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Abstract
Waste has always been a part of human life settlement and we have been 
either very careless with our waste by discarding it into the streets, the air, 
water, and in our backyards, or consciously dumping it close to those least 
powerful segments of the society at all times. Waste has been a problem 
for human beings and people have been least concerned about its eco-
friendly disposal. Developed countries came up with many programmes, 
regulations and policies to address the municipal solid waste crisis, but still 
it is an unresolved problem. Municipal solid waste management is still a 
complex issue everywhere in the globalized and techno scientific world due 
to the carefree mindset, rapid urbanization process, unscientific development 
process and lack of social responsibility.  In these circumstances, municipal 
solid waste management cannot be addressed by mere technological 
innovations or adoptions. Moreover, the responsibility of municipal solid waste 
management cannot be left to the Government alone. Instead, participation 
of various stakeholders needs to be ensured and coordinated for achieving 
sustainability. Taking Thiruvananthapuram Municipal Corporation in the 
state of Kerala, India as a case, this paper discusses the extent and ways in 
which various stakeholders engage in the two main approaches for municipal 
solid waste management, namely- centralized approach and decentralized 
approach. The research study was conducted during the period June, 2020 
to December, 2020. 
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Introduction
Across the globe, whether it is developed or 
developing countries, sustainable management of 
municipal solid waste (MSW) has always been a 

concern. Irrespective of the conventional approach 
of burying the waste without any systematic 
process, we need to adopt an integrated approach 
for achieving sustainability in municipal solid waste 
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management (MSWM).1 Various factors such as 
use of multiple collection and treatment options, 
inter-connection between different waste systems 
with other relevant systems (such as product design 
which could improve the scope of sustainability), and 
involvement of multi-stakeholders are necessary for 
developing a sustainable MSWM.2

Stakeholder participation, particularly involving 
communities could help in building local capacities 
and competences. This could help to substantially 
improve the aptitude of local population to negotiate 
with authorities at local body and thereby bringing 
in quality and responsible services to the ground 
such as better sanitation, drinking water and health 
services. Also, involvement of multiple-stakeholders 
in decision-making process could ensure more 
effectiveness in grass-root level governance. 

Looking through a social lens, stakeholder 
participation plays an effective role in sustainable 
MSWM as they include waste generators, waste 
managers and the Government machinery. Integration 
of stakeholders into the waste management process, 
thus connecting their resources in-order to develop 
a cooperative environment with a well-defined 
division of roles and responsibilities is an essential 
part of a sustainable MSWM.3 Moreover, collective 
stakeholder participation, such as community 
involvement, could help in decentralizing MSWM, 
which has added benefits ranging from increased 
livelihood generation, health benefits (due to lack of 

huge structures or transportation aids for MSWM) 
and increased sense of ownership for the society.4 

This paper discusses different dimensions of 
stakeholders’ participation in MSWM. It seeks to 
analyze the stakeholders’ role in MSWM through 
emphasizing its influence in two main approaches of 
MSWM, namely, centralization and decentralization, 
taking the case of Thiruvananthapuram Municipal 
Corporation (TMC) in the State of Kerala, India.

The study has scrutinized the stakeholders’ 
participation in TMC’s MSWM; particularly the 
influence of community participation, involvement of 
NGOs’ and ground level workers (contingency staffs 
as designated in TMC). In addition, the role of scrap 
workers and influence of political leaders in TMC’s 
MSWM is also discussed.

Review of Literature
A sustainable process of MSWM needs partnerships, 
where multiple stakeholders need to be actively 
participating in the process. This integrates the 
societal and economic aspects of MSWM.  Waste 
Concern’s model suggests that when multiple 
stakeholders are entering into a partnership model 
in MSWM (as seen in the diagram 1), it could lead to 
sustainable profitable generation5. These inputs can 
be interpreted in a way that if the societal aspects 
and economic aspects are integrated along by 
considering the environment; the process of MSWM 
becomes sustainable.

