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Global Waste Trade: What goes around, comes
around?

A gust of wind blows toxic exhaust gas into a residential area in Kuala
Lumpur, the capital of Malaysia. Peng Lei, 47 years old, who lives in Jenjarom, Kuala
Lumpur, complained that "Especially at night, when the machines in the recycling
factory start to melt plastic, not only does it smell bad, but the smoke makes the
lungs aching." The peace of the township has been ruined by the mushrooming of1

illegal plastic recycling operators, causing Jenjarom folks to suffer from several
pollutions: including contamination of water, air and soil, not to mention, nearby
community are posed to a health risk like the respiratory illness (similar to Peng Lei’s
symptoms) caused by the haze coming from open air burning.
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A man standing on the garbage left behind on the premises of a shutdown factory in
Jenjarom.

In fact, The Recycling Myth 2.0 has discovered hazardous compounds and
chemicals - that are potentially detrimental to human health and the environment - in
the samples of soil and water from four sites located in Kedah and Selangor,
Malaysia. The findings revealed several cleared dumpsites were cleaned3

3 The sites revisited in Selangor were Pulau Indah,Kapar and Kampung Sri Cheeding; the site in Kedah was an
unregulated dumpsite located by the Sungai Muda riverbank. From  “Potential Health/Environmental Impacts

2 Picture from New Straits Times (2019).
https://www.nst.com.my/news/nation/2019/02/462875/jenjarom-folk-reclaim-their-right-pollution-free-life

1 Tim Schauenberg. China banned “Foreign Garbage”: Where did they go? DW.COM (2019).
https://www.dw.com/zh/中国禁止洋垃圾-欧美塑料垃圾哪去了/a-48264531
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https://www.dw.com/zh/%E4%B8%AD%E5%9B%BD%E7%A6%81%E6%AD%A2%E6%B4%8B%E5%9E%83%E5%9C%BE-%E6%AC%A7%E7%BE%8E%E5%A1%91%E6%96%99%E5%9E%83%E5%9C%BE%E5%93%AA%E5%8E%BB%E4%BA%86/a-48264531
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superficially as remnants of burnt and shredded plastic waste remained as a topsoil
containing heavy metals and metalloids, while chemical contaminants were found in
nearby soils and water sources. This report proves the long-term consequences of a
dysfunctional recycling system, often known as the global plastic waste trade. It is
indeed an alarm for the government as well as the public about the effect of illegal
dumpsites and burning facilities that have sprung up in various regions of Malaysia.

According to Heng Kiah Chun, the Greenpeace Malaysia Campaigner, their
investigation found evidence of harmful plastic waste processing being carried out in
Klang, on the western outskirts of the capital Kuala Lumpur, and Jenjarom to the
south. Hence, it is undeniable that foreign garbage has a huge impact on the local4

community, especially in terms of health. To add on, he said that the plastic recycling
industry in Malaysia and other countries in Southeast Asia is overwhelmed by the
influx of plastic waste from over 19 countries worldwide resulting from China’s latest
ban. This can be shown through data stating that Malaysia imported 754,000 metric
tonnes of plastic between January and July 2018; it is equivalent to the weight of
about 100,000 large elephants. The garbage originated from western countries such5

as the United States, Japan, UK, Australia, New Zealand, Finland, France, Belgium,
Germany, Spain, Sweden and Switzerland.
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Kilograms of solid waste that each person creates in a year

6 Data from World Bank. The figure only includes residential, commercial and institutional waste.

5 From “Malaysia: the new dumping ground in Asia” in the news section of IMPACT: Insights & Inspiration for
Social Innovation, p. 9.

4 Greenpeace: ‘Recycling’ from developed world dumped in Malaysia and left to rot. Greenpeace Southeast
Asia (2018).
https://www.greenpeace.org/southeastasia/press/661/greenpeace-recycling-from-developed-world-dumped-i
n-malaysia-and-left-to-rot/

Related to the Findings” in The Recycling Myth 2.0: The Toxic After-effects of Imported Plastic Waste in
Malaysia, p.29.
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Over the last few decades, developed countries have exported plastic waste
to Asian developing countries - mostly to China - for disposal. However, after years
of being the world’s dumping ground, China has stopped importing this foreign
garbage since 2017 by issuing a ban known as Prohibition of Foreign Garbage
Imports. China’s reasoning is to improve the environment and protect people’s7

health. In the past, China imported 56% of the world’s plastic waste every year, as
well as 60% of the paper waste in the United States and 70% in Europe, for recycling
and processing. All of this was stopped suddenly. This decision brought the global8

recycling system to a standstill.

"The global recycling industry has suffered a huge impact" said by Arnaud
Brunet, director of the International Bureau of Recycling Industries (BIR) -an
international recycling industry organization. The United States, Europe, Japan,
South Korea and other countries have begun to find new recipients and landfills for
their waste; Southeast Asian countries - particularly Vietnam, Thailand and Malaysia
- have accepted an increased amount of plastic waste. Worst still, it also triggered a
global trash issue; the extensive accumulation of trash across the world due to
population spirals and urbanization spreads.

Therefore, neither sending solid waste to landfills nor incineration is ideal. To
solve this international waste management problem, Malaysian company, Pamarai
Sdn Bhd, came up with the Asher, a 6 metres tall machine that can reduce most
solid waste materials into ash, which could be soil conditioner. According to Roland
Tee, the inventor of the Asher, when waste is put into the Asher, it ends up in the
thermal degradation chamber, where it decomposes via a pyrolysis process,
involving a change in the materials’ chemical composition. The machine is also
equipped with a wet scrubber that removes other possible internal pollutants.9

Apart from technology innovations, other ways like: sculpting, sorting, and
even eating are also tackling the global trash problem. For the example of sculpting,
the artist, Joseph-Francis Sumegne, scoured rubbish dumps in the 1990s for junk to
make the 12-meter-tall New Statue of Liberty monument in Douala, Cameroon. As
for other solutions, more advanced technology such as an artificial intelligence
system is needed so that the trash disposal can be treated in a sustainable way. 

9 Joycelyn Tan. At 63, This Retired M’sian Auditor Created A Zero-Waste Fix For The Global Trash Problem.
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