorly paid, and yet all too common. Globally, as many as 20 million people make a living as waste pickers, predominantly in the Global South.2 They go by many names: in Egypt, they are zabaleen, in Mexico, pepenadores, in Brazil, catadores, in South Africa, bagerezi. India, where they are sometimes called kabadiwa la (“rag men”), is home to as many as 4 million waste pickers, around 5,000 of them working here on the mountain and living among the sprawling jhuggis, or informal settlements, around its base. However they are known, the waste pickers’ task is fundamentally the same: they are the recyclers of the informal economy, finding value in what we throw away. In one man’s trash, another’s treasure.


I’d met Anwar and my other companion, an intense, thickly bearded man named Sheikh Akbar Ali, through the Delhibased waste NGO Basti Suraksha Manch. Broad-chested in a puffer jacket and Covid mask, a woollen hat pulled tight on his head, Akbar is technically not a waste picker but a waste trader. When he’s not making a living trading scrap plastics and metals, he volunteers his time helping the other pickers whenever they need help with healthcare or housing. The private company that owns the landfill is unwelcoming to journalists, so Anwar and Akbar have graciously offered to sneak me onto the mountain, to see it up close.


Ghazipur originally opened in 1985, as a place for New Delhi (then with a population of just 6 million) to dispose of its household waste. By 2002 the landfill had outgrown its original capacity, but with nowhere else to go, the waste kept coming—and so the mountain grew. Today, more than 30 million people3 live in Delhi’s greater metropolitan area, known as the National Capital Region. By 2028, it is expected to surpass Tokyo to become the world’s most populous city. By the end of this decade, India’s population, already an estimated 1.3 billion people, will overtake China’s to become the world’s largest. With so many people comes an unprecedented deluge of waste—at Ghazipur, another 2,500 metric tons arrive every day. And so as India’s cities have grown, so have its landfills. (Ghazipur is not even the largest. That dishonor goes to the notorious Deonar landfill, in Mumbai.) Although in Ghazipur’s case, landfill isn’t really the appropriate term. It’s better to call Ghazipur what it really is: a dump.i


If you want to tell the story of waste, there’s no better place to start than a dump. For those of us lucky enough to live in a rich country, the very idea might seem anachronistic, something that went out of date along with the VHS. When I was a child, my parents would occasionally take my brothers and me to “the dump,” usually after Christmas or a garage clear-out. I remember the acid-sweet smell, the sound of shattering wine bottles, the illicit sense of permitted destruction. These days, in the UK, the closest most of us would get is the local recycling center. But for much of the world, waste management still means one of two things: a landfill or a dump. Worldwide, 37 percent of our waste is landfilled, according to the World Bank; fully another third ends up on open dumpsites.4 Waste management is expensive (all those garbage trucks, sanitation workers, and MRFs cost money) whereas dumping costs virtually nothing, so, as the global population has boomed, mega-dumps like Ghazipur have proliferated. Dumps with names like Bantar Gebang, Dandora, Olusosun, Matuail. And that is just in the cities. Travel through the countryside in almost any poor part of the world and you’ll find dumps—on the edges of towns, in ditches, on the riverbanks and roadsides.


Dumps are as old as we are. Wherever human beings have walked, we have left waste behind: food scraps, fabric, parchment, broken tools. Our discards have allowed archaeologists to piece together our history as far back as the Palaeolithic. “Waste is the secret history, the underhistory,” wrote Don DeLillo in Underworld—undoubtedly the finest novel ever written about garbage—but it is also just plain history. Middens, the name archaeologists give to bygone rubbish dumps, are one of our richest sources of insight into ancient civilizations all over the world. One of the largest sources of classical writing ever found is the rubbish dump at Oxyrhynchus, in Egypt, in which archaeologists discovered hundreds of thousands of documents, among them lost Christian texts and works by Plato, Euclid, and Sophocles.5 Ancient civilizations discarded so much waste that it accumulated in the soil, over time raising the level of entire settlements. These features, called tells, are found across the ancient world: whole cities, founded on rubbish.


“This is a treasure mine,” Akbar says. He means the dump. “You can find anything, even 300- or 400-year-old things.” It happens all the time, he explains: people die and relatives clear their houses out, not knowing that what they’ve discarded is some priceless antique or piece of history. To them it is just trash. By the time it arrives here, caked in the filth of the dump, they’re right.


In India, waste pickers are generally split into two categories: those who collect waste on street carts to sort in the streets or at home, and those who work on the dumps. It is a grueling task. At Ghazipur, the pickers set off before sunrise and pick until noon. The freshly tipped waste, which contains the best material, is dumped on the summit, which means a long climb. “Winter, summer, even if it’s raining, we will be drenched and still work,” Anwar says. In summer, temperatures in New Delhi can exceed 40°C (104°F). “If it is 40 degrees right here, it would be 50 degrees [122°F] up there, because of the heat from the waste as well as the sun,” he explains. To cope, the pickers hide bottles of water in the waste along their route, like climbers making camp. But for many of them the heat can be too much, and so they choose to work at night, by the light of headlamps.