Fig. 1: The stakeholder matrix for waste management5
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Usually two approaches are seen for managing 
MSW around the world - centralized MSWM and 
decentralized MSWM. But, a mix of centralized 
and decentralized MSWM can also be observed. 
Centralized approach usually requires heavy 
infrastructures for transfer and management of MSW, 
which requires more space and finance. Whereas 
decentralized MSWM required small infrastructures 
for management of MSW; it also sees waste as a 
resource. Selection of approach should be made at 
the planning stage of MSWM itself by considering 
the local level resources and responsibilities. For 
some cases; decentralized MSWM is suitable, such 
as for management of organic waste and for certain 
cases such as management of hazardous waste, 
biomedical waste and for recycling and recovery of 
inorganic materials centralized MSWM approach 
would be beneficial.6

Thus selection of appropriate approaches needs to 
be carried out during the initial planning phase itself. 
When planning for a MSWM solution, often extensive 
attention is given for the up gradation of technical 
specifications; but often, “general social and 
ecological goals” are being omitted.7 Instead of going 
towards the exclusive technological up gradation, 
if a social component of citizen participation is 
being brought in during the planning of MSWM, the 
overall approach shall become sustainable as it 
increases the citizen consciousness for environment 
awareness.8, 7

Studies have reported some major contrasting 
differences between Centralized and Decentralized 
MSWM;

Table 1: The main differences between decentralized 
and centralized waste treatment9

Centralized MSWM Decentralized MSWM

Transportation costs relatively high Transportation costs relatively low
Economies of scale non-adaptable to The local matter is a local resource  
waste reduction adaptable to the reduction
Low-quality compost High-quality compost
Need advanced technology Simple technology needed
Large facilities Small facilities
High treatment cost Low treatment cost

One thing, which can be seen in centralized MSWM 
approach is that the waste is normally being carried 
away from the city and altogether deposited in a 
specific location. As the amount of waste being 
brought is huge, the facility could endanger the 
ecological balance, social well-being and economic 
prosperity of the nearby area. Studies have reported 
that; usually areas where socially and economically 
backward people reside become the host location 
for centralized MSWM facilities. It can be seen as 
an example of discrimination and have led to many 
struggles.10, 11, 12

Study Area and Context
TMC came into existence in the year 1940 and it 
now has 100 wards spread across 214.86 square 
kilometers (sq.km). According to the 74th constitutional 
amendment act and the kerala municipalities act, 
1994, the governance and administration of the TMC 

is vested with constitutionally elected corporation 
council.13

TMC has tried and tested both centralized and 
decentralized approaches for managing its municipal 
solid waste (MSW). A structured effort in TMC’s 
centralized MSWM was seen from the year 2000 
onwards when Kerala’s first ‘centralized MSW 
treatment plant’ came into service at Vilappilsala; 
a small village situated in the outskirts of TMC. 
Unfortunately, TMC’s centralized MSWM initiative 
failed due to multiple reasons, ranging from faulty 
design of the ‘centralized MSW treatment plant’ to 
the lack of coordination in services.14 Later on, an 
organized effort for decentralizing MSWM services 
was seen in TMC from 2014 onwards, i.e. after 
the closure of the  TMC’s only ‘centralized MSW 
treatment plant’ at Vilappilsala.  
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Methodology
The study employed an interpretivist paradigm and 
examined different dimensions of multi- stakeholders’ 
participation in MSWM, particularly with regard 
to its two main approaches - centralization and 
decentralization. Qualitative approach was primarily 
used for data collection and explored the role and 
influence of different stakeholders in the MSWM 
of TMC, in the past and present.Quantitative 
data collection was also conducted among 350 
households of TMC to underline some of the findings 
obtained through qualitative data The main segment 
involved in the study is the households and other 
stakeholders of MSWM in TMC. Their influences 
during the centralization and decentralization phases 
of MSWM in TMC are being deliberated.

