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ABSTRACT

The attitude of considering waste collection, disposal and recycling as largely technical matters has been counterproductive for Asian cities. Today, social and political consider​ations, such as the recognition of the role of scavengers, the organisation of informal workers and demands to enlarge the processes of decision making, are influencing solid waste management and may transform it more in the future than technical innovations.
This paper notes some of the persisting dilemmas that arise with changing approaches to waste management and recycling and outlines research priorities in unexplored aspects of the hand​ling and use of urban solid wastes. Emphasis is placed upon the widespread informal scaven​ging that takes place in Asian cities.
INTRODUCTION

The monopoly that engineers and administrators have enjoyed in making decisions about waste management is today being challenged by developments that demonstrate the importance of political and social factors in the handling, disposal and recycling of wastes. This is so for all categories of waste and not only for the hazardous wastes that are receiving most media attention in industrial countries. In the cities of developing countries, the factors that will most transform solid waste management in the near future will be social and polit​ical rather than technical. Political is used here with the connotation of the distribution of power, including power over the economic resources that wastes may be seen to generate. The purpose of this paper is to outline some of the issues that are already being articulated in large Asian cities like Manila and Calcutta; to point out dilemmas that arise in making decisions about urban wastes, even when social and political aspects are taken into account; and to suggest some of the priorities for research that may help us to better understand the complex relations of society and administration to the generation and handling of wastes. Although socio-political aspects must be broadly conceived, my emphasis here is upon informal activities in waste disposal and recovery.

THE CALCUTTA WASTE RECYCLING WORKSHOP MAY 1983

Let me begin with an instructive illustration of the discussion of urban waste policies in Asia. In May 1983, a week-long workshop was held in Calcutta on the "Economic, Social, Tech​nical and Sanitary Effects of the Recycling of Wastes in Large Towns". Sponsored by Environ​ment and Development in the Third World and the UN Department for Technical Cooperation and Development, it brought together an interesting mix of people: of the 47 participants, 14 were from government organisations and 33 from non-governmental. Professionally the largest group comprised social or voluntary workers, followed by engineers and technical profess​ionals, and social scientists. There were four representatives of local banks and businesses. Over thirty of the participants had national or international experience in their fields with respect to waste management problem. The aim was to formulate basic issues and to dis​cuss values and priorities in waste management for Asian cities[l].
It is interesting to note the issues that provoked most discussion. An initial one was the concept of "appropriateness" in waste management and recycling techniques. It was agreed that there are a variety of options in technology and management that must be assessed in relation to local circumstances. Subsequently social concerns came to dominate workshop discussions. The main topics were garbage-picking, the status of pickers, and the implic​ations of waste management plans and resource recovery for different social groups. Poor, underprivileged groups were depicted as particularly vulnerable in times of modernisation and economic change. Aspects of the social structure of picking and recycling and structures of control in the chains of informal recycling were stressed. It was finally resolved that the social rights of waste workers at all levels of the system should be recognised in policy-making. Importance was placed on the principle that all parties involved in processes of recovery and recycling should have a say in planning. Among these parties were included the non-governmental organisations working for the welfare of the urban poor. The workshop concluded by discussing ways in which administrative and political leaders and the wider community could be brought together for consultation before commitments were made to new waste management plans. In this regard there was a certain amount of criticism of Calcutta's procedures in waste management.
The Calcutta workshop may well betoken the shape of things to come in waste management. It seems that social and political as well as economic and environmental considerations will become more prominent.  More diverse interests will expect to be included in decision-making. Inevitably, values and priorities will differ so that formulating generally acceptable plans may become very difficult.
SOCIO-POLITICAL DIMENSIONS OP WASTE RECOVERY

