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“WtE & co-processing will only 
cover part of the problem”

Give us a brief on the activities of Geocycle 
in the Southeast region and then specifically 
in India.

Globally, Geocycle is a brand of  LafargeHolcim 
and by far the biggest organisation in pre and co-
processing waste worldwide. Geocycle manages the 
waste material for the LafargeHolcim cement kilns 
wherever it is present. Currently, we are present in 
over 45 countries across the globe. The SEA footprint 
of  Geocycle is currently fully focused on Bangladesh, 
Philippines and India, where Geocycle supports both 
Ambuja Cement and ACC by managing about 1.3 
to 1.4 MT (million tonne) of  waste without any 
emission to the environment.

It was ACC and Ambuja Cement that brought 
co-processing into India through the LH Group in 
2006. In the meantime Geocycle India has seven 
pre-processing platforms and 14 co-processing sites, 
where we process about 1 MT of  waste (approximately 
950 kt in 2019). We employ 160 people and offer 
waste management solutions to more than 600 
customers. All platforms are of  international standards 
and have state-of-the-art equipment to safely pre-
process waste. Close to 3,000 tonnes of  waste are 
safely handled every day and our Geocycle employees 
are knowledgeable and best in the industry. We take 
pride from the fact that we make the equivalent of  
a huge landfill disappear year after year. It’s the 
Geocycle knowledge and the efforts put by Ambuja 
Cement and ACC that contribute to a greener and 
cleaner India. 

What has been the performance of Geocycle 
India in the last two years in terms of TSR 
and in terms of income, expenditure? What 
do you think about the next three years? 

Since 2017, we have increased our business activity 
by over 60 percent, by offering a lot of  services and 
solutions to our customers. Indeed this also happened 
with massive investments in previous years and still 
a lot more have to be invested to grow the activity. 

When it comes to thermal substitution rate (TSR) 
the development was not as we would like it to be. 
In 2020, we hope to reach 7 per cent but we have 
already ambitious plans to go to 25 percent in the 
coming years. The problem for average TSR rates 
is the geographic spread. Because Ambuja and ACCs 
plants are spread all over the country, the availability 
and feasibility of  waste to be co-processed is limited 
in some places, which tears down the TSR rate.

In ACC, we have already seen TSR rates in kilns 
of  30 percent with solid waste, so we proved that it 
is doable also in India with the right waste mix. 
Unfortunately we cannot sustain this since neither 
the quality nor the quantity of  waste is available at 
the moment.

Both ACC and Ambuja Cement continue to invest 
at several places and we expect the TSR to jump to 

- Berthold Kren,  
Head of Geocycle Asia, Geocycle



www.IndianCementReview.com26   | INDIAN CEMENT REVIEW | May 2020

Feature Sustainability

12 to 15 percent within the next three years and a 
roadmap for 25 percent TSR is already in the pipeline.

In order to run waste management sustainably, 
we indeed have to provide a proper payback to our 
shareholders. This is considered to be one of  the 
challenges in the business. In other countries, like 
the Philippines, Indonesia, Malaysia and several 
African countries, the TSR rates are growing much 
faster and the business is more attractive. The payback 
is in acceptable ranges. In India the payback is still 
poor. We are glad that we started investing already 
eight years ago, so the burden is not too heavy. 
Nevertheless, we have the full support of  the LH 
Group and Ambuja Cement and ACC, as we all see 
Geocycle as an important pillar to push our 
sustainability goals. Connecting an acknowledged 
waste management solution with the purpose of  
producing a greener cement is the perfect symbiosis.

What do you think needs to be done to 
improve the overall TSR numbers in the 
country? 

