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Awareness raising, information sharing, capacity development and community 
engagement are essential for the wider social, political and economic changes 
required for waste-to-resource initiatives to succeed. This work, which broadly 
seeks to restructure the relationship that different stakeholders have with waste, is 
greatly facilitated through good partnerships with these stakeholders. The lessons 
highlighted in this section revolve around the need for sustained effort for real 
change and the types of change required and how to achieve them in a 
sustainable way. The section also presents some strategies and good practices 
for engaging with stakeholders on awareness raising and behaviour change.

Waste must be viewed as a valuable resource. Too often, waste is seen as 
having no value. It is regarded as something for the landfill, something to be 
burned or thrown away. Yet, waste is an incredible resource that can be reused 
and recycled. It can be sold in local, national and international markets. A 
fundamental objective of waste-to-resource initiatives is to support a change in 
perception.

Changes in mind sets are essential. Successful waste-to-resource initiatives 
engender and depend upon a wide and powerful change in the public’s perception 
of waste as a resource. Such a change is difficult but vital to achieve. The role of 
the IRRC is to maximize the value of waste, but the process is dependent upon 
the shifting of community systems and social and political values.

Part of this shift involves an emphasis on preventing waste in the first place (see 
Part I, Figure 3 on moving towards waste minimization and recovery). 
Waste-to-resource initiatives should also focus on encouraging the reuse of 
materials, recycling and value recovery. The notion of ‘throwing out’ and ‘throwing 
away’ has to be challenged and remodelled around new norms and values of 
material use. The way people relate to waste materials must change.

2. Improving awareness and 
    changing behaviour

2.1 The importance of valuing waste



Box 12. Meet the mayor of Kampot, Cambodia

NEAK SOUVANNARY is the governor of Kampot, a small town in southern 
Cambodia. “We have been supporting a waste-to-resource approach for a few years 

now, and this has been challenging,” he says. The city government has employed 
various strategies, each of which were met with some resistance from the public. “We 
would like to become a cleaner, greener city, but it is hard and takes time,” he adds. 
He also notes that things are slowly changing. Pilot projects in a few communities 

have been successful. “We want to scale up. We want the whole city thinking about 
waste in a different way,” he says. “We need to see its value.”
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Source separation begins with changing individual actions. Waste separation 
at source involves households, markets, hotels, restaurants and other producers 
of waste dividing their waste into various components, such as organic waste and 
recyclable inorganic material. This is essential for successful waste-to-resource 
initiatives. Without waste separation at source, waste will reach a facility in a 
mixed state, which reduces the quality and quantity of organic waste that can be 
utilized to produce compost, biogas, refuse-derived fuel or other products. It also 
leads to damaged and dirtied recyclable waste; for example, when paper 
becomes wet it disintegrates and plastics need to be cleaned.

2.2 Advancing behaviour change and 
      source separation



Box 13. Meet a homeowner in Matale, Sri Lanka

PADMIKA KULATHUNGA lives in Matale, Sri Lanka. “I am a mother and a 
homeowner,” says Mrs Kulathunga, 50, who lives with her husband and three 

daughters. “Every day when I cook, I separate the organic waste from the inorganic 
waste. I’m also teaching my daughters this, as now they are growing up and can 

cook, too.” Mrs Kulathunga places the household’s organic waste into a plastic bag 
that is then hung from a hook on the fence of her property for the waste collector. “If 
I’m home, I’ll give the waste directly to the workers. It’s always nice to say hello, and 

sometimes they also have news.”

52

Successful waste-to-resource initiatives are built around community engagement 
with waste separation at source. This requires that individuals change their 
behaviour and mind sets. Families, domestic workers, shop owners, market 
vendors and cooks, among others, must be informed and educated on the need 
for and practice of source separation. Only when individuals are willing to change 
their behaviour can source separation succeed. Engaging children can be 
particularly effective. This can be done, for example, through outreach to schools 
(see the Box 14 on separating waste in Samaki market in Kampot, Cambodia). 
This method is effective partly because children can introduce new practices to 
their families and their community and also because the habits children develop 
today will likely stay with them as adults.
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The promotion of separation of waste at source should not be done through 
a one-off project but be pursued as a long-term programme. Changing 
behaviour takes time, patience and sustained engagement. To achieve waste 
separation at source, waste-to-resource managers need to focus on community 
outreach and delivering awareness-raising and capacity-building campaigns to 
households, markets and commercial units. This is not easy and results are not 
seen overnight because mind sets need to be altered. Nonetheless, if 
waste-to-resource managers and policymakers understand the long-term nature 
of behaviour change and are committed to it, good results can be achieved.