The Calcutta workshop is not an isolated example of interest in social issues - its very convention indicates concern across countries. There are indications that these issues are being drawn to the attention of international agencies that aid waste planning. There has been a good deal of work under the rubric of appropriate technology for water supply and waste disposal through the World Bank (Project 671-46). In 1981 the UNDP initiated a project entitled "Integrated Resource Recovery" (UNDP/GLO/80/004) the first report of which will be an annotated bibliography on resource recovery and recycling. The emphasis is mainly technical, but items relating to social aspects are included and the introduction pays a good deal of attention to informal scavenging and to attitudes towards wastes and the groups who handle wastes[2]. The World Bank has also produced a project guide for waste management in developing countries that raises some of the major issues in social, environmental and health areas. Two central propositions here are that refuse collectors and informal scaven​gers aid waste reduction through their picking and that municipalities should encourage re​cycling, assisting informal workers with respect to health, working conditions and marketing. Sole reliance on highly mechanised refuse collection and disposal is questioned[3].
Clearly, these emerging issues in waste disposal and recovery are part of the more general discussion of the impacts of different techniques and devices upon the social fabric of com​munities into which they are introduced[4,5]. There are distinct parallels between the dilemmas of technology in waste management in cities and approaches to the waste conversion process of biogas production in rural areas.
In their initial enthusiasm for the end product - locally produced energy - early promoters of biogas failed to anticipate some possible social and economic (and thus, ultimately, poli​tical) consequences of the process. We see more clearly now that producing a new good from old materials may shift control of scarce resources by commandeering control of materials that had traditionally been left for the use of poorer sections of the community. While such shifts may be defended by reference to wider community good and to long term development [6], community leaders and NGO groups increasingly insist that the social and economic con​sequences for different groups in a village must be taken into account in assessing the feas​ibility of the management of biogas production for any one area[7].
Similarly, techniques of urban waste recovery can be viewed from an economic or engineering angle without any anticipation of the social and political ramifications of their adoption. Just as new uses for animal dung in rural areas may bring changes in economic value and in the locus and nature of economic control, with secondary effects (as upon the work opport​unities for women and children), so moves towards making more productive use of urban wastes will affect the value of these items and will draw new actors into the waste arena.  These
may be city authorities asserting public right to wastes or private entrepreneurs seeking chances for income earning and productivity. Persons who have by custom had informal access to urban wastes may be displaced or enmeshed in larger forms of organisation, controlled in different ways. As it is, the fringe worlds of waste dealing are often characterised by competition and conflict[8] and, as wastes become more valuable, tensions will increase.
This does not mean that all changes will necessarily disadvantage traditional waste workers. However, we must recognise the possibilities of shifts in access, in control, and in econ​omic returns and we must attempt to gauge the consequences of such shifts. It may well be that concern for the broader social good (a cleaner city, improved public health, more pro​ductive recycling) may override the disadvantages for groups who lose by the new developments. In that case, awareness of displacement can lead to programmes for the upgrading and re​deployment of informal workers.
In spite of the many recent discussions of such issues, the specialist waste management literature for the most part makes only incidental reference to social considerations^]. Some of these are merely laments that the public are uncooperative, ignorant or lazy. Project workers may hesitate to introduce social considerations, since waste decisions are already complex. Generally, scavengers are seen as a nuisance, or a social threat[10], A major aim of disposal design is to prevent pickers' access to refuse within the city and very often at dump sites as well. Discussions of resource recovery are almost all premised on western mechanical approaches. The existing local systems of recuperation, scavenging, reuse and recycling are usually ignored. Assumptions are made about certain items being indeed merely wastes, when in fact they are being recovered and used informally. The extensive recovery and recycling typical of Asian cities persist in a generally "antagonistic environment"[2].
Ignoring informal workers means that when, for instance, health considerations are discussed, it is only formal sector workers that are referred to, and not the scavengers who work in conjunction with municipal refuse teams and who are sometimes their family members. Some planners are nonplussed by the emergence of organisations of scavengers, who are learning to assert themselves along with unions of municipal workers. The conditions of workers in small-scale recycling manufacturing workshops have hardly been brought within the scope of resource recovery discussions.
The general public, although often well aware of informal waste recovery activities, may show little consideration for the welfare of garbage pickers. When, for instance, a person eliminates on a garbage pile, he ignores the fact that he is polluting the work space and the materials of the garbage picker.
The political aspects are not only unintended consequences of planning or of technical innov​ations. Some moves against scavengers are akin to the drives against squatters, hawkers and beggars and are motivated by similar considerations. The political context of urban administration finds expression in calculated actions influencing all forms of waste re​covery and recycling.
SOME RESEARCH PRIORITIES

In order that Asian cities be better informed on the whole range of interlocking factors in a city's waste system, a great deal of research must be initiated.
The list here represents some of the initial research topics that must be addressed if we are to take social and political factors into account in decisions on waste recovery.
1.   Structure of informal systems of recuperation, scavenging and recycling
For a start, the types of persons and groups who routinely or intermittently engage in these activities must be documented. In some societies, informal waste workers are predominantly women and children; in Muslim countries, of course, this is not so. Studies in Cairo, Cal​cutta, Bali, Bangkok, Bandung, Manila and other places have all revealed several layers of each city's system, often with complex social control mechanisms and usually connected in some way to the informal waste management system and to large-scale as well as small scale industries. [11-16].
Each city has a variety of recuperators who buy or collect materials directly from households, businesses, factories, institutions and hotels for resale or reconstitution. There are as yet very few studies of recuperators, although their modes of operation may be important for encouraging separation at source, conservation and recovery.

