The world of waste

CAFNEC and the Tropical Green Building Network organised a tour of the Portsmith waste facilities in November. Around 20 people attended the tour of the Materials Recovery Facility (MRF) (where recyclable materials are sorted) and the Bedminster (where general waste is processed). It was a great chance to find out what happens to our waste.

The mountains of waste that we saw on the day were overwhelming – and this was just one day’s waste for the Cairns region. 

RECYCLING
At the MRF we were able to watch recyclable materials being processed. The group had questions about what can be put in the yellow-lidded recycling bin and how these are processed, and this is often the cause of confusion. 

What can I put in my yellow-lidded bin for recycling?

In general you can put (relatively) clean plastics, glass, paper, cardboard aluminium and steel into your recycling bin. 

Plastics 1-5 can be recycled in the Cairns region. This includes most plastic bottles and containers. You can also put in paper and cardboard, but no thick waxed cardboard (i.e. waxed boxes). All glass can be put into the yellow bin, but don’t put in any small pieces of broken glass (these fall through the holes in the sorting equipment and will end up in landfill. Aluminium and steel cans can also be put into this bin for recycling.

What NOT to put in the yellow-lidded bin

Definitely DO NOT put any plastics bags into your recycling bin. Any plastic bags that you put in there will not be recycled and will end up in landfill. Some people put their recyclables into a plastic bag then into the bin, but this means their recyclables will go to landfill. Staff at the MRF do not touch anything that is enclosed in a plastic bag as they can never be sure what’s in it.

Other common contaminants that you should NOT put in your recycling bin are light globes, batteries, ceramics, gas bottles and aerosols. Energy efficient light globes contain heavy metals and should not go to landfill.
What happens to your recyclable materials?

The contents of the recycling bins are piled into a large shed then moved by machine onto a series of conveyor belts that sort the materials into categories. Each material type is baled together and stored for transport. Plastics, paper and cardboard, aluminium and steel are transported to the nearest recycling facility in Brisbane and are sold to companies that make various products from them.

Saleable glass (at least around 8cm pieces) is also transported to Brisbane and sold for recycling. Smaller pieces of broken glass are currently sent to landfill. Council has a glass crusher that is out of operation. Council aims to get the glass crusher operating then crush and sell the glass locally for use in road construction or other projects.

GENERAL WASTE

What should I NOT put in my general waste bin?

It is important to remember that batteries, energy saving light globes and electronic equipment (among other things) should not be put into your green bin. They contain heavy metals and other toxins that need to be disposed of safely.

Which waste goes to the Bedminster facility?

All domestic waste that is collected from the kerbside in your green bin, plus some commercial waste, is treated at the Bedminster facility. First the waste is piled onto the floor of a large shed. Staff then use machinery to pick out any obvious contaminants such as fire hydrants, car batteries or other large items.

What happens to waste at the Bedminster?

From the stockpile area, the waste is pushed up onto conveyor belts that feed into three large ‘digesters’. These digesters are long, rotating metal tubes, each made up of three chambers which are separated by a retractable gate. The waste is fed into the first chamber where it is turned as the digester rotates. Biosolids (sewage sludge) from the wastewater treatment plants are added to the waste before it enters the digester. The waste remains in the first chamber for 24 hours, then moves into the next chamber, then the next. The waste is in the digester for a total of three days.

From the digester the waste is processed through a large rotating filter and magnet which are designed to remove magnetic metals and large items that have not composted. The items removed during this process are sent to landfill or, if saleable, are recycled. Once through this system the waste is stockpiled in large mounds where it is left for a number of weeks. 

The final part of the process is a fine filter which removes large pieces of glass and plastics from the composted material. The final product is sold to farmers as soil conditioner. There is weekly testing of the final product (using a composite sample) to assess quality and heavy metal content. These test results are not publicly available but can be requested by buyers.

