	Back to Interest Areas
	Home Page


UWEP Programme Policy Meeting 13-15 May, WASTE, Gouda
WASTE REDUCTION IN CITIES OF DEVELOPING COUNTRIES: DEVELOPING
PRAMEWORKS TO GUIDE POLICIES AND INTERVENTIONS Dr. Chris Furedy, Urban Studies Programme, York University,
Toronto
Mailing address: 24 Astley Avenue, Toronto, M4W 3B4 Email: FUREDY®YORKU. CA
A.   Introduction:
In the past decade, a world-wide philosophy or agenda of solid waste management has emerged, based on what is often called a waste reduction hierarchy which ranks waste management interventions according to their environmental or energy benefits.  Typically, the hierarchy lists these principles:
1. Reduce wastes generated
2. Reduce the toxicity or negative effects of wastes generated
3. Repair/Reuse goods and materials
4. Recycle materials; compost organics
5. Recover energy values from wastes
6. Dispose of residual wastes in an environmentally sound manner.
(Rosenberg & Furedy 1996, p.5)
This philosophy has been incorporated into important international agreements, such as Agenda 21, adopted at the Rio Earth Summit in 1992, and resolutions tabled at the Habitat II conference in Istanbul in June 1996.
The prominence given to the principle of "waste reduction," has led many urban managers to declare a commitment to it, and to invest in equipment and programs at the local level to indicate this commitment.
Most of us will agree that waste reduction, broadly conceived, must be  central to the goal of world-wide sustainable urban development.  Nevertheless, it is a complex idea, with many ramifications for societies and economies, and its application to urban places in developing countries needs to be carefully considered.
We must remember that the impetus for the world-wide agenda has
come from the affluent consumer countries whose solid waste crises have mainly to do with lack of landfill space to deposit huge quantities of wastes, and the contamination of these wastes with hazardous and toxic substances.
In the urgent crises and difficulties of solid waste management for cities of developing countries priorities may not be the same.  For instance, they may be much more preoccupied with basic operations of effective collection than with efficient and safe disposal.  If many people depend upon waste recovery and recycling (WRR) for their livelihoods, there is a tension between employment considerations and efficiency/safety in waste management (see below).
Municipal solid wastes are extremely diverse, even in the developing countries (and even within sections of cities and towns); resources, including expertise and local knowledge, vary greatly.  This means that most municipal managers in the developing countries cannot readily translate general principles, such as those in a hierarchy "waste reduction," into specific local interventions.  The temptation is to "lift" interventions from the affluent countries or more affluent ones within the "developing" category.  "Twinning" projects increasingly encourage this kind of "transfer."
What I want to suggest in this paper is that we take a step back from general principles and transfers of technology to reflect on some basic ways in which cities and towns in the developing world differ with regard to WRR, differences which will be significant for how they should pursue the broad concept of waste reduction.
To aid such reflection, we need, I suggest, to develop frameworks of analysis that will help urban managers and environmentalists to "place" cities and towns in categories according to the major factors affecting waste generation/characteristics, and capacity for waste reduction/recycling.  (Ultimately what is needed is a framework that suggests factors and interventions at international, national, regional and local levels1, but for the purposes of this discussion, I will focus on the considerations at the local level).
It is my hope that even simple frameworks may help decision makers to avoid naive mistakes, to think analytically about their
local situations, and to devise evaluation and monitoring programs for interventions.
B.   The Efficiency-Employment Tension
Before suggesting a framework, I would like to comment on the issue of the tension between employment in WRR and efficiency/safety in solid waste management, since this issue is one of the major ones differentiating solid waste management in the affluent and less developed countries today.
There is a potential and often very real tension between the principle of waste reduction and the economic and social realities of many cities in developing countries.  It arises from the fact that ten percent or more of the population may derive their livelihoods from recovering, trading and recycling waste materials (pickers, itinerant waste buyers, small waste traders, wholesalers, small and large manufacturers using waste materials).  Very poor people even depend upon "free" waste materials to meet some basic needs (Furedy 1990).  This raises the question: should waste reduction be a priority for such cities?  What might be the employment and welfare consequences of pursuing waste reduction along the lines of the industrialized countries?
These are complex issues. There is no easy reconciliation of the views of urban managers pursuing efficient waste management and organizations devoted to the welfare of poor and disadvantaged groups.