There are more studies of those who work on streets and at garbage dumps, although the infor​mation in one case is not always readily comparable with another. A further aspect of the system is the participation of municipal workers: most studies mention this but workers' behaviours are not well documented and the relations between the municipal workers and infor​mal street and dump pickers is only hinted at.
At another level are the leaders or middlemen who often control garbage pickers, and the junk merchants and entrepreneurs, small operators, and industrialists who are the recipients of recovered materials.
Such a variety of "actors" creates often intricate networks of relationships bound by agree​ments, deals and exchanges, often at the edge of legality, sometimes in the underworld. There is a political dimension here as operators at one level of the system may exercise considerable power over the collectors with whom they deal.
The social status of those who handle wastes and the values related to waste materials affect how people enter this sphere of work, what returns they receive, and their prospects of occupational and social mobility. It is important that social organisational studies are related to the economy and morphology of urban areas.
2.
Pathways of recovered materials
Different types of wastes have different "life histories". Mapping the paths of wastes from point of discardation or sale to their end points of re-use, transformation or incorporation in new products will reveal much of how current recycling systems work and how they are adap​ted to changes in consumer habits and technology. It is interesting to note how quickly new waste products can be taken up by these systems (for example, the stitching together of small plastic milk pouches to make shopping bags in Calcutta) and how long-standing are some chains (for instance, the use of rags in paper-making began in the mid-19th century in India and the term "ragpicker" became the general one for garbage picker). Before schemes to aid recycling and small industries are put into effect, these exchange, marketing and manufacturing processes should be understood in both their historical and present day con​texts.
3.
The relationships between formal and informal systems of recovery and recycling
Studies under 1 and 2 should be carried to the point of interlocking of formal and informal systems, including payments that informal workers may have to make to secure the tolerance of police inspectors and the ways in which formal industries may contract out components to informal workshops using waste as raw material.
4.
Public health aspects of waste recycling
Wide ranging epidemiological and social studies are necessary to determine health risks to garbage pickers and to the general public from arrangements that allow manual picking. Would providing gloves, boots and picks materially improve the health of pickers? Or would greater gains come from improved nutrition, sanitary facilities and access to medical care? There has been considerable research on the use of sewage and night soil in agriculture and much less on the application of city refuse to market gardens.
5.
Attitudinal, perceptual and behavioural aspects
How do religious, cultural and personal values affect perceptions of wastes, the propensity to retrieve and to recycle wastes? While we know that groups handling wastes are assigned low status in society and that low status groups are usually expected to handle wastes, little is known of how waste workers view their livelihood and their social roles. There is much room to build on the few biographical and social studies that exist[17-19]. The considerable anthropological literature on "marginal" groups can provide a background for more detailed attitudinal and behavioural studies.
6.   Public intervention and educational efforts to influence waste-related behaviour
The interest of cities in encouraging recycling has led to a number of interventions, not all of which have been successful economically or politically. In the 1970s Manila attempted to establish "eco-centres" where garbage pickers could sell their wares for a better return than to junk merchants. This scheme ran into a number of obstacles, one of which was the vigorous opposition of the junk merchants[2]. Many cities have enacted ordinances against street pickers.  What have been the consequences for the pickers and for waste recovery?
These are just some of the topics that come to mind as initial points of investigation. If comparable data were available for a number of cities, we would be better able to discuss the key factors influencing waste recovery systems.
PERSISTING DILEMMAS