“When you see the waste, you see a dump,” Akbar says, gesturing toward the mountain. “I do not see waste. I see the resources for myself. That waste is my livelihood.”


To reach Ghazipur’s slopes, we must first cross a marshy pool of fetid wastewater. The pickers have made a bridge from stones and rubble bags. “Rama Setu,” Anwar says. He’s referring to the Sanskrit epic Ramayana, which tells of how the Hindu god Rama built a bridge of stones from India to Sri Lanka in order to rescue his bride from a demon king. (The tale serves as an origin story for a real geological formation that once connected the two countries.) Anwar is joking—making light of their forced ingenuity—but it’s also an acknowledgment that we are crossing a border to somewhere hostile, other.


I scrabble up a dirt bank and onto the dump. On the western boundary, freshly laden trucks are lining up to begin the climb to the summit. The bird-cloud wheels angrily above them, waiting for butchers’ scraps that arrive daily from nearby markets; the way they swerve and screech makes me wonder if they’re repulsed, too. Not wanting to be caught, we skirt another route south up onto a low ridge. There’s a wide road around the base, which slopes upward. At its foot, leachate the color of tar has carved rivulets in the waste, which run downhill into an ink-black catchment pond strewn with plastic. The stench is formidable, caustic, and invasive. I can feel it in my sinuses like an oncoming migraine.


Every dump or landfill, I have come to learn, has a unique smell—the exact aroma differing based on variables including the exact constituents of the waste, the temperature, and the weather. Methane and carbon dioxide, the primary byproducts of decomposing rubbish, are odorless. The rotting smells you most likely associate with garbage are hydrogen sulphide (the smell of rotting eggs) and dimethyl sulphide (rotting vegetables). But waste is a complex bouquet. Its top notes can include ammonia (urine), acetaldehyde (bad cider), and trimethylamine (rotting fish). Perhaps the most interesting ingredients are the diamines putrescine, the compound that gives rotting meat its odor, and cadaverine, so named for being the unique scent of rotting corpses. For once I’m grateful that, thanks to the pandemic, I have a facemask at hand and pull it tightly over my nose.


Where the road through the dump has been dug, the trash has formed a sheer cliff face. Over time, the weight of the upper slopes has crushed the earlier deposits into a kind of novel sedimentary rock: clothing scraps, drink cans, packets of masala-flavored crisps, Mom’s Magic biscuits, ceramic shards, a chair, men’s razors, women’s razors, children’s toys, all held together with a nameless brown grime, like one great capitalism sundae. Spend enough time on a dump, I have found, and waste starts to blend together, the way clouds do, until it is not many things but one thing—a foul, abstract mass. Looking at it, I’m reminded of class geography trips as a child, visiting cliffs and marking off epochs in the geological strata. This one might be marked Anthropocene.


We climb. The waste on the lower levels, compressed by weight and time, feels firm, but on the slopes it is loose and unpredictable, scree-like. Trash crunches loudly underfoot. “It takes time to fill in, so that it becomes solid,” Anwar explains. During the wet season, rainwater trickles down between the waste, forming subterranean flows that can carve off larger sections, triggering landslides. Just a few months earlier, a chunk of the mountain gave way, killing two people and carrying a car into a nearby canal.6 Such incidents are not uncommon: in 2017 alone, landfill collapses killed at least 150 people worldwide, including 29 when a dump in Colombo, the capital of Sri Lanka, collapsed onto a residential neighborhood.7


“Have you ever been injured?” I ask Anwar.


“Yes,” he says, though never badly. He’s seen others maimed, even killed. Over time, he explains, you learn to read the waste the way sailors can read a river’s current; he can intuit what is likely to be solid, what isn’t. But collapses are unpredictable. “Nobody knows what is going to happen. A person is working until the end, when they go down.”


I notice small plumes of what looks like white dust here and there, caught in the wind. “Those are fires,” Anwar says, casually. Flame is a constant danger on landfills, waste being to a large degree fuel. Fresh rubbish might contain hot ashes, unburned wood, or batteries, which explode when heated or punctured. Decomposing waste creates heat, which can react with the landfill gases and spontaneously combust. Most fires are small and can be put out by the pickers. But others smolder for days or weeks under the surface. Occasionally fires get out of control. A few weeks after I visit, a massive blaze will break out on the dump, burning for forty-eight hours before eventually being extinguished.