I think there are three main points that need to 
be considered in order to boost TSR:
	 Waste management in general: There needs to 

be a shift in the mindset and awareness. Neither 
the volume nor the composition of  the waste is 
fully understood. Scientific studies exist, but need 
to be made on a broader and national scale. All 
this information needs to be brought into a National 
Indian Waste Management Plan. Then the right 

strategies and decisions can be made on a national 
level. Based on a profound understanding of  the 
waste generation, the collection, followed by 
treatment and then proper disposal of  waste can 
be decided. This is valid for segregated and 
unsegregated waste, recyclable or non-recyclable 
waste. The cities and industrial clusters are currently 
the burning points. It is also clear that a significant 
increase in waste utilisation in cement kilns and 
hence TSR will only happen with RDF from 
municipal waste. 

	 Only 70 percent of  the daily generated municipal 
waste gets collected and most of  it (80 percent) 
is dumped untreated and without control which 
has a direct effect in causing Air, Water and Soil 
Pollution. This is a huge liability for future 
generations and a huge burden for the country. 
The government started off  to the right direction 
but the legislation needs proper implementation 
and guidance. I am sure this will happen, but it 
simply takes time and a proper plan, considering 
existing and future capacities, broken down to 
states, regions and cities. This plan can initiate 
a proper development.

	 Polluter pays principle: The current waste 
management rules clearly established the waste 
hierarchy, the 3/5 R rules as well as the ‘polluter 
pays principle’. Unfortunately in India, there is 
still a prevailing belief  that waste generates wealth 
for the waste generator, no matter what. It seems 
to be a cultural thing. The idea of  a circular 
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economy is the one to aspire for but it cannot be 
realised with zero infrastructure and a proper 
economy behind it. Proper disposal is required 
to reduce negative impact for the generator. The 
waste can contain recyclables or materials that 
might be repurposed, but for that the streams 
need to be segregated and treated. In India, the 
first task is to reduce waste that is dumped. The 
question is: How to achieve proper disposal? 
Trash to Cash, Waste to Wealth, Circular Economy 
are well known buzz phrases. These concepts 
need time to be developed and are based on 
availability of  recyclable waste that is properly 
collected, treated and reversed back to recyclers. 
But this has no impact on our TSR, since we 
don’t utilise recyclable waste, the manual 
intervention would not provide enough material 
and would be way too expensive as well. Similar 
to waste-to-energy (WtE) and landfills, cement 
offers a sustainable solution to reduce the waste 
volume for the non-recyclables, though in an 
economical and ecological way. Managing the 
waste effectively is a service to the generator/
customer and thus requires capital cost. It cannot 
come for free and it must not come for free.

The target for the society is to produce less 
waste. Societies will not thrive to reduce 
waste if they get paid for it. If you get paid 
for the waste that you generate, will you 
produce more or less? 

This principle applies for every single person 
including the corporations, cities, or countries. For 
almost 40 years of  waste management, the polluter 
pays principle has been proven in most of  the countries 
in the western world. If  there is no consequence to 
the behaviour, there is no improvement and definitely 
not on a bigger scale. A proper cost for landfilling 
and dumping will automatically provide economical 
room to develop for any other solution and drive 
innovation. Anything that comes in cheaper is to 
the benefit of  the society and the economy. Establishing 
such a system in India is a tough task, but it has to 
start. All of  it comes at a significant cost, but the 
longer we wait, the more expensive it will get. The 
principles of  waste hierarchy and the polluters 
responsibility can be found in the Indian legislation 
already, but it is not considered.

Landfilling is not a solution, but is and will be 
required for a while. WtE and co-processing will 
only cover part of  the problem and are not universal 
solutions either. With a proper economy behind waste 
management, investors will get drawn to it and 

innovation will be happening. A whole waste industry 
can develop. Unfortunately zero cost for dumping 
is the reality, hence there is no room to do anything 
with waste. 

