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EDITORIAL INTRODUCTION

CHALLENGES IN REFORMING THE PHILOSOPHY AND PRACTICE OF SOLID WASTE MANAGEMENT:  A SOCIAL PERSPECTIVE
INTRODUCTION

When I first saw the plans of the United Nations Centre for Regional Development (UNCRD) for the meeting on "Improving Solid Waste Management in the Context of Metropolitan Development and Management in Asian Countries" to be held in Beijing in September of last year, my reaction was to think: "At last we are turning a corner in solid waste management (SWM) and begin​ning to see the way towards building a sustainable route to metropolitan cleanliness." The meeting organizers deliberately eschewed a merely technical/managerial approach, selected contributors from city officers, development planners, and academics, and directed participants to take the broadest possible view of the contexts for, and requirements of, SWM in large Asian cities.

The real impact of the Beijing discussions will only become apparent over a period of years, but I think we can claim that they articulated most of the major tasks necessary to reshape the philosophy and practice of SWM for growing metropolitan areas in the developing countries of Asia. I have summarized here comments on only six of these challenging tasks, as they seemed to me to emerge from the meeting papers and discussions. I write from the point of view of a social scientist, and, since it was the rela​tions of technical to social perspectives that held my attention at the meeting, I have chosen, in the main, to draw out ideas relevant to those relations.
TASKS FOR ACHIEVING A REFORMULATION OF APPROACHES TO SWM
There was agreement among the participants that Asian metropolises are facing a number of crises in SWM, and that the basis for improvement must be a rethinking of the concepts and issues pertaining to city cleanliness. The following are some of the tasks thought to be important in this re​formulation.
Setting SWM in a World Environmental Context

The backdrop for our Asian metropolitan focus was the consciousness that the production of wastes is a major part of the challenge that human development poses for the rest of nature. So, local decisions on dealing with these wastes must contribute to world conservation strategies as well as to safe living for city dwellers.1/ Among the main ways to achieve healthy conservation are the reduction of hazardous wastes, the recovery of resources, recycling, and the use of urban residues. Looking to their ultimate significance, these strategies thus become not merely means of reducing local disposal problems but part of a coherent environmental ethic of conservation and the control of pollution.
Linking local and world commitments to effective waste management will enable societies to understand how national, regional, metropolitan, neigh​bourhood, and household contexts are interrelated, so that waste management can be built up from the waste-generation points in human settlements.
Broadening the Concept of SWM

The meeting's resource papers and case studies all referred in some way to interactions among life- styles, consumption patterns, forms of energy, degrees of poverty and need, social diversity, financial and human resources, systems of transportation, types of industrial organization and agriculture, and other systemic factors. Figure 1 in Hisashi Ogawa's article is one suggestion of how to set down some of the important factors and their possible interactions.2/ A "problem-solution" diagramme is pre​sented for Japan by Masaru Tanaka and Haruo Matsumura.3/
The complexity of these interactions means that understanding solid wastes and how to manage them is intrinsically an interdisciplinary task that must be undertaken by teams of scholars and practitioners. This interdisciplinary undertaking can only be achieved by much better communi​cation and sharing of views among all those who have knowledge and experience to contribute, including members of the public. The Beijing meeting was designed to begin this sharing- among different experts in Asian solid wastes.
Included in our "broadening" was refining the definition of component tasks, perhaps best illustrated with reference to manpower development,4/ citizen participation, and recycling.5/
The participants agreed that no strategy for SWM can be considered in any way adequate unless it has as its core a concern for waste reduction and the recovery and recycling of resources. This does not mean that the administrative unit responsible for solid waste collection and disposal should be directly involved in recovery and recycling. Various forms of partnership are possible. But it does not mean that promoting reduction and recycling has to be central to all the unit's decisions, and that par​ticular care has to be taken to see that decisions on equipment and procedures are not hindrances to these societal ends.
A most urgent need, and one of the most difficult to meet, in broaden​ing approaches to SWM, is to integrate social concerns into planning, especially values of social justice.
Specifying the Social Aspects of SWM