Such disasters have added to Ghazipur’s cursed reputation. “This is a black spot for Delhi,” Anwar says. “On every border—with Haryana, Punjab, and Uttar Pradesh—there are landfills. So whenever a person comes to Delhi, the first thing they see is this.” In recent years, the municipal government has declared its intention to reduce the height of Ghazipur, and to eventually close the city’s open dumps. It is not alone. Over the last decade India has undergone an extraordinary sanitation drive, led by its controversial prime minister, Narendra Modi. Upon his election in 2014, Modi launched a $30 billion campaign to improve sanitation in India’s cities and villages. It was this, the Swachh Bharat, or “Clean India” campaign, that had brought me to India—arguably the largest drive to clean a nation and eradicate waste since the Industrial Revolution. Modi’s waste drive has coincided with an international effort, led by the World Bank and the International Solid Waste Association, to close open dumpsites and replace them with sanitary landfills, energy-from-waste plants, and other, less polluting disposal methods. In practice, this has meant the widespread privatization of waste collection, with contracts usually going to large private waste companies while placing the livelihoods of waste pickers under threat. “They have completely pushed us out,” Akbar says.


Someone shouts, and we look up. On a ridge high above us a picker is hauling a massive load of waste wrapped inside a net. He yells a warning and hurls the load off the cliff. It careens down the mountainside like a loose boulder, crashing to the floor below. Anwar motions to the ridge in question. “This is new,” he says. Not long before my arrival, the city had leveled off Ghazipur’s previous peak into a flat-topped mesa—less Everest, more Table Mountain—and was in the process of reprocessing some of the waste into construction materials and refuse-derived fuel. But the reality is that the waste is simply spreading outward, rather than up. The episode is the latest in a long history of negligence at Ghazipur. In 2015, the city opened an energy-from-waste plant on the edge of the landfill. However, the plant has been beset by problems. “The factory has not been functioning properly these last two years,” Anwar says. Initially, many of the waste pickers signed up for jobs at the new plant. However, after what they allege was mismanagement and technical problems, most quit the facility. “But the ownership wants to show that we are continuously working on a project that has taken hundreds of lakhs of rupees [that is, several million pounds] so a couple of times a week workers move waste inside and out,” Akbar says. We head to a vantage point overlooking the plant. The storage warehouse doors are open, with waste strewn everywhere. The incinerator sits silently, the stack spewing no vapors. There’s nobody inside.


“Look,” Anwar says, pointing upward. “Kids.”


In the distance, three slight figures are coming back down with their hauls. Three girls, barely teenagers, are walking in concert, bags of trash balanced on their heads. I count at least a dozen children on the mountain, and more nearby, helping parents while they sort, or playing among the garbage. The state provides free schooling, but when they shut during the Covid pandemic, few of the children had laptops or smartphones to study from home, so most chose to go to work with their parents. “They realize they can earn money at such a young age,” Anwar says, “so that is why you see a lot of kids dropping out of school.”


The pickers are worried that we’ll be spotted if we climb higher, so we head back to the clearing. Near the leachate pool, I spot plants growing up through the garbage: cherry tomatoes, their green fruits sprouting in the winter sun. I try not to imagine what kind of chemicals their roots must be drawing up from this toxic soil. “When these tomatoes grow to a significant size,” Anwar says, “these waste pickers pluck them for dinner.”


Back in the clearing, a herd of cattle is roaming through the waste piles, grass-starved, picking at the dirt. Each pile belongs to a different family. Some are wrapped in woven polypropylene sacks, others simply bundled in blankets. I meet a man and his wife sitting on a bright blue tarp, sorting through their haul: shampoo bottles, cans, cutlery, a children’s plastic cricket bat, various toys. They sort them into bags, based on material. The man, Qasim,ii has a thick moustache, wears a T-shirt and jeans and a bright orange cap, but no gloves, nor anything in the way of protection. Neither does his wife. Taking out a battered children’s toy, Qasim cracks it open with a hammer, scooping out the insulated wiring as if shelling shrimp. Metals earn the highest prices; copper wire is particularly prized. Then it’s higher-grade plastics—PET, HDPE—before you move on down. “We have eighty-seven categories of waste,” Akbar tells me. Plastics, in particular, can be hard to tell apart with the naked eye—PET, HDPE, PVC, PP.8 The pickers give them nicknames in their local languages: “natural,” “BP,” “milk.” “If I started teaching you right now, it would take you a year or more to get it,” Akbar says. Watching the pickers work, I don’t doubt him.