Mixed fresh waste cannot go to recycling or co-
processing and due to the high organic content is 
highly inefficient in WtE. In addition there is also 
a problem with distances. Whilst WtE and recyclers 
can settle close to the cities, the cement plants are 
often very far away from the cities. This generates 
additional cost. The total cost associated with treating 
the waste, making a fuel out of  it and bringing it to 
the plant make it completely unviable for the industry 
to invest into co-processing. The attempts to force 
the industry to take waste at a cost are short sighted 
and are actually violating basic principles of  Indian 
Waste Management legislation. This does not solve 
the problem. It is simply a cheap attempt to push 
the responsibility for proper waste disposal from the 
municipalities to the industries. This is not what the 
country needs. The disposal of  waste needs to be 
well organised in the most ecological and economical 
lines, based on a sound collection and treatment 
system. 

TSR will be a natural consequence if  these three 
things happen. Proper RDF will be available, at a 
proper quality, and in a viable way. Whether the 
industry will then have to pay or get paid for using 
waste, will be a question of  supply and demand. But 
currently there is no demand at all, since it is totally 
unviable. Hence no significant step forward in TSR. 

Are you handling industrial or any hazardous 
waste at any of the plants under your 
control? Kindly provide us details. 

Yes, we are handling industrial hazardous and 
non-hazardous waste. The industries have recognised 
their responsibilities and some of  them are also 
thriving already towards a zero landfill policy. We, 
as Geocycle, offer a variety of  services beyond standard 
pre- and co-processing to enable this.More than 60 
per cent of  our volume is industrial waste.

The fact that these customers are working with 
us is to optimise and reduce their waste volume on 
the one hand and to eliminate or reduce the landfilled 
volume, shows that the principles work successfully. 
We are not sourcing waste. We do have customers 
that keep coming back for the level of  compliance 
and service that we are offering. We are selling the 
service of  compliant waste management. In regards 
to hazardous waste, we do all kinds of  incinerable 
hazardous waste, whether liquid, sludge or solid, 
we even do gaseous waste. We are proud to have 
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well equipped installations to process any kind of  
waste. It is quite costly for ACC and Ambuja to 
maintain these operations. However, moving incinerable 
hazardous waste away from landfills is the real value 
proposition in the waste management industry.

Provide us with more details on the platform 
that has been created for handling 
hazardous waste. 

Hazardous waste has to be handled with utmost 
care. We do have full scale environmental labs in 
every site where we pre-process hazardous waste. 
This is a must. You have to understand the waste 
and every truck needs to be tested properly before 
it can be treated. We have a variety of  tanks and 
pumps for the liquid installations, impregnation pits 
for sludges and proper shredding and screening 
equipment to treat and mix the waste. 

We have leachate containment and control systems, 
automated fire detection and fighting methods, even 
fire water retention basins for the worst of  all cases. 
Gas and emission detectors as well as odour control 
systems are a must. But most importantly, we have 
the knowledge, the experience and people with the 
right mindset. They are by far the best in the industry. 
We are proud to represent a global brand and work 
for and with Ambuja Cement and ACC, top brands 
in India.

Can hazardous waste and other waste 
materials go together in the kiln or have to 
be moved separately? 

There is no general rule. It depends on the type 
and consistency of  waste. Mixing the wrong wastes 
can be very dangerous. This is why we spend a lot 
of  money in monitoring consistency and qualitative 
analysis. Specific hazardous waste has to be fed 
through separate lines. Under no circumstance, it 
shall be mixed with raw material or coal/petcoke. 
Besides the uncontrolled exposure, the environmental 
impact could be disastrous. Mixing hazardous waste 
with non-hazardous waste is possible to a certain 
extent, but needs to be done by experts. Something 
I am absolutely proud to say. We have the best people 
in the industry in India to carry out such critical 
processes. 

Tell us something on the pre-processing that 
is required for hazardous waste. 

The key target for pre-processing is to make a 
consistent and stable fuel out of  a variety of  different 
waste streams with changing consistency, composition 
and properties. It is a key to understand each waste 
into detail. Prior to allowing a new waste arrival at 
our facility, we do an in-depth assessment based on 
the samples and a visit to the customer. We assess 
the risks and the way of  pre-processing within our 
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platform so as to foresee the waste. Our operations 
and technical experts decide which is the best route 
for waste through our installations and what are the 
impacts on the cement production and plant.

