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As this year’s Board exams draw closer, there will be a set of worried parents with children slated to write these exams… not without reason. After all each year getting admission in a college and course of one’s choice is getting more and more difficult. At this stage, the ability of our children to attain the highest possible percentile in the Board exams becomes not just desirable but imperative, the key to survival in the tough competitive real world. But are we aware that our own actions conspire to diminish our children’s intelligence? Good-intentioned actions that are in reality poison our lives in more ways than realize, and for longer than we can estimate.

Every morning as we are rushing to office, we don’t notice (no time!) small heaps of garbage collected by the road sweepers or neighborhood maids. Mysteriously, or so it seems, these heaps are seen burning during the afternoon or thereabouts, emitting white, grey and black smoke. In fact, on certain days when a lot of sweeping has occurred on a particular street, one gets an impression that the city is at war, and just subjected to a giant round of aerial bombing.

The Garbage consists of the following harmful metals: Aluminum used in almost all packaging especially food items and juices, Mercury from used tube lights and light fixtures (including car lamps), thermometers, dental amalgams and hospital waste, Cadmium and Nickel from batteries and paints, Lead and Arsenic from petro-fuels, paints and batteries. Besides the above, there is also the biodegradable component in everyday household garbage – vegetable and fruits peels, leaves, paper and other biodegradable matter. 

Let us examine the garbage more closely. In our day-to-day lives, we do not care to know more about stuff like dioxins, furans and heavy metals. Well, its time we gave these poisonous compounds the respect they deserve! For one, know that one of the most dangerous dioxin releasers is PVC or polyvinyl chloride, the chemical name for common plastic that we use in the form of buckets, mugs, children’s toys and other household products.

This is the real nature of the garbage we humans create daily, and this is what municipal bodies are supposed to ‘manage’ and ‘dispose of’.  For various reasons, local bodies lack effective garbage management strategy, and ‘disposal’ is conveniently taken to mean that a major part of solid waste is simply left in the streets or no-man’s land like empty plots and open areas. 

The other mechanism that is understood to be ‘quick’ and ‘convenient’ is BURNING it. Ask anybody – the housewife commandeering a sweeper to burn that trash outside her home or the sweeper himself. They believe that burning reduces the garbage into ash, which then flies away and presto! is lost forever!  

But BURNING garbage is neither safe not convenient. Burning trash releases vaporizing mercury, lead and other toxic metals into the air. And this is where our children come into the picture. Vaporizing Mercury affects the central nervous system (CNS) and causes cardio vascular and lung / breathing disorders. It produces kidney damage, visual impairment and Multiple Sclerosis. Cadmium affects developing fetuses and causes renal damage. Nickel causes allergies, eye and skin irritation besides irreparable liver and kidney damage. Lead and Arsenic cause irreversible damage to the brain including dementia. Higher levels of exposure to these metals leads to debilitating effects on intelligence and growth of children, blood cell disorders including rare cancers, besides kidney impairment at still higher exposure levels. Aluminum, that wonderful metal we are so familiar with in our pots and pans, can lead to the breakdown of brain cells and their degeneration.

Heavy metals are one of the poisons a burning pile of trash emits. Consider this other: a burning Dioxin remains present in the atmosphere for a long time entering your body invisibly through the food you eat. This leads to mutations and genetic defects. Livestock (cows, hens and other milk-giving animals) feeding off mixed waste lying in dumps and rubbish heaps are already displaying an alarming rise in dioxin levels in the milk they produce. This dangerous dioxin level is manifested in butter, ghee and other milk derivatives. A study of the dioxin content of butter done in India and China revealed some of the highest levels in the world. Mother’s milk too, has shown higher than desirable levels of dioxin, in several tests done in our country. The garbage we burn and assume has ‘disappeared’, thus, reenters our food cycle and penetrates at all levels so that not even newborn infants are spared. Lack of concentration among school children, throat and respiratory tract allergies, eye infections, unexplained headaches can all be linked to this environmental hazard, directly or indirectly.

Also consider this: If smoking tobacco in public places is increasingly being banned in all civilized societies around the world, can garbage burning in equally public places be given a blind eye? Simply because nobody ‘owns’ those piles of trash on the street? 

The need of the hour is to stop burning garbage as a way of disposal. Local bodies need to be coerced by the community and the resident welfare associations to PICK UP solid waste from their areas and transport it to Safe Landfill Sites where proper and scientific disposal can be done. Sweepers employed by these agencies should be instructed NOT to burn garbage.

Else we can look forward to dull, mutated and dwarf children who will not only fail the Board exams they take, but also the ultimate test of SURVIVAL.  