A waste picker on Ghazipur might earn [image: image]7,000 per month, or around £2.30 (US $2.86) per day, depending on the price of recyclables. Elsewhere in the city, where the kabadiwa las collect waste from the streets and households, earnings are slightly higher, although not by much. When the local plastic recycling factories shut during the pandemic, prices crashed. Many of the pickers were forced to take out informal loans from the waste dealers, who charge high interest rates, trapping the pickers in a cycle of what is essentially debt bondage. The pickers couldn’t even work due to citywide curfews. “The police would beat us up, and even if there was video evidence of it, no one would do anything,” Akbar says. Many waste pickers that I met in Delhi had similar stories.


It’s not just in India. Globally, waste workers are often among the poorest and most marginalized in society. Few countries even recognize waste picking as a formal profession. “After the waste is gone, we are like shit to them,” Akbar says. “They don’t like to look at us.” In India, Hindu waste workers are often Dalit—that is, deemed to belong to the lowest stratum of India’s notoriously unjust caste system. Even among Dalits, landfill picking is low-status work; like “manual scavenging” (cleaning out cesspits and sewers by hand), it was historically left to the most disadvantaged, the so-called “untouchables.”


Here in Ghazipur, most of the waste workers are not Hindu but Muslims—migrants from poor and climate-stressed farming regions such as West Bengal and Uttar Pradesh. Others are economic migrants from the south, or from neighboring Bangladesh. (All over the world, waste workers are disproportionately likely to be immigrants, trash picking being a job with among the lowest entry requirements.) In India, Muslims have faced growing persecution in recent years, amid an alarming rise in Hindutva nationalism. Recently, some Hindu politicians have openly called for violence, and the expulsion of Muslims from the country, something unthinkable even a decade ago. Akbar has seen the tide turning even among waste pickers. “The difference between the politics of then and now,” Akbar says, “is of the ground and the sky.”


A small crowd has formed while we’ve been talking, everyone intrigued as to what this strange, tall white man wants here on the mountain. A group of young girls are giggling beside someone I take to be their mother. They’re dressed in long scarves and Western clothes; one wears a sweater, clearly counterfeit, printed with the Apple logo. Another notices a smashed digital camera, and they take turns pretending to take photos of each other, an imagined fashion shoot among the broken things.


“What do you want to be when you grow up?” I ask.


“Doctors,” one says. The others collapse into laughter.


Later, as I turn to go, their mother says, “Take them with you.”


I would like to, I say, even though I know I can’t. I think of my own daughters at home, and the all-engulfing desperation it must take to offer your child up to a perfect stranger. Akbar signals that it’s time to leave. As we walk through the waste piles back to Anwar’s rickshaw, two of the youngest kids find a half-crushed bottle of bubble mixture in the dirt. One unscrews the cap and is delighted to find it half full. We drive away, their tiny bubbles bursting in the breeze.


Another day, another dump. This one 4,100 miles away, on England’s wind-bitten northeast coast. I’m not long past Newcastle when I see the first sign of my destination: a line of green articulated trucks, disappearing behind a thick treeline. I turn in to follow. Rain has fallen, and a concrete-gray cloud front is still unfurling overhead, the texture of mineral wool. Mud viscous, puddles deep. Wind turbines turn slowly on the horizon, surrounded by green fields and hedgerows. Beyond the fence line I pass a weighbridge where the trucks are appraising their hauls and approach a cluster of drab temporary buildings. Ahead of me is not a mountain but a series of low dirt hills, scattered with dump trucks and earthmovers. There isn’t a person in sight.


If Ghazipur is the among the worst that dumps have to offer, then this is the cutting edge: Ellington sanitary landfill, owned and operated by the multinational waste corporation SUEZ. It has taken me a long time to get here. In Britain, as in Europe, landfills have a lousy reputation as being archaic, foul, and polluting. As a result, waste companies, always keen to show off their latest recycling facilities, are reluctant to let anyone on a landfill, and particularly not a journalist. In fact, for more than a year, every waste company that I ask refuses to grant me access to one, citing either the coronavirus pandemic or unspecified safety concerns (while at the same time, insisting that landfills are perfectly safe). SUEZ, the French waste and sanitation giant named for its involvement in digging the Suez Canal, is the one exception. It is more than happy to show me around.


In the office, I meet my chaperones: Victoria Pritchard, SUEZ’s regional manager for the North East of England, and Jamie McTighe, the regional operations manager. Victoria—“Vic”—wears a peroxide-blonde bob and a leopard-print blouse under her safety jacket. Jamie is less glamorous but no less experienced, a nineteen-year waste man, taciturn in a hoodie and jeans. We’re joined by Carolyn Fitzgerald, SUEZ’s corporate affairs person, who is here to enthusiastically promote the company line.