Nevertheless, the issues cannot be sidestepped.  The starting points for reasoned discussion must be better understanding of how wastes are recovered, traded and used, who depends upon the "informal" waste economy, and what impact this sub-economy has upon the nature and quantities of solid wastes in any one city. Efficiency will need to be tempered by humane concern for waste workers and a long term view of the urban economy.  It may be that in many places it would be better to allocate more resources for educating the public (including municipal officials) to respect and assist waste workers than into schemes for waste reduction or municipal collection of recyclables.
At the same time, it must be conceded that, in the interests of
sustainable development, cities will want to reduce the quantities of waste that they must currently collect, transport and dispose because no place can afford to collect and dispose of resources that might be recovered and used.
I have set down some thoughts about waste pickers in a separate short paper.
C.   Basic Information is the Starting Point
To evolve an appropriate waste management plan, urban planners need to understand the nature and quantities of solid wastes being generated, what materials that are, or might be, "wastes" are being diverted for reuse and recycling, and where the greatest reductions in wastes to be disposed of might be achieved.
Community organizations need to have access to such information if they are to consider the impact of proposed changes upon employment and welfare.
Some of the main factors that affect waste generation and the amount of recovery/reuse-recycling that takes place are:
· the standard and style of living of consumers; retailing
practices;
· materials scarcity or cost for industry;
· the diversity of local, regional industry (formal and
informal);
· the existence of social groups associated with waste work;
the numbers of rural migrants seeking work; the numbers of
street people;
· the capacity to trade materials beyond the local economy
(regionally, internationally);
· the existence of intensive farming in peri-urban areas;

· the availability/cost of artificial fertilizers, animal feed
and organic matter;
· the technology and efficiency of the official waste
collection and disposal system;
· the policies of local authorities towards, for instance,
street people or municipal workers;
· public awareness of waste management procedures and issues.

In many cities and towns, the MSW contains fairly high levels of organics, dirt and ashes.  This means that the most significant reductions in wastes that must be properly disposed of could come from treatment and reuse of organics (through composting, use as fill, animal feed). There is, however, a close relationship between the thoroughness of the recovery of synthetic materials (or their segregation from organics) and the potential to use organic and inert ones2. The increasing quantities of synthetics in domestic wastes mean that in the long run, cities will have to encourage source separation of "wet" and "dry" wastes if reuse of organic wastes is to be maintained and extended.
In places where there are well established networks of waste trading in the private sector, municipally-sponsored separate collection of recyclable materials (which is usually an expensive undertaking) may not be advisable.  Rather, priority should be given to supporting materials recovery and the sale of organic wastes by the private sector (both formal and informal).
D.   Developing frameworks for policy emphases
We can begin by trying to place cities and towns along a continuum from high recycling to very low recycling.  (We really need two continua for recycling, because the two major categories of MSW, organics (including dirt, ashes, etc.) and synthetic materials, since cities vary in their capacity to use different sorts of wastes).
We can suggest the primary tools by which urban administrations can feasibly promote waste reduction and recovery/recycling.
Ways to promote waste reduction and materials/organics recovery in municipalities of developing countries
1. Promote educational campaigns for (a) public support of reduction and
recycling (especially as individual economic incentives weaken); (b)
reduction of the stigma attaching to waste work.
2. Study waste streams (quantity and composition analyses);
recovery/recycling systems, markets for recyclables, and problems of
existing practices to decide where there may be a facilitative/regulatory
role for the municipal authority;
3. Support source separation, recovery and trading networks with
information-sharing (especially of market information) and forums of
stakeholders;
4. Facilitate small enterprises and private-public partnerships by: new or
amended regulations for co-operatives, loans to small-scale businesses,
amendment of inhibiting zoning and control regulations, low-rent space for
stockpiling depots, etc.;
5. Control harassment of itinerant buyers and waste dealers by police;
assist waste pickers to move out of manual picking through retraining
programs or subsidization of sorting/redemption centres;
6. After consulting the major stakeholders, advocate, where advisable,
selective waste reduction legislation: pressure national levels for
packaging reduction, product redesign, and coding of plastics;
7. Export recyclables if there is an economic demand in
nearby countries and non-toxicity is assured;
8. Promote innovation to create new uses for goods
and materials that would otherwise be discarded as wastes.
Note that these tools include social and political considerations such as assisting waste pickers and fostering citizen and stakeholder participation.