Eleven in-depth interviews were conducted with 
the stakeholders such as the common people, 
representatives of residents’ associations and Non-
Governmental Organizations (NGOs), technical 
experts from the field, contingency staffs of TMC, 
service providers, scrap workers, and political 
representatives, through engaging primarily with 
their experiences, knowledge and perceptions. 
Besides this, four Focus Group Discussions (FGDs) 
were held, two of which were among the residential 
association members of TMC, the third one was 
among the households of a coastal slum in TMC 
and the fourth one was conducted at the Department 
of Sociology, University of Kerala. Apart from the 
on field data collection, extensive literature review 
was carried out to get an overall view on the topic 
of study and to substantiate the analysis of the data 
obtained from the ground. 

The demographic profile of the sample chosen for 
the quantitative study is as follows; 

Table 2: Gender of the respondents

Gender Frequency Percent

Female 155 44.3
Male 193 55.1
Prefer not to say 2 .6
Total 350 100.0

Table 3: Household income category of the 
respondents

Household Income Frequency Percent
Category

EWS 81 23.1
HIG 11 3.1
LIG 119 34.0
MIG 139 39.7
Total 350 100.0
Total 350 100.0

(EWS: Economically weaker section, HIG: High 
income category, LIG: Low income category, MIG: 
Middle income category)

TMC has a population of 957,730 which is spread 
across 214.86 square kilometer with 100 wards. 
The household size of TMC is 239,432 and for 
the study, 350 households were chosen for the 
quantitative survey through purposive sampling. 

Table 4: Nature of the residential area of the 
respondents

Nature of the Frequency Percent
residential area of 
the respondents

City center 178 50.9
Coastal area 7 2.0
Urban outgrowth 56 16.0
Urban outskirts or suburb 109 31.1
Total 350 100.0

Results
Community Participation in centralized MSWM 
Approach
It is widely discussed that the municipal bodies across 
the developing nations often fail in implementation 
of successful MSWM programs due to the ‘collect, 
transport and throw away’ approach being followed. 
These types of conventional approaches are not 
designed on a need-based approach; instead 
they follow ‘one-size-fits-all approach’ which does 
not consider the community’s waste management 
requirements. Here, the ‘problem’ is that, waste is 
just being transferred from the point of generation 
to a disposal site. Thus, the responsibility is 
solely on   the municipal authorities. Community 
members/neighborhood just plays the role of waste 
generators.15, 16
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This problem generally replicates when a municipal 
body adopts a completely centralized approach 
for MSWM with the community as one of the 
stakeholders, is expected to play little role in the 
management activities. For example, in TMC’s 
centralized MSWM approach, it was extensively 
debated that the involvement of community as 
one of the stakeholders was considerably less.  
A ‘consultant’ for TMC’s MSWM, opined that, 

During the centralization period, the residents 
were not expected to participate actively in 

municipal solid waste management. They just 
handed over whatever waste that was generated 

to the service providers. No segregation 
whatsoever was happening, also waste was 

considered as something untouchable. Naturally, 
the not in my backyard syndrome was present 

among the residents

The MSWM consultant’s words clearly reveal the 
fact that the only responsibility of the TMC residents 
during the centralization of MSWM in TMC was 
handing over the waste to the service providers 
and that too was not properly carried out due to the 
negative attitude towards waste as something to be 
disposed off from one’s vicinity. This negative attitude 
towards waste led to ‘not in my backyard’ (NIMBY) 
syndrome. People affected by NIMBY will not allow 
their waste to be managed at source, instead prefer 
that it be taken away from their backyard and be 
managed in a far off area. Thus, they need not have 
to be concerned about the negative effects of the 
waste generated by them.  