Also if  required, we do customise installations 
for processing certain types of  waste keeping safe 
operations, zero harm to the people and the environment 
as the priorities. Any step in pre-processing needs 
to ensure a stabilised fuel that is not interacting/
changing in the course of  pre and co-processing with 
zero negative impact on the cement quality. Again, 
you need real experts for that and by the way the 
process is the same for any kind of  waste, not only 
the hazardous waste. At Geocycle, we take waste 
management and quality assurance very seriously.

What has been your experience in moving 
the waste across the state borders after the 
introduction of GST? To what extent the 
movement has become less painful? 

Initially, when the GST concept was newly 
introduced which resulted in creating confusion. 
However over the period of  time, we have gained 
clarity and the process is running quite well. This 
has also resulted in easing the ‘Transboundary 
Shipments’ of  waste. We have observed that, still a 
few states are limiting or prohibiting the ‘Transboundary 
Shipments’ despite the central regulations being quite 
clear about that. This is actually astonishing me. 
Not every state has sufficient capacity and it would 
be in the interest of  the nation to ensure that the 
maximum of  waste is kept off  from landfills. It seems 
that some states are not aligned with that. Regardless 
of  whether transboundary shipments are possible 
or not, we will always prioritise local volumes whereas 
in many cases we have sufficient capacity to serve 
others too.

It is said that processing of any kind of 
waste is not a problem but the issue is of 
logistics and getting waste at plant at right 
price? How do you think the problem can be 
solved? 

It is wrong that any kind of  waste can be pre 
and co-processed. This is one major misperception. 
A cement kiln is not a waste incinerator. ACC and 
Ambuja ensure top quality cement to their customers. 
The waste that is introduced must not interfere with 
the quality of  the cement. 

As for the second statement: Yes, distance and 
logistics are major issues. We brought the first walking 
floor truck to optimise transportation and we will 
bring more technologies to India, but this will help 

only in a few specific cases. Principally, I believe 
that dumping/landfilling in India is too cheap. If  
the real cost for landfilling is factored into the price, 
the cost for transporting the waste to a co-processing 
site, as an alternative, will be less of  an issue.

The prevailing cost for landfilling does not even 
suffice to build proper secured landfills, not even 
talking about financing the aftercare and closing of  
a landfill. People tend to forget that a landfill needs 
to be looked after for the next 100 years. What will 
happen with the landfill afterwards? Our future 
coming generations will pay a horrific price for this 
negligence. Waste needs to be segregated and then 
densified for transportation. 

Do you think that Indian plants have been 
handling waste in a safe manner that will not 
cause harm to the society in general? Is 
safety standard under the existing law is 
adequate to take care of the communities 
around?

For Geocycle, I can answer these questions with 
absolute certainty. Yes, we have built the system and 
platforms along western standards and are a beacon 
in terms of  technology. Ambuja Cement and ACC 
do everything technically possible to avoid any harm 
and our installations are above the legally required 
standard. All our health and safety related topics, 
which also include environmental harm, are monitored 
centrally from Switzerland with the same methodology 
and rules worldwide. It is safe to say that the same 
rules apply for Geocycle India than for Geocycle in 
Germany and Switzerland for instance. We work 
along the same set of  rules and requirements 
operationally and organisationally. We work with 
organisations like GIZ and support with our knowledge 
to raise the standards globally and indeed also in 
India, we try to showcase the newest technologies.

We regularly get appraised for our work standards 
by the authorities and auditors. We foster a close 
relationship with our stakeholders and communities 
and indeed we reach out to them, so they understand 
what we do. We try to raise their awareness towards 
waste avoidance and indeed we also service the 
neighbouring communities. In general the safety 
standards and the regulations are good, much better 
than in many other countries in the region. I cannot 
answer the question for the whole industry though. 
I just can strongly recommend to them that they 
uphold the standards and operate with care for the 
employees, stakeholders and the environment. The 
legal standards are generally good. The right 
implementation though is key.


