
Debating the darker side of a bright idea

BY CHRIS COURSEY
THE (SANTA ROSA) PRESS DEMOCRAT
Apr 25, 2007

An Assembly committee has approved a bill that would outlaw the old-fashioned light bulb in California, promoting the use of compact fluorescent lights as a way to conserve energy and save the environment.

Unfortunately, the bill by Assemblyman Lloyd Levine, D-Sherman Oaks, also may lead to a huge hazardous waste problem.

“It’s the old law of unintended consequences,” says Tim Smith, a Rohnert Park councilman who also serves on the board of the Sonoma County Waste Management Agency.

He points out that while fluorescent bulbs are a great way to save energy, they also contain mercury. That toxic ingredient makes them hazardous waste, meaning they can’t just be dumped in the dump.
Smith and the waste agency back another bill by Assemblyman Jared Huffman, D-San Rafael, which not only would encourage more wide- spread use of fluorescents, but also require their manufacturers to establish a system for collecting and recycling worn-out bulbs.

It’s a concept known as “extended producer responsibility,” and it is gaining ground at a time when more and more products linger in the environment long after they’ve ended their useful lives. It’s not a new idea. California has required distributors of car batteries to take back old ones since 1989, and last year brought new laws requiring retailers to help with recycling cell phones and rechargeable batteries.

Some industries have started voluntary “take-back” programs, affecting such products as compu- ters, pesticide containers and auto- motive switches containing mercury.

With concern growing about such products, though, voluntary efforts aren’t enough, Smith says.

“If Wal-Mart wants to green itself up by selling more fluorescents, that’s a good thing,” he says, refer- ring to the retail giant’s recent announcement that it wants to sell 100 million fluorescent bulbs a year. “But if it’s not interested in a take- back program, from my perspective that’s dropping the ball.”

At about the same time the Assembly committee was debating the fluorescent light bill on Monday, a Senate committee was hearing arguments on a bill by Sen. Joe Simitian, D-Palo Alto, that would require drug stores and pharmacies to take back and dispose of leftover pills and other drugs that they dispense. The need for this bill is the same as for the light bulbs — drugs are classified as hazardous waste.

“You’re supposed to take them to the county landfill and turn them over at the hazardous waste collection site,” says Smith, who testified at Monday’s hearing.

Few people do the right thing; many simply flush unused drugs down the toilet. Residue from pharmaceuticals makes it into the water supply, and is suspected to be responsible for anomalies such as male fish sprouting female organs.

Meanwhile, the cost of properly disposing hazardous waste now falls primarily on the county, which passes it on to residents in their garbage collection fees. “Take-back” laws would force manufacturers or retailers to take responsibility for retrieving and disposing their prod- ucts, while passing the cost to users.

“Maybe that’s $10 or $15 on a computer, or a nickel on a fluorescent bulb, or a few cents on a bottle of pills,” Smith says. “It ends up being much more effective and much less costly” than expecting consumers to haul light bulbs to the dump.

Not everyone agrees, of course. The bulb bill and the pill bill made it through their committees on party- line votes. The state Chamber of Commerce opposes Huffman’s bill.

That shouldn’t be surprising. The idea of bearing responsibility for a product after its manufacture or sale makes any business person cringe.

But these products don’t just disappear into landfills. If manufacturers and users aren’t responsible for their fate, who will be?
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