It is also reported in studies that in India, people 
generally have a negative perception towards 
solid waste management and it results in NIMBY 
syndrome, which leaves the responsibility of MSWM 
entirely in the shoulders of municipal bodies. This 
scenario results in a complete disruption of source 
level segregation and mismanagement of MSW.17

Thus, during the time of the centralized MSWM 
Approach of the TMC’s MSWM scenario, there was 
no community involvement in the process and their 
role was just limited to waste generators. 

Community Participation in Decentralized MSWM 
A MSWM system is considered to be a continuous 
maintenance system, as continuous community 

participation is needed for the upkeep of the service 
and the system. This may include collection and 
segregation of waste and bringing the waste to a 
certain point and so on. Community participation, 
therefore, turns out to be a crucial aspect of any 
MSWM approach, which is more significant than any 
other municipal service as far as an urban setting is 
concerned.3 However, only during the recent years, 
the community participation component of MSWM 
got wider attention. 

It is reported that, if government or municipal 
bodies share the responsibility of MSWM among 
the community, the efficiency of the MSWM can be 
increased. Between 2003 and 2007, an NGO called 
‘Toxic Links’, based in Delhi, initiated a decentralized 
community based zero waste management project 
called ‘zero waste colonies’. It was implemented 
in multiple housing colonies, from low income to 
high income households. The NGO utilized vacant 
spaces within the colonies such as parks for setting 
up compost pits. The project was reported to be 
a success as a result of increased community 
involvement, which stimulated the source level 
management.18 In TMC as well, community oriented 
decentralized MSWM has brought about some 
visible changes. According to a former ‘executive 
director of Suchitwa Mission, Government of Kerala’, 

I would definitely say that there is a visible 
change in the community participation 

through Thiruvananthapuram Municipal 
Corporation’sdecentralized intervention. When 

comparing to the pre-Vilappilsala closure 
scenario, now the people in Thiruvananthapuram 
Municipal Corporation’s are more aware of their 

responsibility towards municipal solid waste 
management. A major proportion of the population 

here has accepted the fact that their waste is 
their own responsibility. This can be observed by 
scrutinizing the number of households performing 
source level waste management and comparing 
it with the previous scenario. Also, the number of 
people carrying their own carry-bags for shopping 
has increased about 40% when compared to pre-

campaign period

His observation affirms the notion that involving the 
community as one of the stakeholders in the process 
of MSWM will increase their responsibility towards 
the process. Moreover, the increased proportion 
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of people carrying ‘own carry-bags’ for shopping 
indicates that sharing the responsibility of MSWM 
among people could result in waste reduction. The 
participants of FGD’s said that they practice re-using 
the carry bags, which they already have with them.

Through the quantitative survey conducted, it was 
found that 84.29% of the respondents perform 
source level segregation of household MSW, which 
is indeed a good sign as far as the community 
involvement in MSWM is concerned. But efficiency 
of management of MSW generated in household 
level needs to be analyzed further, which provides 
scope for the next level of the study.

A ‘former health inspector’ of TMC also pointed out 
the benefits of involving the community in TMC’s 
MSWM through decentralized approach,

The biggest factor for our success is the attitudinal 
change that occurred among the people, as a 
result of participatory approach facilitated by 
Thiruvananthapuram Municipal Corporation. 

According to the latest national green tribunal 
report, about 45% of the city is performing home 
composting and according to our reports, above 

60% of the city is performing source level or 
community level composting…”

Thus TMC, which had no alternative mechanism 
for MSWM in 2012, when its centralized MSW 
treatment plant was shut down, has taken a major 
shift to a municipal body treating a major proportion 
of its food waste through source level composting. 
This shift was made possible through the successful 
involvement of the community.  

