Defusing the waste timebomb

Mankind is facing a waste timebomb – buried under its own rubbish, unless we can find a way to avoid the damaging and unsustainable disposal methods we have used for generations.

The UK alone produces some 400 million tonnes of waste a year – more than a million tonnes every day.  A large proportion of our waste has traditionally been put into “landfill” – literally dumped into large holes in the land, but space is running out. 

Now experts at Cardiff University are embarking on a race against time to find solutions which will enable humanity to avoid an environmental disaster.

Professor Hywel Thomas heads the Cardiff-based Centre of Excellence in Waste Research, an initiative backed by the Welsh Assembly Government and drawing on world-leading expertise from a range of disciplines – from regional planners to bioscientists, from engineers to architects.

Scientists are attacking the problem in a multi-pronged approach. Professor Thomas will highlight the range of research being undertaken, before focusing on two very different areas:

· Engineers are using the latest technology to use a time-honoured practice to overcome a 21st century crisis. They are collecting data from large-scale experiments in composting to ensure that millions of tonnes of domestic waste becomes a valuable resource rather than a problem. 

Their research, which involves taking and analysing constant readings of temperature, gas flows, and acidity, is addressing no fewer than four serious environmental problems: 1 – what to do with the vast quantities of  domestic waste; 2 – the worldwide depletion of the organic content of soils; 

3 – reducing methane emissions (a greenhouse gas emitted from landfill disposal); and 4 – the threat to peat beds from the use of peat as a fertiliser.

· Experts in the Welsh School of Architects are creating a new generation of buildings – homes, factories, offices - which will drastically reduce the vast mountain of construction waste produced annually, and which prevent the waste of energy as well as materials.

Using some of the world’s most advanced design technology, they recreate the position and movement of the sun in any part of the world at any time in a huge “sky dome” to assess the impact of sunlight and heat on new projects, and therefore gauge their heating requirements. Sophisticated computer programs predict the consequences of developments – from the traffic flow and pollution levels from new housing developments to the heat loss from office windows.