Specific acknowledgment of the needs and rights of all citizens to adequate services, regardless* of their financial and social status, was articulated in several of the meeting's resource papers.6/ The degree of need of the urban poor is hardly known in some cities where the solid waste department disclaims all responsibility for squatters, e.g., Kuala Lumpur. Looking to the practical aspects of this issue, engineers pointed out that standard vehicles could not service their cities' most congested sectors. They exchanged views on how to devise ways for wastes to be efficiently removed from congested areas lacking adequate roads.
Once waste recovery and recycling are recognized as central in waste management, the fact that many poor people meet some of their basic needs from the wastes of the more affluent and base their livelihoods on waste recovery, means that decisions on waste management have to consider the social consequences if the poor are restricted in their access to wastes.2/ Promoting source separation of recyclables was seen as the main goal to aim for.8/ Nevertheless, informal waste recovery appears to be an inevitable activity in cities with substantial numbers of poor people who experience daily resource scarcity, regardless of extensive sorting and sale of recyclables by householders. In every country represented, including the People's Republic of China, informal waste picking is on the increase. Thus, we need to address how to make this recovery safe and unobstructive to waste collection and disposal.
Another priority for social planners is to develop a more liberal approach to citizen participation, one that is based on helping citizens to understand the environmental and practical aspects of waste disposal, and enabling them to be resourceful and self-reliant, while, at the same time, permitting them to have a direct say in waste management decisions. This view of citizen participation would move it out of the niche of public relations and enforcement by a city department, and consolidate it as an aspect of community development.
Bridging the Gap between Technical and Social-Developmental Views of SWM Priorities

There was by no means agreement among the participants on the social dimensions of SWM. The differences in approaches to problems by techni​cians and by social planners were apparent in several discussions. For instance, some engineers believe that the major pressures upon solid waste departments arise; from the absorption into the cities of migrants from rural areas seeking better opportunities and facilities. They thus emphasize, as part of national and regional planning, the need to "stem the tide" with policies to prevent or reduce rural-to-urban migration. The social planners, on the other hand, think that in-migration is an inevit​able aspect of modernization in nontotalitarian states, that it has to be accepted as long as significant contrasts exist between rural and urban areas, and that such control measures that have been tried have rarely succeeded in taking the pressure off the largest cities. While supporting better regional development, they urge cities to accept the reality of population growth and to focus on the task of creating a social organization capable of fostering cooperation for city cleanliness.
Similarly, emphasis may be given to control and enforcement by govern​ments in seeking compliance with SWM plans (an approach which usually involves increasing centralization) or to participatory planning -- the difference between a "top-down" conformism or a "grass roots" developmental approach. Some officials speak as. though the role of the public in SWM is simply to obey the rules as set out by the city authority, to which end they must be "educated." They hope to strengthen official powers to deter​mine, for instance, where disposal areas will be located. Social planners look to the emergence of strong environmental movements and citizens' groups dedicated to environmental improvement, citizen input into planning, and careful monitoring of official measures in the interests of environ​mental quality.
Tensions between values of technical efficiency and humane understand​ing of needs also underlie differences in views on the role of waste pickers in urban society. At the meeting, we felt that a beginning was made towards plotting out common ground for further debate of these issues.
Developing a Sophisticated but Humane Concept of Manpower Development

An effective approach to manpower development, especially as explained by Guenter Tharun, would go far beyond the narrow "training-to-do-the-job" approach (with its goals of increasing productivity and reducing injuries). It would aim to develop social-interactive and cooperative decision-making skills, to allow more room for decentralization, democracy in decisions, and local initiatives to address specific problems. Tharun presents a vision of manpower development goals that give priority to releasing creativity, building commitment to social ends, and supporting teamwork.2/ The concept would include all those who share institutional responsibility for components of SWM, including top managers, and would encourage "outreach" so that persons not usually given a voice in SWM decisions could contribute to building an effective and sensitive work force. The project casework approach to designing manpower development activities emphasizes the importance of examining values, perceptions, and assumptions, and of sharing experiences. This is very different from the "productivity improvement" concept of most government departments.
Refining Criteria for Assessing Appropriate Technology
Engineers are used to assessing technology by how well it "gets the job done." On the other hand, the complexity of factors that should ideally be taken into account in making decisions on machines and methods for SWM was presented by Ogawa in his table summarizing "appropriate technology."10/ We have to find ways to devise methods that are socially, environmentally, politically, and economically acceptable. Most of the cities represented at the meeting are not yet in a position to make such complex assessments if only because they lack the most elementary informa​tion needed for at least the first three types of judgements. The need for accurate information in order to choose techniques has become obvious and should lead to pressure for competent research capabilities in city administrations. Technological change, far from being a freely adopted path, is now seen as highly constrained, requiring minute attention to the social, economic, physical, and political characteristics of the city and its hinterland.
The experience of adopting costly failures, so often urged upon them by foreign advisors and salesmen, is making Asian city governments more sensitive to the concept of "appropriate technology." Many of the faults in equipment choice are glaringly obvious; for instance, communal containers that are too high for children or old people to use. But other, apparently simple, choices turn out to require fine anticipation of long-run consequences. Thus, it might seem appropriate to recommend that disposable plastic bag3 be used for household containers when citizens can afford them. They certainly make the task of waste collection easier. But for any city hoping, as most Asian cities do, to reduce the need for dump space by producing compost, plastic bags will be totally inappropriate in SWM (unless they are retrieved and recycled), simply because plants do not grow well on plastic.
Compost making, being one of the main preoccupations of the meeting, engendered much discussion of technology. Several cities contributed examples of costly ventures into compost making founded on failure to examine the circumstances of agriculture near to the city. Japanese contributors reminded us that their cities had to abandon extensive compost making once the hazardous materials in urban solid wastes became substan​tial. Perhaps no subject of the meeting better illustrated the interrela​tion of social and economic factors in metropolises and their hinterlands than successes and failures in compost making.
In the future, city managers will be concerned about the long-term sustainability of the waste reduction methods that they adopt. Examples of simple, labour-intensive methods of compost making were given, which included allowing waste pickers to remove recyclables and thus to greatly improve the quality of the organic residues. But these approaches need to give more consideration to the sanitation and health needs of the pickers. A socially-responsible concept of appropriate technology would require attention to the health aspects as a condition of adopting labour-intensive methods.
Since the major contributors of expertise to this meeting were Japanese, much of the discussion concerned the appropriateness for other countries of Japanese approaches to SWM. Beijing provided the example of a decision to experiment with a currently unsuitable technique — incinera​tion -- on the assumption that, sometime in the future, the experience with incinerating ordinary solid wastes would become relevant.!^/ In other cities, decisions like these are being debated more often, as people try to determine priorities in waste management. Financially-constrained Asian cities admire the standards achieved by Japanese cities, but find it difficult to decide what can be extracted from their experience and applied to extraordinarily different urban societies.
IDENTIFYING VJEAKNESSES IN OUR ANALYSES
No short meeting can hope to be comprehensive, and the Beijing one inevitably failed to address some important aspects with sufficient specificity. The ones noted here, and others, remain part of the continu​ing challenge to rethinking SWM in Asia.
Hazardous Wastes