Efforts for Pooling Community towards MSWM 
in TMC
Pooling community participation to the decentralized 
MSWM approach in TMC was not an easy process. 
In the initial phase of decentralization in TMC, the 
community participation was considerably less, 
worse still, resistance from the community was 
enormous. It took much effort through strategic 
awareness campaigns and other programs. A former 
‘Mayor of TMC’ recollects,

I would say public awareness and participation 
is very important as far as any municipal solid 
waste management approach is concerned. In the 
beginning of TMC’s decentralization process, there 
was huge resistance from the city households, as 
they would need to take up the responsibility of solid 
waste management equally as TMC. This practice 
was not adopted till then. But gradually through 
systematic awareness campaigns, we successfully 
gained citizen consent and participation to go 
forward with our mission of a “zero waste city”

The quantitative survey conducted also proved that 
the awareness campaigns taken up by TMC for 
promoting decentralized MSWM are making fruitful 
results. 

From the analysis of the quantitative data, it can be 
understood that above 80% of the respondents either 
strongly agree (42.29%) or agree (42.57) regarding 

Table 5: Source level segregation of 
MSW among households in TMC

Do you practice source Frequency Percent
level segregation of 
solid waste generated 
in your house

No 55 15.7
Yes 295 84.3
Total 350 100.0

Table 6: Citizen’s opinion on decentralized 
MSWM awareness campaigns of TMC

Do you agree that Thiru- Frequency Percent
vananthapuram Municipal 
Corporation is successful 
in its awareness campaigns 
for promoting decentralized 
municipal solid waste 
management

Agree 149 42.6
Disagree 11 3.1
No Opinion 34 9.7
Strongly Agree 148 42.3
Strongly Disagree 8 2.3
Total 350 100.0
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the success of the awareness campaigns conducted 
by TMC for the promotion of decentralized MSWM.

Similarly, studies have also reported that public 
awareness is one of the most important factors, 
facilitating the success of a MSWM program. It is 
argued that the local governments need to take 
the responsibility of generating public awareness 
in waste segregation through conducting variety 
participatory activities, pointing out the economic 
and environment benefits of the same. Along 
with public awareness, public participation, strict 
laws and policies in the local government and 
higher government level, and scientific solutions 
are needed for a viable solid waste management 
program.19

The ‘founder of an MSWM service provider 
under TMC’ briefed on the level of community 
participation for decentralized MSWM in TMC from 
his experiences as a service provider,

Initially we started our service in Sasthamangalam 
ward. During that time, about 60% of the 

households were responding very well, but about 
20-25% of the people needed a push to fall in line 
with source level waste management. Initially, they 
weren’t ready to accept any change, but later they 
came in line seeing the positive results generated 
among their neighbors. However, the rest of about 
15% were reluctant to any change in the system, 

they are keeping on raising their voice against 
all the novel initiatives in this field, trying to derail 
our activities.In the initial wave of decentralization 
itself, we’ve reached up to 700 households, and 
then to reach 1,500 houses, we were forced to 

work to a huge extent due to the adverse effect of 
these 15% households’ influence.

Thus, according to him, about 85% of the households 
can be brought together for participatory MSWM, but 
still there could be about 15% of households who 
refuse to take responsibility to be part of MSWM. The 
reason for that could be many, including politics and 
prevailing NIMBY syndrome. 

A brief overview on Institutional MSWM of TMC
Institutional MSWM is considered to be the 
generator’s own responsibility in TMC. MSW being 
generated from establishments such as hotels, 
restaurants, auditoriums and other bulk generators 

including flats and gated communities will not be 
managed under the direct assistance of TMC. But 
the flats and gated communities would receive 50% 
subsidy for setting up source level organic waste 
management facilities.20

According to an ‘MSWM Consultant’, TMC has 
allotted service providers for handling institutional 
waste and there also TMC plays a facilitator role;

Taking the case of institutions, the opportunities 
for source level waste management is limited. 

