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Teenagers in North America (and probably many other places in 
the world) have grown accustomed to a parent saying, “Money 
doesn’t grow on trees,” in response to requests for funds from the 
family’s limited resources to buy designer clothes, the latest elec-
tronics, and/or cars and the like. In effect, managers of municipal 
solid waste (MSW) management systems hear the same sort of 
reply from city councils and citizens themselves when requesting 
funds to build, operate, maintain, and/or expand or modernise a 
city’s waste management infrastructure. There is a finite pool of 
funds available in any community to cover the costs of all pro-
grammes that city fathers and citizens themselves deem worth-
while, so it is not surprising that MSW managers are called on to 
provide the necessary collection, processing, recycling, and dis-
posal services within a budget that often seems too low for the 
never-ending job.

The need for at least a rudimentary solid waste management 
programme in any city is clear to virtually everyone; such a sys-
tem normally is comprised of at least two basic parts: (a) a collec-
tion programme, and (b) a disposal facility. (It has long been a 
key responsibility of local government to provide such services 
either directly or via contract, at least as a means to protect public 
health.) After all, trash does not collect itself, and uncollected 
trash very quickly results in visual blight (accumulated litter), 
harbourage for disease-bearing vectors, and pervasive offensive 
odours. Once collected, the MSW must find a home. Throughout 
history, the most rudimentary “home” for society’s residues tradi-
tionally has been the open dump (which is often ablaze), an envi-
ronment-insulting practice still all too common in low income 
and lower mid-income countries. In more recent decades, the 
engineered landfill (also known as sanitary landfill) has been the 
disposal method of choice because of its relatively low initial and 
operating costs compared with all other options, and the substan-
tial reduction in negative environmental impacts compared with 
open dumping.

(Another longstanding “home” for MSW, particularly in 
developing countries, has been the secondary materials markets, 
accessed by informal scavengers who segregate and gather the 
more valuable fractions of discards before the official solid waste 
collector comes along. While scavenging provides some commu-
nity benefits, the downsides, including increased littering, injury 
and illness, and encouragement of child labour, usually outweight 
the positives, and thus the practice is banned by regulation in 
virtually all developed countries.)

While it is relatively easy to describe the elements of a basic 
MSW management programme, it is not so easy for citizens 
(directly or through their cities) to pay for these services, either 

through taxes, user fees, or a combination of the two. This is 
true for large and growing municipalities where waste genera-
tion volumes are ever increasing, driving distances to the pro-
cessing and/or disposal sites typically are relatively remote 
from the source of waste (necessitating costly waste transporta-
tion systems), regulations call for stringent environmental pro-
tection standards for waste disposal facilities, and “green” 
citizens push for waste diversion from landfills through addi-
tional-cost composting and recycling programmes. And it is 
also true for developing countries, even if the per capital waste 
generation rate is relatively low and the waste handling technol-
ogy is relatively unsophisticated. This is because economic 
activity is not sufficient to generate enough tax revenues or dis-
posable income to cover the expenses associated with all criti-
cal city programmes, waste management being just one of 
many. (It is a curious coincidence of language that there is often 
not enough “disposable income” in developing countries to pay 
for proper MSW disposal.)

The cost of MSW management can represent a significant part 
of a municipality’s budget, depending on many factors. Overall, 
by one 2014 estimate, citizens in the world spend a total of about 
US$410 billion per year to collect, recycle, dispose of, or other-
wise process 11 billion tonnes of MSW (according to the United 
Nations Environment Programme), an average of about US$37 
per tonne. But it could cost more than twice that just to dispose of 
unrecovered wastes in large metropolitan areas in highly devel-
oped countries, on top of collection and processing costs.

Some cities seek to earn revenues from their solid waste oper-
ations in several ways to supplement or even replace funds raised 
from general taxes, including the following.

•• Imposing fees on waste generators:

• fees for service (“pay as you throw” – PAYT) – fees are 
often set in relation to the volume or weight of MSW gen-
erated, but sometimes ability to pay is considered too;

• special taxes earmarked for waste management purposes, 
for instance, based on floor area of the waste generator’s 
home or business.

•• Instituting a community-wide recycling programme that will 
generate revenues from the sale of usable secondary materials 
extracted from the waste stream (after processing).

•• Starting and operating a compost or mechanical biological 
treatment plant to produce a soil amendment for sale (or often 
donation) to gardeners and farmers.

•• Sale of energy in the form of:
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• methane gas (extracted from engineered landfills);
• electricity (from the combustion of MSW in modern 

waste-to-energy incinerators or methane from landfills 
used as a natural gas supplement or fuel).

•• Sale (to manufacturing or energy industries) of tradable cer-
tificates (carbon credits) typically associated with landfill gas 
collection, flaring, and/or energy projects that reduce the 
emission of greenhouse gases to the atmosphere.

While some or all of these types of activities can and do gener-
ate income when conditions are favourable, underlying global 
market economics are subject to substantial fluctuations that are 
well beyond a city’s control. Despite the initial appeal of these 
sorts of processes (and the urging of green citizens to reduce 
waste flows to landfills at any cost … because “it’s the right 
thing to do”), city fathers should keep in mind that participation 
in market-based business ventures can quickly turn a revenue-
raising idea into a drain on city coffers. For example, several 
cities in the USA recently have cut back or curtailed their recy-
cling programmes when audits confirmed that revenues from 
the sale of recovered wastes were not sufficient to cover the 
costs of operating the recycling programmes, particularly dur-
ing a prolonged recession. Other cities are considering similar 
actions. Compost programmes have faced similar challenges 
when the low-value compost product cannot be sold at all, or 
even given away.

In the face of these challenges, it is incumbent on solid waste 
managers and engineers to identify all the options available to 
collect, process (for waste volume reduction and/or energy pro-
duction), recycle, and dispose of the residues and unrecoverable 
MSW in their cities, and to closely track the performance, relia-
bility, and costs associated with each option as it is being applied 
in other locations around the globe. In an optimal situation, a city 
and its citizens will be best served by implementing and main-
taining a MSW management programme that employs a mix of 
approaches and technologies suited to local conditions and that 
can be sustained with the funding deemed to be affordable by the 
waste generators (citizens, businesses, and industry) and their 
city fathers. Particularly when funding is scarce, it is usually 
unwise for a city to leap from a basic waste management pro-
gramme to a cutting edge “modern” technology, no matter how 
appealing a vendor’s sales pitch about an emerging proprietary 
technology. Instead, it is more prudent and fiscally responsible to 
gradually improve or upgrade the status quo only as funding 
becomes more available with increasing economic activity and 
living standards.

Waste Management & Research looks forward to receiving 
articles about (a) MSW management technologies and systems 
suitable for both developing and developed countries, (b) the life-
cycle costs associated with these systems, and (c) actual or pro-
posed options for municipalities to sustainably fund efficient, 
reliable, and environmentally friendly programmes.
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