The discussions paid little attention to hazardous substances in solid wastes, whether these come from households, businesses and industries, or hospitals, although most speakers!^/ did refer to this topic. Examination of hazardous wastes must be built into municipal analyses so that the problem can be understood and monitored. Current analyses of waste com​position are totally inadequate in this respect. Yet hazardous wastes are being used in households and businesses, and industrial wastes are also usually disposed of in dumps. We need to learn the health consequences of hazardous wastes for workers, pickers, and waste recyclers. Besides the usual concern for water contamination, there are also implications for compost making. Incidentally, workers' perspective's were not directly represented in our discussions, since the municipal representatives were all engineers or managers. The improvement of working coalitions and status for municipal workers was thus hardly touched upon, although the topic did come up with respect to manpower development and the social aspects of recycling.
Poverty Case Studies

We did not identify in detail the special needs arising from rapid population growth and the circumstances of the poor. To deepen our understanding, we need case studies of how wastes are managed in unserviced or underserviced settlements, with assessment of attempts to improve conditions. Attitudinal studies will help us to understand values relating to wastes in public and private space. We also need honest evaluations of the possibilities for, and constraints on, citizen participation in settlements where most people have little education, and work very long hours, leaving little time for community affairs and neighbourly coopera​tion.
If solid waste services are to be equalized throughout metropolitan areas, affluent neighbourhoods will likely have to accept reductions in services. Statements of concern for the urban poor remain empty without practical ideas on how to achieve service equity.
Citizen Participation

The discussions of citizen participation accepted, in the main, the conventional idea of "educating" the public. We heard little about the ways in which citizens' views can be expressed and can influence SWM planning. As noted above, cities still follow a top-down process of producing compliance, rather than seeking to identify citizens' needs and concerns, to understand their attitudes and to draw upon their intimate knowledge of waste production, waste recovery, and recycling.
In general, the ways in which SWM can incorporate social planning remain to be thought out, both with regards to underprivileged residents and to the whole populace. Lack of experience and of trained people will interact with engineering traditions to inhibit the "socializing " of SWM, unless there is a will for substantial attitudinal and institutional change.
We did not address methods of evaluating progress in SWM, especially with regard to the innovations suggested. At present, most Asian city administrations have only technical and financial criteria to judge how well they are doing -- volumes of wastes collected, costs, manpower efficiency. They have never contemplated assessing how well their methods meet the perceived needs of poor people, how their technology affects waste recycling, whether their training programmes encourage creativity and commitment, to what extent their educational efforts influence long-terra behaviour, and so on. If they wished to undertake comprehensive evalua​tion, they would find little to guide them in the Asian context. Without sound evaluation, no approach to SWM can make any claim to being progres​sive.
SUSTAINING THIS DIALOGUE

The UNCI1D has taken a valuable initiative in promoting a comprehensive approach to SWM for Asian metropolises. The continuation of this project into a second year, with another experts' meeting, will allow us to discuss policies to meet the challenges identified in Beijing, and will encourage further dialogue on controversial issues.
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