Even with awareness of the many factors that must be understood, even with the best will in the world to consider a range of social, political and cultural factors, it will not be easy to reach balanced decisions. A number of dilemmas arise in coping with urban wastes that cannot be resolved by data-gathering or even social cost/benefit analysis. I will mention five main areas of tension: between the common good and individual rights; between health concerns and employment access; between economic efficiency and humane policies; between the promotion of industry and preservation of environmental quality; and between municipal enterprise and private enterprise.
It has never been easy for modern societies to decide when the common good must come before individual and subgroup rights or wishes, partly because what serves the common good is open to interpretation and partly because we are becoming more sensitive to subgroup and indivi​dual rights. This is very clear in scavenger access issues in Asian cities. Public author​ities see street picking as risky and degrading for the whole community; welfare groups wish to protect scavengers' traditional rights and access; appropriate technologists argue the benefit of street picking.
Health considerations raise some of the most difficult issues. Should groups be permitted to continue in unhealthy occupations if they so wish? In general, modern society has pro​hibited or phased out unclean occupations, and manual scavenging must surely be considered one such. A pragmatic view argues that most third world cities are unable to eliminate scav​enging, so steps should be taken to make the occupation safer. Sanitarians will remain scep​tical that this can be achieved.
Those arguing for permissive approaches will encounter cities' preoccupation with economy and efficiency. But what is considered from one point of view to be efficient often proves not to be from a wider perspective. For instance, highly mechanised waste disposal tech​niques may turn out to cost a city more in the long run, and, if they reduce the amount of materials recovered and recycled, entail hidden costs for the urban economy.
Where recycling is predominantly achieved in small workshops whose owners and workers are either ignorant of or unable to afford environmentally wise habits, the promotion of re​cycling conflicts with attempts to limit environmental deterioration. Improvement can be envisaged as gradual, with shifts towards appropriate technology and with more educational and financial aid to informal industries. This, at least, is the theme of a recent ILO com​ment on the environmental aspects of informal enterprises[20].
Arguments as to whether city governments should enter into money-making schemes are not new to Asian cities. The first municipal enterprises in India, municipal markets, called forth opposition to "municipal trading"[21]. Municipal enthusiasm for "wealth from waste" may be seen as a threat to private enterprise. Municipalities are now asserting their rights over wastes that formerly they were only too glad to have others deal with, and ownership issues are becoming contentious.
One common instance of the conflict that may ensue is found in Indian cities and towns installing sewer systems where previously Sweeper caste groups removed excreta manually from latrine systems. Usually these municipal workers have enjoyed the right to sell a proportion of the night soil to farmers.  They now oppose sewer installations because they find them-
selves deprived of a supplement to their income and because the innovation will reduce the need for many workers.
It could be argued that profits made by cities through waste recovery would be allocated to retraining and uplift programmes for persons made redundant or robbed of economic opportunities[22]. But those who will be displaced suspect that once the gains are absorbed into municipal budgets, funds will not be proportionately channeled in their direction.
As mentioned previously, outright conflict over municipal intrusion into formerly private spheres of operation handicapped the eco-centre recycling scheme in Manila.
Again, there must be a recognition of the possible objections that will be raised by differ​ent interests and an attempt to consider options in the light of spread effects and long-run consequences. To say this is not to suggest that all possible effects can be anticipated and all objections accommodated. Could Manila have guessed the strength of junk dealers' opposition to the eco-centres, even with prior discussion of the plan?
Nevertheless, even though dilemmas will persist, these are not issues unamenable to resol​ution. We must hope that they may gradually be resolved by research, considered judgement, community participation, and carefully monitoring the effects of decisions.
CONCLUSION
Regarding waste collection, disposal and re-use as mainly technical matters has on the whole been counterproductive for Asian cities because this has resulted in activities and values that are integral to waste management being left out of account in planning. Public auth​orities, engineers and the general public must address waste management more broadly. I mention the public here in order to emphasise that changes are necessary in individual per​ceptions and behaviours as well as official ones. I have argued that people must stop regar​ding garbage as something they have just finished with and start thinking of it as something someone else is just starting with[23]. Such a perceptual change should, one hopes, lead to behavioural changes - to more separation at source, less spoilage and pollution of re​usable garbage, both in households and on the street. If the citizens of large settlements come to understand waste in its social and environmental aspects, and administrators agree to broaden the basis of decision-making, we can begin to humanise solid waste management.
Changes premised on a wider view will not occur easily. The acknowledgement of divers inter​ests could be used constructively for community benefit, or could lead to long-drawn-out wrangles in local administration. I have suggested that knowledge of social structures, of values and political dynamics could be used to make decisions wiser, more humane and more effective. Once interdisciplinary research is conducted it should no longer be possible for local authorities and international agencies to ignore the social and political factors that impact upon waste recovery and recycling in urban areas. Beyond this, it will be neces​sary to have more appropriate processes of decision-making that draw upon research findings, involve community members and monitor outcomes of policies. At the very least, socio​political aspects of the range of choices open to communities in the recovery of wastes should be made explicit.
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