
Waste-to-resource initiatives produce a wide range of advantages to communities, 
municipalities and the environment. Some benefits are largely local, such as 
financial savings to municipal budgets, while others have global implications, such 
as reduced greenhouse gas emissions. 

Even more importantly, waste-to-resource initiatives help governments and 
communities tackle a variety of critical development challenges, including:

•  lack of formal job opportunities for the urban poor;
•  inadequate waste collection and waste disposal;
•  pollution of land, water and air due to unmanaged organic waste;
•  public health challenges related to the rise and spread of diseases; and 
•  increasing cost and relative scarcity of land for landfill sites.

By addressing these challenges, as the following sections explain, 
waste-to-resource initiatives actively contribute to each of the three pillars of 
sustainable development – economy, society and the environment. 

3. The benefits of 
    waste-to-resource initiatives



Extended landfill life
Diverting waste means that landfills last longer; this 
reduces the need for new landfills and therefore saves 
money in the long term. Over the course of a year, an 
IRRC processing 10 tonnes per day will save 4,000 
cubic meters of waste from landfill – the volume of two 
Olympic-size swimming pools.

Reduced subsidy for chemical fertilizer
Many governments subsidize the production of 
chemical fertilizer. But increased use of compost 
reduces the need for fertilizer and, hence, for subsidy, 
which enables the national government to use those 
valuable funds elsewhere. 

Improved crop yield
The use of organic fertilizer (compost), a common 
product of waste-to-resource initiatives, can improve 
crop yields by 30 per cent, thus delivering increased 
economic benefit to farmers and communities.

Reduced landfilling costs
By diverting municipal waste from landfill sites, 
waste-to-resource initiatives can save a municipality 
substantial landfill operation costs.
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As outlined below, waste-to-resource initiatives generate economic benefits 
primarily for local and provincial governments but also for national government. 
With municipalities spending a significant share of their operating budget on 
waste management, financial savings in this sector can be particularly desirable.

3.1 Economic benefits of 
      waste-to-resource initiatives



Better job opportunities
Waste-to-resource initiatives generate jobs for 
low-income groups. A facility processing 10 tonnes of 
organic waste per day creates 20–30 full-time jobs.

Reduced disease incidence
Waste-to-resource initiatives cleanly and efficiently 
manage organic waste, resulting in reduced vermin, 
insects and foul odours within communities.   

Better environmental awareness 
Waste-to-resource initiatives rely on communities 
separating their waste, and this in turn develops 
communities’ understanding of a range of 
environmental issues.

Improved living conditions
A facility processing 10 tonnes of organic waste per 
day brings direct benefits in terms of cleanliness and 
improved health and hygiene to 20,000–30,000 
residents.
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Low-income households often end up taking on precarious informal sector 
employment including as waste pickers. By engaging manual labourers, 
waste-to-resource initiatives can provide secure, safe and long-term work for the 
most marginalized of workers. As the following highlights, waste-to-resource 
initiatives enable a range of social benefits for communities.

3.2 Social benefits of  
      waste-to-resource initiatives
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“I couldn’t find a job for many years,” says Chum Taoon, 66. “Then I 
joined the IRRC and began to earn a living again. Before that, I had to 
borrow from my family and my wife’s family.”

“Before here, I worked on construction sites,” says Tan Sidany. “There, 
you never knew how long the work would last. Sometimes I only got a 
few days of work a month.”

Mr Chum joined the Kampot IRRC in 
October 2013. A year later, when 
additional staff were needed, his wife 
joined too. As a supplement to their 
salaries, the Chums earn income 
through the sale of recyclables and 
sometimes vegetables and fruit 
grown in the front yard of the IRRC, 
with the compost they produce.

When Mrs Tan, 40, began working at 
the IRRC, she earned less than she 
was paid on construction sites. “But 
here my salary comes every month, 
it’s more secure. And we have a roof 
to work under – you don’t get that on 
construction sites. If it rains, we were 
wet, and if it is bright, we were hot.” 
Mrs Tan supports her three children 
with her salary and after several 
years with the IRRC, now earns more 
than she did when working in 
construction. 

Box 2. Meet the workers in Kampot, Cambodia



Reduced pollution
Badly managed organic waste pollutes soil and 
waterways. Waste-to-resource initiatives that process 
organic waste can greatly reduce this pollution.   

Improved soil quality
Adding compost produced in waste-to-resource 
initiatives to the soil helps to strengthen its quality, 
improve its water retention, boost its fertility and 
reduce the need for chemical fertilizer.  

Low-carbon fuel
Organic waste can produce methane. Capturing this 
gas protects the climate and provides a low-carbon 
fuel. An IRRC processing 10 tonnes of organic waste 
per day can meet the energy needs of 222 households.

Reduced greenhouse gas emissions
If not managed, organic waste emits methane—a gas 
25 times more harmful to the climate than carbon 
dioxide. An IRRC processing 10 tonnes of organic 
waste per day will save the equivalent of 1,300 tonnes 
of carbon dioxide—the amount produced by 271 cars 
driving every day for a year.
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Along with the economic and social opportunities, waste-to-resource initiatives 
generate a range of benefits for both the local and global environment. Many of 
the positive effects accrue only by correctly managing organic waste, which, when 
badly managed, has many negative effects on the environment.

3.3 Environmental benefits of 
      waste-to-resource initiatives



The many benefits, however, are only generated when waste-to-resource initiatives 
are successfully managed. As the next section explains, good management is 
based on four critical requisites. 

Box 3. Quantifying the benefits of waste recovery

Because waste-to-resource initiatives reduce methane emissions from organic waste, 
they contribute towards climate change mitigation. And yet, this type of initiative has 
been largely overlooked by the Clean Development Mechanism (CDM), one of the 
flexible instruments established under the Kyoto Protocol of the United Nations 
Framework Convention on Climate Change. Instead, large-scale end-of-the-pipe 
projects, such as landfill gas recovery initiatives, have benefited greatly from the CDM. 
Along with the climate change mitigation benefits, waste-to-resource initiatives create 
green jobs, improve health outcomes, improve waste collection, result in cost savings 
from the reduced need for landfills and improve crop yields through the use of 
compost. In the case of composting projects in selected developing countries in the 
Asia–Pacific region, the many benefits have been calculated to be as high in value as 
$184.21 per tonne of CO2 equivalent reduced. This calls for a re-prioritizing of 
waste-to-resource initiatives, compared with other waste management solutions, 
such as landfills, including in the context of climate change mitigation initiatives.

Source: ESCAP, Waste Concern, south pole group, United Nations Framework Convention on Climate 
Change, Valuing the Sustainable Development Co-benefits of Climate Change Mitigation Actions: The 
Case of the Waste Sector and Recommendations for the Design of Nationally Appropriate Mitigation 
Actions (NAMAs) (Bangkok, ESCAP, 2015).
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