Vic is warm and chatty, and not your typical landfill worker. “I wanted to be a stage manager,” she says, laughing. She started at SUEZ as a personal assistant and over the years has worked her way up through the ranks. “When I got the supervisor job, they said to me, ‘But you’re a woman? How are you gonna pick a bag of bentonite up?’ Which is what, 25 kilos [55 lbs]? ‘And how are you going to pull a pump out of a well?’” Vic says. “I said, ‘Well, I’m not, because the clue is in the title—I’m going to supervise somebody else to do it.’” Vic is now responsible for every SUEZ landfill stretching from here up to the Scottish borders. I like her immediately.


Landfill has always been a male-dominated industry. “The ill-fitting PPE [personal protective equipment] I’ve had over the years is nobody’s business,” Vic says, grimacing. “We only get them in men’s sizes. I don’t want a pink one; it doesn’t have to have flowers on. I just want something the same as everybody else that fits and does its job.” Vic is fastidious about landfills, insistent on them being correctly run and correctly named. She hates it when people call Ellington a “tip.” “I don’t use the word tip. Because in the North East of England, a tip is a mess. My mum would say to me, ‘Your room’s a tip!’ It’s not a tip. To me it’s about the perception. My goal is you shouldn’t know you’re driving past a landfill. We should be operating in such a manner that you don’t know you’re on a landfill until you’re tipping in your waste.”


Historically, landfills were often just holes in the ground—mines, bogs, marshes, deserts—any land on the fringes that people didn’t have a use for. Waste was literally “fill.” The practice of dumping rubbish and shaping it into new land goes back centuries: New York, Boston, and San Francisco, as well as parts of London, for example, are all built in part on trash. Robert Moses, the notorious city planner who reshaped New York during the middle decades of the twentieth century, was particularly fond of the landfill method: JFK and LaGuardia airports are built atop reclaimed waste, as is most of the south Manhattan shoreline, and Flushing Meadows, in Queens. In Britain, what we would now recognize as landfill didn’t really take off until 1956, with the passage of the Clean Air Act. Prior to that, much of our waste was burned, either at home or in municipal incinerators. But in 1952, the Great Smog—an air inversion that trapped the capital’s noxious air pollution close to the ground for five days, killing an estimated 4,000 people—triggered a ban on the burning of household waste. The result was a vast increase in municipal garbage, which had to be sent to landfills.


Ellington is a sanitary landfill, meaning it is separated into stand-alone sections, or “cells,” which each contain around 250,000 metric tons. The first “official” sanitary landfill opened in the city of Fresno, California, in 1937,iii the brainchild of Jean Vincenz, the city’s then-commissioner of public works—though Vincenz, a keen sanitary reformer, had taken inspiration from similar methods employed earlier in England, where the practice was called “controlled tipping.” Either way, sanitary landfills marked a minor revolution in waste management, introducing new methods to control both pests and odor. The Allied forces employed similar techniques during the Second World War, and after the war, returning soldiers quickly spread the practice throughout the land.


Today sanitary landfills are complex, highly engineered, and regulated constructs. Even before ground can be broken, there must be geological surveys and environmental assessments—not too close to groundwater, or rivers, or anywhere that might disturb protected species. Only once approvals are met can the engineers begin to dig. Even the word landfill, it turns out, is a misnomer. “You have landfill, landform or landraise,” Vic says. Exactly which depends on location, and what the owners intend to use the land for later, after remediation. On the wall of one of the offices is an artist’s impression of what Ellington will look like after it has closed. Vic and Jamie’s job is to re-create it in dirt, like sculptors meeting a client brief. “There’s actually what we call ‘cell’ and ‘air,’” Vic says. “You don’t just fill the hole, you fill the sky to a certain point as well.”


Once it’s on the landfill, the waste undergoes a biological and chemical onslaught. First, there are the pests: maggots, worms, insects, rats. Higher on the food chain, feral pigs, baboons, and bears have all been found dining out on landfills, which to them must seem like a free buffet. Then there are the birds. (There are always birds.) In India, it is kites and vultures; in North America, it’s starlings. In Spain, some white storks have become so reliant on the free, year-round supply of food from landfills that they have abandoned their seasonal migration. In Australia, the sacred ibis is so often seen rooting through trash that it earned the nickname “bin chicken.”


Here in Britain, the main pests are gulls. Common gulls, herring gull, black-backed, black-headed—the waste attracts allcomers. This morning at Ellington they are amassed in a field just over the fence line, an ominous feathery mob. SUEZ employs a full-time falconer, who uses birds of prey to keep them out. “The main thing with them is varying techniques,” Jamie says. He points out a yellow box off in the distance, an electronic deterrent system. “It’ll start screaming like a bird, and that scares them off,” he says. At the prow of the hill, a falcon-shaped kite dangles from what looks like a fishing line, a kind of scare-gull.