So TMC has assigned service providers for 
institutions; different service providers would 

handle different kinds of waste. TMC makes sure 
that the service providers are working according 

to the standard protocol of TMC and whether 
they are efficiently managing the waste collected. 
Mainly, food wastes from the institutions are being 
taken to the piggeries as they need huge amount 

of waste as pig feed

TMC has adopted a semi-centralized model for 
managing the institutional waste. An ‘acclaimed solid 
waste management expert and consultant’, during 
an in-depth interview, explained it as an overflow 
waste management mechanism practiced in TMC. 
He said that,

We have a definite plan for overflow waste 
management - houses to community aerobic bins, 

and sectorial waste management - households 
to institutional. Also recycling of waste is mostly 
done in centralized facilities. Thus, it is a mix of 

appropriate technologies and methods.

Households predominantly follow a source level 
waste management model. When it comes to 
institutions, as the waste quantity is huge, options 
for centralization is also brought in. In both the 
approaches, source level segregation is adopted 
for efficient management. Further, in all categories, 
that is, among households and among institutions, 
recycling is centralized, but community participation 
also occurs in the form of source level segregation.

NGOs as Stakeholders in TMC’s MSWM
When TMC was following a centralized approach 
in MSWM, the participation of NGOs and other 
voluntary organizations was very limited. They 
were not included in any of the major functions 
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of TMC as major stakeholders. As the centralized 
MSWM approach followed by TMC was a non-
participatory movement, there were no specified 
roles for extended stakeholders, other than the 
plant operators and waste collectors. But now, 
NGOs play a major role in TMCs’ decentralized 
MSWM approach, from the role of consultants to 
service providers and to educators, many NGOs are 
associated with TMC.

According to the ‘MSWM consultant’, NGOs’ 
are playing a vital role in the implementation of 
decentralized MSWM initiatives. He stated that,

NGOs are now acting as the grass root driving 
force of TMC in carrying out MSWM related 
activities. NGOs in the capacity of service 

providers are engaged in the household MSWM 
activities and up to an extent, in institutional 

level MSWM. In the institutional level, MSWM 
private companies are also entrusted with certain 
responsibilities, as the waste generation will be 

complex and difficult to be handled by small NGOs

Studies have suggested that, for devising integrated 
management and safe disposal system for MSWM, 
NGOs and community based organizations (CBOs) 
need to be integrated as stakeholders in this sector.21 
Technical Experts and former bureaucrats who 
have extensively worked in this area also support 
public-private partnership (PPP) Model in MSWM 
by including NGOs. According the ‘former executive 
director of Suchitwa Mission, Government of Kerala’, 

I support the adoption of PPP model in MSWM 
by including NGOs. But there should be clarity in 
the agreement and the NGOs need to be strictly 
monitored. This process is not so easy. But you 
can see now in TMC that, PPP has brought in 
some service providers and thereby more men 

and women are getting jobs as well.

A ‘former director- operations, Suchitwa Mission, 
Government of Kerala’, strongly supported NGO 
involvement as the grass-root level service providers, 
envisioned PPP model in MSWM enterprise.  
According to him,  

PPP in MSWM is essential, as all the 
responsibility can’t be given to the hands of local 
self-government department, NGOs having core 

competencies in the field can be included and 
can work through joint collaborations. Local self-
government department can be a core manager 

in managing some waste and facilitator in case of 
some other waste.

The ‘founder of an MSWM service provider to TMC’ 
also supported the idea of PPP model and opined 
that it would bring in more jobs, that too equally for 
male and females. According to him,

We have employed a totalof five personnel; four 
females as green technicians and one male as 

supervisor. Two male green technicians were also 
employed; recently they left the job due to some 

personal reasons, we’ll find replacements for them 
as soon as possible. Our team is doing a fantastic 

job and they are given decent salaries. As they 
need to work only till noon, enough free time is 

also there for engaging in any other kind of extra 
income generation activities. 

‘Former health inspector of TMC’ said that NGOs and 
other Voluntary Organizations are actively engaged 
in the MSWM extended support activities. He said,

We’ve given space for several NGOs’ and 
voluntary agencies.  Further, we have included 
their suggestions in our municipal solid waste 

management plan as well. Now they are actively 
engaged in planning and conducting awareness 

campaigns along with us.