Options for community outreach include:

Forming networks of communicators using residents in a community. These 
communicators already know the community and have relationships with 
families and individuals, which make persuading them to change potentially 
easier. Communicators can be trained in the principles of waste separation 
and asked to encourage others in their community to do the same.
Utilizing existing community groups, such as women’s and youth groups, to 
verbally disseminate the principles of waste separation and the idea of 
deriving valuable resources from waste.
Utilizing public health officers and community development teams 
established within municipal governments. Such teams can be deployed to 
inform communities of improved waste management techniques as part of 
their work routine.
Using loudspeakers, public address systems, brochures, posters and flyers 
to raise the awareness of communities on the need for waste separation.
Organizing special days and events that community members can attend. 
These might take place in a temple, a park or community centre and involve 
a combination of training and communication.
Organizing local ‘waste recycling days’ to encourage broad change and 
promote recycling and sustainable waste management.

Along with encouraging waste separation at source, outreach campaigns should 
legitimize collection fees levied for waste. This requires that a waste-to-resource 
initiative gain the trust and support of a community. Investing in household- and 
community-level relationships is important for building that trust. As well, 
communities and households must learn to regard waste separation at source as 
convenient, easy and beneficial.
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•
  



New behaviour needs to be supported by appropriate infrastructure. The 
commitment of households, markets and commercial units to waste separation is 
lost if they perceive that their efforts are in vain. This may happen if poorly 
informed waste collection teams remix waste after collection or if 
waste-to-resource facilities do not adequately handle separate waste streams and 
revert to mixed dumping. As a result, waste collection carts, trucks, bins and other 
infrastructure must be able to maintain separate waste types. This means that 
collection teams must either use two separate carts (one for organic, one for 
inorganic waste) or have carts with internal partitions. Waste collection trucks with 
internal partitions can be useful. 

Investing in this infrastructure is worth it. Pushcarts with internal divisions can be 
made at low cost and with simple designs to suit local conditions. Baskets, bins 
and containers can all be acquired and distributed as needed. Such investment 
greatly improves the quality of separated waste arriving at a waste-to-resource 
facility, and it incentivizes communities and helps to sustain their engagement 
over the long term.



Box 14. Separating waste in Samaki market, Kampot, Cambodia

It is 5 o’clock in the evening and the Samaki market is 
closing. From the shadowed interior of this fresh 
produce market, the largest in Kampot, comes a steady 
stream of fruit, meat and vegetable vendors. “When we 
first started here, all waste was mixed,” says Heng Yon 
Kora , Executive Director of the Community Sanitation 
and Recycling Organization, the NGO that manages 
Kampot’s waste-to-resource initiative.

Since then, repeated community-based waste separation campaigns have been 
launched, new billboards and banners have been put up to promote waste 
separation, and two large container bins have been placed at the back of the market. 
The green container is for organic waste and the orange container is for inorganic and 
mixed waste.

“We’ve worked with teams of local students who have 
come to the market to explain waste separation to the 
vendors,” says Mr Heng. The community outreach 
programme, which began in mid-2013, teaches 
children about recycling and waste separation, and 
then takes them into the community to talk up the 
change that is needed and why. “I was pretty nervous 
at first, but after one or two tries it got better,” says 
Chanmony Thida, 15, when asked how she felt when approaching the vendors. “I 
think it made me braver,” adds her classmate, Phon Sovannara, 16.

Nong Chi has been selling vegetables in the Samaki market for many years. In 2013, 
she began separating her vegetable, plastic and paper waste. “I separate my waste 
during the quiet times, when there are less customers,” she says. “Before I was told 
about composting by the students, I’d never heard of waste separation.” Kong 
Sehay, the vendor working next to Mrs Nong, also separates her waste. “We need to 
keep the market clean,” she says. “If your stall is clean, you get more customers 
because they think it looks better. All vendors should be separating their waste—it’s 
just good for business!”

