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Linking public and private 
action for sustainable waste 
management

When it comes to managing waste in developing countries, the private sector can contribute 

technical skills, organisational capabilities and flexibility. Yet private sector involvement alone will 

not solve all the problems. The public sector, while far from abrogating its responsibilities, has to 

strengthen regulations and step up project management. It is also vital to improve the financing 

of waste management services and to ensure a better-structured regulatory framework.  

S
olid waste management is often regard-
ed as the most local of all public utili-
ties. Since the �rst steps were taken to 

decentralise this service in developing coun-
tries, responsibility for it is increasingly fall-
ing to municipalities, as it has been the case 
in Europe for decades. Frequently subject 
to �nancial, material and work force con-
straints, municipalities try to manage just 
the most urgent needs, such as removing 
waste from cities to keep them clean. Many 
focus their e�orts on developing basic clean-
ing services – street sweeping, waste collec-
tion, gutter maintenance and running land-
�lls – with mixed results and high costs. In 
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some cities in sub-Saharan Africa, operat-
ing costs can account for 30 to 50% of a mu-
nicipality’s total annual budget. Yet this ap-
proach, based on collecting and storing waste 
in open land�lls, falls short of managing mu-
nicipal solid waste on a long-term basis. 
�e exponential growth in waste, which is a 
consequence of increasing urbanisation and 
change in consumption habits, requires a 
change in practices to reduce land�ll depos-
its and incineration. For several years, gov-
ernment authorities in the 
South have had to conduct 
in-depth reviews of how 
waste management services 
are con�gured and have been 
encouraged to safeguard the 
environment and protect 
public health. Improving the geographical 
coverage of such services so that vulnerable 
or peripheral neighbourhoods are no long-
er excluded is also a major social challenge. 
Developing facilities, managing infrastruc-
ture and recovering and recycling waste are 
increasingly considered critical to any pub-
lic waste management policy. Yet more of-
ten than not, such policies are implement-
ed in a deprived economy, and management 
costs inevitably increase as infrastructures 
become more sophisticated and the number 
of stakeholders multiplies. Against this back-
drop, it is essential for the private sector to 
become more involved, which would require 
a renewed public-private partnership. 

The need for integrated management 

of  municipal solid waste 

Reducing the quantity and noxiousness of 
waste at the source, introducing separate collec-
tion and sorting procedures to encourage recy-
cling and reuse, organising waste trans-
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“Solid waste 
management is 
often regard ed as 
the most local of all 
public utili ties.”
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portation, and investing in recycling, 
energy and organic recovery technologies are 
the fundamentals of sustainable waste man-
agement. All the links in this chain are in-
terdependent: they follow exactly the same 
path and address the same issues, regardless 
of region. An integrated system based on pre-
vention-sorting-recycling-recovery-reuse is 
therefore key to reducing waste production 
over the long term and reducing the amount 
of waste deposited in land�lls. 
When waste management was decentralised 
relatively recently, skills were transferred, 
but not the corresponding resources. Munici-
palities are still struggling with the organisa-
tion of the di�erent stakeholders and the re-
curring expenses related to collecting waste 
and depositing it in land�lls. �e challenges 
involved in waste recovery and recycling are 

sometimes given low priori-
ty and dealt with in part by 
the informal sector. �e pub-
lic sector’s e�orts to develop 
waste management toward 
an integrated system are 
hindered by the di�culties 

associated with investing in and maintaining 
facilities, the lack of business competencies 
in certain links of the chain, and the ongo-
ing absence of sustainable �nancing sources. 

Redefining the roles of public 

and private sectors

�e private sector can address the manage-
ment di�culties encountered in a state-run 
system and provide the technical skills some-
times lacking in the public sector. In best-case 
scenarios, private operators have quali�ed 
sta� and appropriate production resources, 
while still being �exibly organised.
Since costs cannot be fully covered by the fees 
collected from users, calling on speci�c serv-
ice providers (for collecting waste, operat-
ing a waste transfer plant or technical land�ll 
centre) is more widespread than the appoint-
ment of a large-scale private operator cover-
ing the entire sector. Public-private partner-
ships involving a BOT1 contract are the most 
common; these involve a system of direct 
payment to the private operator by public 
authorities, based on a management cost per 
metric tonne. �is rate not only covers op-
erating costs but also, in some cases, invest-
ment in initial infrastructure and upgrading 
works. As it is di�cult for municipalities in 
developing countries to pay private operators 
enough to cover the cost of all waste manage-
ment services, the central state often has to 
provide additional funding. �e private net-
work is therefore split between primary col-

lection organised by a very active informal 
service and the rest of the waste manage-
ment chain, where one can �nd global cor-
porations as well as local operators, some of 
whom are from the informal sector. 
But private sector management of all or part 
of the system does not solve the problems 
entirely, and public authorities have to step 
up their involvement as regulator and project 
manager even further. Perhaps more so than 
for other public utilities, waste manage-
ment requires coordination among numer-
ous stakeholders2 at di�erent stages in the 
process, and calls for a broad range of skills 
and know-how. Implementing a proper waste 
management policy implies a strong involve-
ment from the public authorities in running 
the service. �is includes controlling costs, 
planning investment, negotiating contracts 
with service providers, educating users, es-
tablishing and enforcing regulations, and in-
volving producers and consumers. 

