
24 CONSIST CONNECT - April 2013

CONNECT SOLUTIONS

For years now, dumping regis-
ters have been kept for the moun-
tains of waste – the dumps – so 
that if problems come up with the 
garbage, you can look up what was 
buried where. Now, that informa-
tion together with new prepara-
tion and recycling techniques per-
mit treasure hunts in the garbage: 
landfi ll mining. And in IT? Here, 
new technology and algorithms let 

us simply toss electronic informa-
tion onto the Big Data heaps and 
not only fi nd it again later but – just 
like recycling – use it to answer the 
questions of tomorrow. 

But Big Data plays an impor-
tant role in waste management and 
the entire realm of environmental 
protection, and not just in a meta-
phorical sense. Specifi cally in en-

vironmental protection, it’s often 
the case that we know only much 
later what effects a measure, a rule, 
a permit, or an activity actually had. 
If it were then possible to access as 
much old raw data (and raw infor-
mation) as possible, future effects 
could be forecast more accurately. 
But everything that wasn’t stored 
in normalized form in the prede-
signed database is lost.

Mountains of Waste or Mountains of Data – Reusability Is 
Worth Its Weight in Gold

Astounding Commonalities – Hindsight Is 
Always Better!

By Ute Müller

Earlier, waste used to be simply tossed onto the garbage dump and you’d try to forget it. Now 
that more and more raw materials are growing scarce, people are talking about landfi ll mining 
as part of urban mining, meaning digging valuable materials out of old dumps. In IT we talk 
about data mining, but now it’s not just experts that dig into the mountains of data – now we’re 
all rolling in Big Data.  
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Mountains of paper

In waste management, the 
mountains of paper consisting of 
forms in fi ve copies have been re-
placed with mountains of data – 
almost, at least. Lots of electronic 
documents are actually still printed 
even though the paper copies have 
no legal signifi cance. Why do peo-
ple do things like this? Because a 
piece of paper with a few handwrit-
ten notes, a receipt stamp, and the 
marks of colleagues to say that it’s 
been seen is a lot more than just a 

record in the database. And because 
you can see everything on the pa-
per, while in electronic form you’re 
never quite sure whether you’ve 
actually found everything.  

The disposal of hazardous 
waste must be documented pre-
cisely, so that it can be traced at 
all times where waste actually was 
– even two or three years after its 
actual disposal. What information 
do you need to reconstruct an old 
transaction without any gaps? For 
example, were the acknowledge-
ments from receipt and transaction 
completely recorded, or was the 
(assumed) important data entered 
into the database and the rest de-
leted? Were there failed attempts at 
communication that led to a delay 
in precisely that transaction you’re 
looking for? A lot of important 
“background information” isn’t 
there at all in the actual form data, 
and is therefore never stored, or 
only partly stored. 

Clean up? No, thanks!

Cleanups mean effort, because 
you have to decide where some-
thing should be stored and then 
actually do it, or – worse – whether 
something can be thrown away and, 
if not right away, when. Deletion 
guidelines for electronic disposal 
can be complex and ambiguous. 
Things go much more smoothly 
and quickly when you can keep 
everything as is without sorting it. 
Thanks to Big Data designs, that’s 
possible now. Despite this, you can 
still fi nd what you’re looking for 
and much more, because more in-
formation also provides a greater 

Big Data and environmental 
protection?

Environmental compliance 
in the company means docu-
menting which conditions and 
guidelines must be met, what 
measures are planned to meet 
them and when and by whom 
those measures were carried 
out, what information resulted 
from the measures or their ex-
ecution, and the condition in 
which the environment around 
the location is in.

This information cannot be 
forced into conventional SQL 
databases, since on the one hand 
the quantity of data is simply 
too large, and on the other the 
data can take on arbitrary for-
mats. In other words, this data is 
unstructured, and therefore re-
quires not only storage, but also 
the evaluation of new Big Data 
designs.

chance of discovering more con-
nections.  

In the new electronic records 
procedure for the disposal of haz-
ardous waste, millions of signed 
XML fi les are exchanged. These 
fi les can only be stored in the fi le 
system or in blob/momo fi elds in 
databases, since their electronic 
signatures will otherwise be de-
stroyed. In addition to the actual 
payload fi les, which are generally 
received and transmitted multiple 
times, there are lots of acknowl-
edgements, also signed XML fi les, 
and numerous additional docu-
ments and information. You need 
a Big Data concept for this con-
tinually growing mountain of data, 
because even though “hindsight is 
always better”, by then exactly that 
data would otherwise have been 
deleted that would be needed to 
demonstrate environmentally cor-
rect disposal.
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