Source: ESCAP.
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Informal sector engagement helps to achieve wider community change. The 
informal sector has an integral role in waste collection and recycling in many cities 
in low- and middle-income countries. Engaging this sector to support waste 
separation at source and having a broader programme of waste recovery can 
generate important benefits, especially in terms of community change. The 
informal sector can be engaged through the establishment of community-based 
waste collector associations, which provide a more formal structure and directive 
to informal waste pickers. Such groups can serve residential communities by 
collecting organic and recyclable waste for a waste-to-resource initiative. 

Engaging the informal sector, however, can be challenging. Many informal waste 
pickers and waste picker groups do not want to be formalized, preferring the 
flexibility and autonomy of their informality. When waste-to-resource initiatives 
attempt to engage these groups, it must be done in a way that embraces their 
livelihoods and opportunities. Successful engagement depends upon permitting 
working arrangements that reserve the original flexibility of waste pickers but yet 
provide incentives that maintain a sense of autonomy and self-interest.

In Kampot, for example, waste pickers are paid to collect source-separated 
organic waste. In addition, they can keep recyclable inorganic material they find.



To support awareness raising and behaviour change, national and local 
governments have found success through a range of strategies, tactics and 
policies, as the following outlines.

Strengthen community outreach programmes for waste separation by:

Supporting waste separation at source campaigns. In partnership with 
other stakeholders in a waste-to-resource initiative, it is useful for a municipal 
authority to mobilize its public communication channels and teams in 
support of waste separation at source. This has included door-to-door 
communication by municipal public information teams in Sri Lanka as well as 
radios, loudspeakers and social media in Viet Nam and Cambodia. The 
celebration of a local recycling day should be considered and has been 
effectively implemented in Quy Nhon, Viet Nam.

Supporting informal sector engagement for waste separation. In many 
low- and middle-income cities, waste pickers informally undertake waste 
separation activities. It is beneficial for local governments to support the 
engagement of these workers through the framework of the 
waste-to-resource initiative.

Establishing incentives and disincentives for waste separation at 
source. The introduction of incentives and disincentives that support waste 
separation at source are very effective. They typically require action from the 
municipal or provincial government. Such incentives may include a 
‘pay-as-you-throw’ fee system, tiered fees (households pay less for 
collection when their waste is separated) and penalties for non-compliance 
(such as ‘no-separation, no collection’).

Ensuring that adequate waste collection infrastructure is in place for 
separated waste. Behaviour change for source separation among a 
community requires modified systems and infrastructure. The municipality 
should provide either regulation or investment.

2.3 Lessons learned for improving  
      awareness and changing behaviour

•

•

•

•
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Engage supporting sectors for promoting the 3R principles by:

Integrating the 3R principles into educational policy. Education is an 
important means of achieving waste separation at source and behaviour 
change more generally around the 3Rs. Policymakers have supported the 
preparation of modules on waste management and recycling to be included 
in national or local school curricula and supported by school management 
practices through the use of differentiated rubbish bins in schools.

Support the work of the informal sector for waste-to-resources by:

Recasting the traditional employer-employee relationship. Although it is a 
precarious livelihood, informal waste pickers and waste picker groups 
typically enjoy a high degree of freedom and autonomy—they work when 
they want to work. As a result, engaging informal waste pickers is best 
achieved when it avoids a traditional employer–employee relationship, which 
can lead to negative outcomes and poor performance. Waste pickers need 
to be permitted some flexibility and freedom in terms of working times, 
routes and other parameters. This has been successfully achieved in 
Kampot, Cambodia.

Deploying incentives for waste separation. Informal workers tend to 
operate according to self-interest. Thus, engaging them in waste-to-resource 
initiatives works best when a degree of self-interest is maintained. Incentives 
are useful in this context and have been adopted in Kampot, Cambodia, 
such as permitting waste pickers to collect and sell recyclable materials 
found during their organic waste collection routes.

•

•

•
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