The following table suggests how policy emphases could be related to the "recycling level" of a city or town.
Admittedly, this matrix is rather simplistic, because we must be concerned about the recycling/reuse of both materials and organics, and it is not always the case that a city or town is at the same level in recycling both types of wastes.
The reason that I stress the understanding of current practices
in source separation, waste recovery and recycling is that development programmes in general suggest, I believe, that improvements in societal "management" are best developed from the basis of what people are already doing, more or less of their own accord.  If people are recovering and recycling wastes, it implies that there are incentives and markets, even if there are distortions and problems in the markets and the practices.  The questions evolved for the WASTE case studies on source separation represent a very thorough approach to understanding current practices (Lardinois 1996) .
E.   The importance of public awareness and education
The next step in extending the analytic framework is to factor in the current levels of public awareness of waste management and waste issues.  There are really no cities and towns for which we can be totally satisfied with the current practices of WRR or even the current levels of total recycling.  In all cases, there is room for improvement, particularly in source separation (which currently applies only to certain marketable categories, such as food wastes sold for animal feed and recyclable materials in high demand), in working conditions (for regular and informal workers), in safety standards for "products" (including compost, wastewaters, waste-fed fish) and in residue disposal.
There is little point in introducing innovations which will not be understood, which are not supported by the incentives available, or which cannot be sustained with local resources.  I am thinking in particular of the several experiments in source separation that have been tried in places like Bangkok, Shanghai, Jakarta and Surabaya, all of which have not succeeded, and others in places like Bangalore which have faced a number of problems. These pilot projects either asked householders to source separate "wet" and "dry" wastes, or installed street bins with compartments for these wastes (expecting the public on streets to separate the two types of wastes and deposit them in the required compartments).  Except in the community-based initiatives in Bangalore, all of these experiments were pretty much a waste of time, it would appear.  They were not preceded and sustained by vigorous educational drives. When I discussed the divided street bins with a municipal manager in Surabaya, I was told that, even though there was no education in regard to their use, they served a purpose because the public would "get used to the idea."  One
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might argue, on the other side, however, that the evidence of continual disregard for separate deposit in the bins, accompanied by disregard by the municipal collectors, would induce skepticism among the public for the very concept of source separation.
We need to know what the public's basic understanding of the existing waste management system is, how they perceive wastes, how they perceive waste workers, and what they know about recycling systems.  (To complicate matters, the knowledge and perceptions are likely to vary in different parts of cities and towns).  At present we have only very minimal, and somewhat scrappy, information from a few places.  I was glad to note the detailed attention to this aspect in the WASTE project plan on source separation.  In their surveys in Indonesia, the SANDEC group included assessment of the respondents' awareness of the current waste management system (Pfammatter and Schertenlieb 1996).  This is the kind of question that should be included in all solid waste management studies.
F.   Conclusion
Policy formulation to achieve more waste reduction, recycling, and better solid waste management needs to built from the twin foundations of assessment of current WRR levels and people's understanding of waste issues.
To develop and apply such a framework of analysis would require a great deal of data gathering and careful assessment of local economies.  The information requirements go far beyond the typical data collected by well-organized urban administrations.
Desirable though it would be to have data on many aspects of attitudes, current practices and costs and benefits, realistically we cannot expect that each city and town will undertake detailed surveys.  It is likely that the understanding of the current system and of public awareness will have to be deduced from a few case studies and elementary questions that can be incorporated in environmental surveys.  Even these surveys may only be done in the larger cities where the municipalities and scholars undertake research.  I do think, however, that even an elementary framework can help urban managers and environmentalists to focus on local conditions and avoid the mistake of assuming that policy interventions derived from high-
consuming countries can be unthinkingly adopted in the developing countries.
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ENDNOTES
1. For instance, to prevent the importing of hazardous wastes from other highly industrialized countries, international conventions are necessary; to reduce excessive or problematic packaging or difficult-to-repair products usually requires
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national laws; to promote organic waste composting for agriculture, attention must be given to national or regional subsidies awarded to artificial fertilizers, to the preservation of peri-urban intensive farming, Land rural-urban linkages.
1. In this discussion I use "organic wastes" to include dirt, dust and ashes, which are inert.  This is because these inert materials can, in most cases, be incorporated into composting (indeed, may enhance the compost), so it is not necessary to keep the inerts separate from the organic wastes (unless, of course, they are contaminated or toxic).
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