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ABSTRACT

The global waste market is estimated at US$410 billion a year and growing, while only 25 per cent of total 
waste is known as recovered and recycled. Besides, this figure does not include the informal segment in 
which around 20 million people work as waste pickers in developing countries. Solid waste management 
policy and recycling practices differ among certain parts of the world to a large extent. Industrialized 
countries generally have formal and automated waste management systems, whereas developing coun-
tries rely on the informal sector. In Istanbul, which is one of the few megacities in the world appear to 
be at the crossroad of a policy choice. Authorities will either privatize the recycling business for large 
firms or try to follow more inclusive approach for more than 100,000 waste pickers in the city. Based on 
the literature, this study will review the formal waste management systems and describe the integration 
of informal recycling sector in particular world regions that may have policy implications for Istanbul.

INTRODUCTION

Municipal solid waste (MSW) has become a complex problem in major cities of the developing world, 
mostly due to rapid industrialization and increased urbanization. Particularly, municipalities of the growing 
cities struggle to handle MSW because of poor collection and disposal systems. Inadequate waste removal 
and management facilities, as well as continuing population growth and higher consumption levels make 
MSW management issue much tougher to solve today. Furthermore, if not managed properly, MSW is 
likely to pollute air, water, and land, which will risk residents’ health and environment (Medina, 2005).
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In order to tackle challenges of managing solid waste, cities respond by improving their MSW man-
agement policy, such as installing new waste collection and recycling programs. Although the practices 
have evolved in recent years, MSW is not being suitably managed and material recovery is still inefficient. 
Many big city municipalities in developing countries’ lack the resources to comply with the growing 
demand for MSW management services. Thus, many individuals engage in informal waste picking and 
recycling activities to make a living (Marello & Helwege, 2014).

Informal waste pickers, who are also known as scavengers, collect and commercialize solid waste 
informally in cities. They perform similar to formal agents in the waste stream. Waste pickers collect 
recyclable and reusable materials from the generated waste and push forward through the recycling value 
chain, as do the official or authorized waste collectors (Moreno-Sanchez & Maldonado, 2006). Scavenging 
contributes to material recovery from the garbage that has already been disposed, yet probably will be 
lost in dumpsites and landfills unless collected. Moreover, this activity reduces the costs of city’s waste 
management programs by collecting the recyclable material. Besides the quantity of recovered waste, 
informal waste picking generates income for disadvantaged parts of the community. The studies which 
point out the economic and environmental benefits of waste pickers suggest that, system improvements 
without consideration of waste pickers could be highly counter-efficient (Wilson, Velis, & Cheeseman, 
2006). Therefore, the recognition of the role that waste pickers could play in MSW programs deems 
necessary.

Istanbul, a megacity with around 15 million inhabitants, faces MSW management issues as well. 
Currently, land filling, which is an environmentally unfriendly practice, is the main method for MSW 
management in the city. However, only half of the 17.000 tons of MSW produced daily in Istanbul 
could be recycled (ISTAC, 2016). The shortage in services and increase of the needy naturally leads 
to scavenging activity in this metropolis. The total number of waste pickers is estimated at more than 
half a million around the country, where approximately one fifth is active in Istanbul. Moreover, the 
community has been significantly expanded in the last few years due to more than 3 million refugee 
inflows from war zones in the Middle East (EC, 2016). Although they perform a valuable activity for 
the ecosystem, a challenge appeared for waste pickers from the local and national authorities restricting 
their work and permitting only licensed institutions for waste collection. Based on media resources, it is 
inferred that the formal waste management community tries to eliminate the informal sector in order to 
collect the complete recycling rent, especially in major cities of Turkey. Recent developments also show 
that the authorities are drawing regulations in favour of formal enterprises. Despite many initiatives and 
researches around the world signal the integration of waste pickers in the formal network as a viable 
option for inclusive development, the approach taken in Istanbul appears to the contrary.

Apparently, there are pros and cons of granting exclusivity to public and private enterprises for re-
cycling business compared to formalizing and organizing waste pickers as an inclusive policy option. 
The purpose of this study is to present the examples of recycling management in highly industrialized 
nations and developing countries in order to understand the materialization of both systems. Therefore, 
the context and actions in different parts of the world will be reviewed to evaluate their relevance for 
MSW management in Istanbul.

The study first describes the MSW management and the informal recycling sector in general and 
then presents those issues in the context of Istanbul. The interpretations of the study would likely have 
policy implications for the emerging metropolis.
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