Even before it arrives, the waste is already being devoured. When we talk about waste biodegrading, we’re really talking about microbes: first aerobic bacteria, which break down the organic compounds (fats, proteins, carbohydrates) within the waste, setting loose sugars and amino acids, as well as carbon dioxide. Move deeper and anaerobic microbes take over, fermenting this chemical soup to produce a pungent mix of acids and alcohols. By now the landfill is quite literally a hot mess, producing both plumes of carbon dioxide and the aforementioned pungent gases—hydrogen sulphide, ammonia—as well as volatile organic compounds (VOCs) such as benzene. Finally, methanogenic bacteria take hold and convert the acetic acid into methane. This final stage, which can happily continue within the soil for decades, is what makes the emissions from dumps so problematic for the climate. As well as being extremely flammable, methane is at least twenty-eight times more potent as a greenhouse gas than carbon dioxide, because it traps atmospheric heat more effectively.9 All told, according to the US Environmental Protection Agency, landfills are the third largest cause of methane emissions in the United States. Even that may be an underestimate. In recent years, aerial observation and multispectral satellite imaging has discovered that landfills produce far more greenhouse gases than previously thought. A recent aerial study by NASA’s Jet Propulsion Laboratory found that several landfills in California were leaking methane at rates up to six times higher than EPA estimates.10 The situation is worse in poorer countries, where methane and leachate from landfills and dumps are not collected. In 2021, the European Space Agency’s Sentinel 5-P satellite detected a single landfill in Lahore, Pakistan, that was emitting 126 tons of methane an hour, putting its hourly emissions on par with that of about 6,200 cars.11


No landfill is the same. The actual constituents of the waste are as varied as what we throw away, which is to say that they can and do contain almost anything. Since the 1970s, most countries have separated out hazardous waste (hazardous waste landfills, in general, have stricter environmental controls but much worse contents). But even your everyday municipal landfill is a haven of toxic and hazardous chemicals found in our cleaning products, makeup, pharmaceuticals, batteries, and electronics. A recent study found that US landfills typically contain hundreds of toxic chemicals, ranging from agricultural pesticides to industrial pollutants, PCBs, Bisphenol-A, per- and polyfluoroalkyl substances (PFASs)—many of which are potent human toxicants, causing cancer, endocrinal disruption (that is, they mess with your hormones), and neurological damage.12 Pharmaceuticals, including antibiotics, find their way in; so too do heavy metals like lead, mercury, and zinc, which arrive inside toys, household electronics, lightbulbs, televisions, and old-fashioned lead paint. Of the 1,333 sites currently on the US Superfund National Priority List—the index of the most toxic places in America—159 are former landfills.13 No wonder, then, that working on or living near landfill sites is associated with a greater risk of asthma, respiratory disease, leukemia, low birth rates, and several types of cancer.14


To keep that noxious soup inside, each cell of a modern sanitary landfill is carefully engineered. “I like to use the analogy of a pie,” Vic says. “You have your bowl, and you rely on your bowl to make sure that all the inner of the pie doesn’t leak out.” The hole is first lined with bentonite clay, which is then covered with an impermeable plastic liner, welded shut at the seams. “That’s your crust.” The liner is topped with gravel and sheets of a hessian fiber, for drainage. Leachate within the landfill slowly trickles downward, picking up chemicals. (It’s this fluid that I had seen forming in pools at the base of the mountain at Ghazipur.) The actual chemical makeup of leachate depends on the waste. It has its own terroir, like wine. “Like Burnhills [in Northumberland], where Jamie got his roots, was a special waste site, so their leachate is bright green,” Vic says.


“You’d get stuff in drums, and a lot of off-spec prescription medication,” Jamie explains.


“Go to Scotland, and at one of our sites the leachate produces this polymer,” Vic says, excited, taking out her phone to show me a picture. It’s horrid: a black, spongy mass, like aerated chewing gum.


“It’s a bit like whale blubber,” Jamie says.


“When you touch it, it goes glublubglug—” Vic wobbles her hand like set jelly, gleeful as a toddler.


At Ellington, the leachate is drawn out of the waste using a lattice of pipework and pumped to an onsite chemical treatment plant, before being sent to a nearby sewage plant for further processing. Vertical pipes draw off the landfill gas, which is used for power generation. The waste buried at Ellington currently produces around 1.3MW, or enough to power 3,500 homes. When a cell is filled, it will be then covered with another plastic liner and welded shut at the seams. Finally, the entire cell is covered in clay and several feet of soil, sealing the waste inside. The result is that modern landfills are less like dumps than balloons full of garbage.


The American archaeologist and anthropologist William Rathje made a career of studying landfills. In 1973, Rathje and his colleagues at the University of Arizona established the Garbage Project, which set out to examine waste with the same rigor that other scientists would apply to ancient archaeological dig sites. “If we can come to understand our discards,” Rathje wrote, “then we will better understand the world in which we live.”15 They dubbed themselves garbologists. Trash, Rathje found, could tell you more about a neighborhood—what people eat, what their favorite brands are—than cutting-edge consumer research, and predict the population more accurately than a census. Garbology has, for instance, shown that people consistently underestimate how much unhealthy food they consume while overestimating their consumption of fruits and vegetables. Unlike people, garbage doesn’t lie.