Success factors of private  

sector involvement 

To attract private investment, local authorities 
need to establish a strategic framework tai-
lored to local conditions and based on consul-
tation with all local stakeholders. �e project 
must take into account the town’s socio-spa-
tial structure, the type of waste involved, the 
resources available, the institutional setting, 
and whether those involved are from the for-
mal or informal sector. Adopting European 
standards is often counter-productive for lo-
cal authorities lacking the necessary �nan-
cial and technological resources. For a public 
waste management policy to be sustainable, 
a pragmatic, customised and progressive ap-
proach is essential. Such an approach is pref-
erable to applying high standards from the 
beginning. More generally, a clearly de�ned 
regulatory framework enabling companies to 
compete equitably is a prerequisite for e�ec-
tive private sector involvement.
�e public authorities should be able to o�er 
a clear, well-de�ned and securing contractual 
framework for the private sector. Public-pri-
vate contracts must be relatively long term 
so that private operators can customise and 
improve the services provided, while comply-
ing with municipal budgets. Shared responsi-
bilities must be stated explicitly so that pri-
vate operators are best able to manage their 
risks. Financial and legal stipulations (such 

“Private sector 
management of all 

or part of the system 
does not solve the 

problems entirely.”

1 The goal of a BOT (Build, Operate and Transfer) contract is to 
appoint a private operator for the design, construction, operation and 
maintenance of a project. It implies a transfer of ownership of the project 
to the government at the end of the contract.
2 The challenge for public authorities is to include, structure and regulate 
the informal sector, which handles a significant portion of waste sorting, 
recycling and reuse. 
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as penalties or termination conditions) must 
be included in the contract to ensure that 
private operators ful�l their role in a profes-
sional manner and comply with the strategic 
framework (particularly in terms of service 
level and access). Ultimately, local authori-
ties must have the work force and su�cient 
resources to be able to monitor and control 
contracts and, more generally, implement a 
consistent public policy. 

A complicated financial equation

Solid waste management services in both de-
veloped and developing countries rarely reach 
�nancial equilibrium. Local authorities in the 
developing countries often have to resort to 
three di�erent funding sources – household 
waste collection fees paid by the user, a house-
hold waste collection tax, and general budget 
contributions – in an attempt to cover sector 
costs. Waste collection fees are paid directly 
by each household and usually apply to collec-
tion only. �e amount is kept low, to be man-
ageable for households, and is typically paid 
to private or informal waste collection oper-
ators. �ese fees are generally not enough to 
cover the system’s upstream costs.
Local authorities therefore try to obtain ad-
ditional �nancing via a household waste col-
lection tax, which is used to �nance other as-
pects of the service. �is tax is usually linked 
to a land tax on developed properties. In 
the case of local authorities in the develop-
ing countries, the base of this tax is reduced, 
and payment rates are low. Furthermore, 
the tax is collected by the state and chan-
nelled through the treasury. Due to the lack 
of transparent systems for paying local taxes 
to municipalities on an ongoing basis, losses 
inevitably occur. Waste management servic-
es in the developing countries are therefore 
subject to the problem of mobilising tax re-
sources in towns and cities. Consequently, 
the income generated is not su�cient to cov-
er the costs of setting up an integrated waste 
management system.  
Some interesting initiatives have been intro-
duced to improve tax revenues. For exam-
ple, the city of Lomé has been experimenting 
with levying fees on major producers of waste 

(manufacturing industries, restaurants, ho-
tels, business, and so on), while Addis Aba-
ba has been experimenting with indexing the 
household waste collection tax based on a 
household’s water bill. �ese fees, generally 
proportional to consumption, mean that at 
the very least, payments are spread in keep-
ing with living standards. 
Mobilising the private sector, skilled as it is, 
does not in itself constitute a solution for 
better waste management. To be e�ective and 
appropriate, a waste manage-
ment system must be accom-
panied by better �nancing 
mechanisms, increased tech-
nical and institutional capa-
bilities on the part of public 
authorities, and a well-struc-
tured regulatory framework. 
In the absence of such an environment, pri-
vate sector involvement – even if it can tem-
porarily �ll public management gaps – may 
still not be enough to achieve an integrated 
and sustainable waste management system. 

The Agence française de développement (AFD) supports development of 

the integrated management of municipal solid waste in several cities such 

as Lomé, Addis-Abeba, Cap Haïtien and Gaza. Through loans or subsidies, 

it mainly focuses on the reorganisation of the precollection, collection and 

transport of waste, and the improvement of waste storage and elimination. 

It also supports innovative projects involving waste recovery and recycling.

F O C U S 

”Mobilising the 
private sector (...)
does not in itself 
constitute a  solution 
for better waste 
management.”


