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Key point

• The policy has an indirect impact on increasing recyclability, but its main purpose is to reduce the  
 amount of waste at post consumption, to be incinerated or sent to landfills.

There was a problem…

In the Republic of Korea, the amount of wastes had been increasing dramatically during early 1990s in support 
of population growth and increases in middle income classes. The taxation or monthly fee for waste collection 
was running at that time with the fixed rate regardless of the amount of waste generation, which was not effec-
tive in reducing the wastes. By 1995, the municipal waste generation reached 1.59 kilograms per capita per day 
in urban areas.1 Identifying dump sites for waste disposal was another challenge for government given the high 
population density and limited land areas.

What was done?

The Korean Ministry of Environment introduced the volume-based waste charging system in 1995 to incentivize 
residents to reduce their waste. It is based on separate waste streams, segregating recyclables items from non-
recyclable waste. Households are required to purchase government-issued plastic bags and to dispose only 
what cannot be recycled. Each municipality sets the price for the official plastic trash bags, thereby setting the 
price of disposal according to the amount of waste generated. Fines apply for households who violate the law. 

The Government is planning to apply the unit charging scheme to food waste starting in 2012. It aims to shift the 
focus of the food waste treatment from recycle (either to be composted or to be source of energy) to reduction 
of wastes at the source.2 Municipal governments are experimenting with pilot projects to test the effectiveness 
of various instruments (for measurement and collection of wastes and charging fees) and expanding the cover-
age.

Results3 

• Waste reduction: The total amount of waste has decreased about 24 per cent from 58,118 tonnes per  
 day in 1994 to 50,007 tonnes per day in 2004. Waste generation per capita per day has been reduced
 23 per cent from 1.33 kilograms in 1994 to 1.03 kilograms in 2004.

• Economic benefits accrued from 1995 to 2004 are more than 8 trillion won (US$8 billion) resulted from  
 avoided waste treatment and market value of increased recycling products. The amount of recycles in  
 2004 is 2.8 times higher than 1994 (8,927 tonnes per day in 1995 to 24,588 tonnes per day in 2004).

• Ecological benefits: The reductions have resulted in reduced contaminated water from the landfill,  
 reduced pollution from incinerators and efficient use of lands due to the avoidance of constructing new  
 landfill

Lessons learned

• An appropriate fee rate is critical for the success. The price needs to be set to incentivize people to  
 reduce the amount of waste but not burden their household budget. The earnings from selling the plastic  
 garbage bags can be recycled to operate the scheme, thereby alleviating the financial burden on the  
 local government. In the Republic of Korea, prices were steadily adjusted according to the increase in  
 living expenses.

• Communicate the benefits and provide detailed guidance: To be effective, the segregation between  
 recyclables and non-recyclables has to be done properly by households. The Korean Government  
 provided a detailed list of what waste can be disposed and where via brochures and commercial  
 advertising.

• Impose a penalty for non-compliance: People can be fined up to round US$900 for disposing garbage  
 not in the officially issued plastic bags. A CCTV is installed in the designated dumping sites of many cites  
 to catch violators. 

Consideration for replicating

Supplementing with policies targeting upstream transformation: Although the policy has an indirect impact on 
increasing recyclability, its main purpose is to reduce the amount of waste at post-consumption, to be inciner-
ated or sent to landfills. The extended producer responsibility amplifies the effect of minimizing waste at the 
source by influencing the production process. Setting up the system for the segregation, collection and treat-
ment of recyclable waste can enhance the overall sustainability of waste management by addressing the 
wastes not covered by a volume-based waste charging scheme. 

Further reading

“Volume-based waste fee system”, by Kwang-yim Kim, in Korea Environmental Policy Bulletin, (Seoul, Korea Envi-
ronment Institute, 2003). Available from http://eng.me.go.kr/file.do?method=fileDownloader&attachSeq=1564.

Waste Management in Korea, by H. J. Ahn and others (Chapel Hill, NC, Kenan-Flagler Business Scholl, University 
of North Carolina, 2006). Available from http://specials.kenan-flagler.unc.edu/kicse/ORIG Shared 
Documents/Waste Management in Korea.pdf
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