Rathje’s researchers consistently found that landfills are less biologically active than assumed. Deep below the surface, the biological processes that break down the waste can slow to a standstill. After taking cores from twenty-year-old landfills, Rathje and his researchers found that paper was still clearly legible, and even food waste was still easily identifiable: “onion parings were onion parings, carrot tops were carrot tops. Grass clippings that might have been thrown away the day before yesterday spilled from bulky black lawn and leaf bags, still tied with twisted wire.”


And, inevitably, landfills leak. Liners are torn and ripped open by the waste, root systems, and pests; plastic liners are broken by weathering or the chemicals within. Landfills built along coastlines or along waterways—a common practice for centuries—are constantly under threat from flooding and sea-level rise. Over time they erode, until inevitably they spill their contents. Trash eats its way out; nature finds a way in. Thus, as the writer Elizabeth Royte puts it, “Over time, landfills pose more of a threat to the environment, not less.”16


We stand on a ridge and look out over the site. Where we’re standing, Jamie says, is actually historic landfill—waste built upon waste. The empty cell falls away in front of us. Beyond it, previously filled cells rise in a series of gently undulating hills. On a ridgeline atop the nearest cell, six articulated trucks are queuing up to dump their loads. But it’s difficult to see, being so far away, so Jamie asks if I want to see the face up close. Of course I do, so we climb into the cab of a John Deere tractor and set off over the landfill. In the cab, we get to talking. Jamie grew up in Hull, he says, and studied environmental engineering at university. He had wanted to join the UK Environment Agency. This might seem the diametric opposite of that, but in fact, he says, it’s the same thing—stewardship of the land. Managing a landfill is about preventing pollution, ensuring that the waste ends up in the ground. As we approach the open face, we pass two massive grates the size of billboards, designed to catch plastic bags and the like from blowing away in the wind. In heavy winds, the landfill closes. The fences that surround the site are less about keeping people out than waste in.


The ground underneath us is spongy, the waste still settling. Looking down, I notice that what looks like soil in fact isn’t. We’re driving over daily cover, a preliminary layer of material poured over the waste to fend off birds and lessen the odor. The dirt is flecked with brightly colored plastics the size of confetti. “Rejects from a plastic recycling process,” Jamie says.


At the active face, one of the trucks is still dumping its cargo—an anonymous clod of mattresses, drywall, and insulation. Construction waste. Not that it makes much difference to Jamie and the crews. “Once it gets here, we can’t do anything. It’s all treated in the same way,” he says. The compactor, a massive 45-metric ton machine with spiked metal wheels each the size of a small car, rolls over the newly deposited trash, crushing it down and kicking clouds of sawdust into the air. For every load, the compactor will make seven to ten passes, enough to squeeze out any gaps in the waste and make the mass more stable. Then another of Jamie’s crew comes in, driving a track-loading shovel, and begins shaping the waste into the pre-agreed landform, in this case a gently sloping hill. Watching the operation for a while—dump, crush, spread, repeat—is mesmerizing. The crew are not dumping the waste so much as sculpting it, carving a new landscape.


Jamie has worked on landfills long enough that he has seen people dump almost anything. I ask if that includes corpses (landfills being, statistically speaking, a common place to find murder victims), but he himself hasn’t seen any. He did, however, once receive the 30-foot carcass of a whale that had beached nearby. “In those situations, it’s the people who have to get it into the vehicle that I feel for,” he says, wincing. Jamie’s crew dug the whale a grave and buried it, to protect it from the gulls—a small act of dignity within an otherwise foul end. Occasionally, landfills are host to even more exotic discards. In 2013, James Howells, a computer engineer in Newport, South Wales, accidentally threw out a memory card containing 8,000 Bitcoin, which ended up in the local landfill. At Bitcoin’s peak, in 2021, the card’s contents were worth nearly half a billion dollars. For the last few years, Howells has been trying to convince the city to dig up the landfill to find the card, offering to share the proceeds if found. So far, they have declined his offers—and so the riches remain buried.


Working on landfills, Jamie admits, “isn’t very glamorous.” The pay is mediocre, the conditions rarely pleasant. The operators spend almost all day in their cabs except for breaks, hauling and dumping whatever the weather—rain, shine, or snow. All of that moving bulk and heavy machinery can also be dangerous. In the US, garbage workers are almost three times as likely to be killed on the job than police officers.17 Statistically, waste work is one of the most dangerous jobs there is.


“It is brutal out there, absolutely brutal,” Vic says.


The work is also increasingly hard to find. In the UK and Europe at least, landfills are a dying business. (The same is not true in the US or Australia, which send 50 percent and 30 percent of waste to landfill, respectively.)18 In 1996, the UK government introduced a landfill tax, to encourage recycling rates. It has steadily increased ever since; at the time of writing, landfill tax is at £98 (US $122) a metric ton. Anything that cannot be sent for recycling or composted is increasingly burned inside energy-from-waste (EfW) plants. These days, the landfill only receives household waste from the local council when the nearby EfW is overflowing, or down for maintenance. The result has been a mass exodus from the landfill industry. “It was a bit like rats leaving a sinking ship,” Jamie says. “A lot of people left. The people that we have got left now have all been in the industry for quite a long time.”


The reason for landfill’s decline is not, as was once feared, that we are running out of room for them (quite the contrary—empty land is easy to find). Rather they have become obsolete, unable to compete with recycling and energy generation on cost, as well as politically unpopular. Of the ninety-eight landfill sites that SUEZ operates in the UK, only four are still active—that is, accepting new waste. Victoria manages all of them. “The landfill tax killed this industry too quick,” Vic says. Landfill operators, who run on thin margins, suddenly found themselves unable to fill the holes before their licences expired. One of SUEZ’s sites was forced to write off £1 million (US $1.25 million). At the current rate, Vic doubts even Ellington will reach its designed capacity. “We’re going to have void left to fill,” she says.


Vic and Jamie are passionate about waste in a way that I find infectious. “It’s weird. It’s either in you, or it’s not,” Vic says. Like Jamie, she thinks of landfill management not as an act of defilement, but one of environmental stewardship; by working here, she is making sure that the waste doesn’t end up polluting soil or rivers. “I feel like I have a responsibility to do this,” she says. It pains her every time she hears about some badly managed landfill creating a stink or causing community protests. Landfills, Vic says, get bad press. Whenever other landfills are in the news, Ellington sees an uptick in complaints. Otherwise, most people forget that they’re even here. “I wouldn’t want one on my doorstep,” she says. “But if I had one on the doorstep, I’d appreciate it if it was run correctly.”


Looking out over the landfill and its rolling hills of dirt, the thing that strikes me is how clean it all is. The wind turbines whirr slowly on the horizon, the breeze rustling the treeline that hides the open face from the road. I think back to Ghazipur, where I’d been just a few weeks earlier. You might ask how it is possible that two dumps, one in a global capital city and another in a tiny rural town in England, can be so grotesquely different, and the answer is of course simple: money. We in the Global North take waste disposal as a given, a basic right, whereas for people who struggle for their basic needs—food, water, education—it’s a luxury.


In our debates about recycling and the circular economy, it’s worth considering that in low-income countries, 93 percent of waste ends up dumped. In high-income countries, the figure is only 2 percent. Yet the world’s population is growing fastest in the Global South, where waste management ranges from poor to nonexistent. Often, these are the countries producing the very things that we’re throwing away in the first place. Our solutions for the waste crisis cannot just be for the well-off; they must include everyone, wherever they are, rich or poor. Otherwise the Ghazipurs of the world will just keep getting taller.


After we’re done at Ellington, Vic, Jamie, and I drive out to one of SUEZ’s former landfills in Seghill, a town a few miles south. The Seghill site closed in 2012. In the UK, as in the United States, waste contractors are legally responsible to remediate landfills and maintain the sites for thirty years after closing, including drawing off the leachate and landfill gas. The waste itself will remain intact for decades, and likely centuries after that, the risk of liner leaks only increasing with time. But on the surface, at least, it’s peaceful: a quiet hillside, topped by wheat fields. The hedges are thick with blackberry and hawthorn. Recently planted trees—beeches, I think—are starting to bud. The only sign of this land’s true purpose are the methane pipes that protrude from the soil every few hundred yards, like tree shoots. “We get red squirrels here,” Vic says; endangered animals, finding a new home above the waste. Vic likes it here. As one of the remediation projects on the site, she has opened a nature school, where schoolchildren can come to learn skills like beekeeping—as well as about the garbage, at least temporarily entombed below their feet.


Footnotes


i The International Solid Waste Association uses “dump” to refer to waste disposal sites that lack the environmental controls (lining, topsoil cover) required of “sanitary” landfills. That, of course, comes with problems—not least that it defines “good” waste management as that which is sold by the Western waste industry—but for ease of use I’m sticking with it here.


ii Not his real name.


iii The Fresno landfill, which closed in 1987, is now a park, and a US site of historical interest. I’ve been there. It’s a pretty place, a grassy hill overlooking acres of fruit fields and frequented by dog walkers.
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