Many NGOs and Voluntary organizations also 
support the functioning of TMC’s flagship initiative 
for environment education; the ‘green army’ through 
mentoring.20

Contingency Staffs as Stakeholders in TMC’s 
MSWM
Contingency staffs in TMC played a major role 
in MSWM in all phases of Vilappilsalacentralized 
MSW treatment plant period, especially in the pre, 
and operational phases. Health department of TMC 
was in charge of all the MSWM related activities in 
its jurisdiction. Even before TMC was formed, that 
is in 1900s itself, ‘Travancore’(the then state which 
included the TMC area) had a health officer, sanitary 
inspector and 228 scavengers for 7,427 houses. 
Further developments in the staffing pattern came 
after the formation and further expansion of TMC. 
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Until the establishment of Vilappilsala centralized 
MSW treatment plant, the main responsibility of 
the contingency staffs, known as scavengers, 
were street sweeping, collection of waste and 
transportation of waste to multiple dumpsites 
within the city. Till the period of manual scavenging 
prohibition, they performed such work as well.22, 23, 24

The role of contingency staffs changed slightly 
when the Vilappilsala centralized MSW treatment 
plant was established. Instead of taking MSW to 
the dump spots within the city, they were loading 
the MSW from multiple points into the waste trucks, 
which was then ferried to Vilappilsala. According to 
a ‘contingency staff of TMC,

When Vilappilsalaplant started functioning, my 
main duty was to collect waste from shops and 

deposit in heavy trucks. After the closure of 
Vilappilsala, I used to collect waste from certain 

points. Organic waste was made to compost 
and inorganic waste was mostly left unattended. 

But the process did not go very well as the 
waste which I used to collect was not properly 

segregated. 

Contingency staffs had to work in very unhealthy 
conditions and they received little respect from the 
society, as their work was regarded as low-graded 
and thus despicable. Studies have also reported that 
the conventional forms of collection of MSW and 
depositing in depots or such collecting points through 
manual loading caused serious health issues to the 
workers. This was very time consuming and resulted 
in loss of labor productivity.25

However, matters took a turn when TMC adopted 
decentralization approach in MSWM. According to 
the ‘former health inspector’,

Since the adoption of decentralization in municipal 
solid waste management, the contingency staffs 
also got a facelift. We are now considering them as 
green technicians and they are no longer engaged in 
mere collection of solid waste. They turned out to be 
facilitators in solid waste management and perform 
varied duties such as Management of aerobic bin 
units, dry waste collection bins, material recovery 
facilities and resource recovery center. They also 
perform anti-mosquito drives, street sweeping 

and often include collection of waste littering the 
roadsides.

When the decentralization of MSWM was adopted 
in TMC, a major shift took place in the role of 
contingency staffs, which was limited to collection 
and transfer of waste, but now they are the 
facilitators of TMC’s MSWM. But still, they are 
officially designated as ‘contingency staffs, which 
needs a revision that would make them integral and 
important part of the whole MSWM system.

Considering the health department of TMC as a 
whole, TMC is divided into 25 Health circles across 
4 zones and 100 wards. Officials of the health 
department are headed by the secretary of TMC 
and the health officer. A qualified doctor observes the 
daily activities of all the four zones. Further, health 
supervisors control each zone and, health inspectors 
and junior health inspectors coordinate the activities 
in each circle as well as ward respectively.20

Apart from the staff pattern of MSWM related 
activities, TMC has constituted a health standing 
committee headed by a chairman and other 
members. All of them are politically elected ward 
councilors to oversee the functions of MSWM and 
other health related interventions. 

Scrap Workers as Stakeholders in TMC’s MSWM
Considering the Indian MSWM scenario, scrap 
workers (rag-pickers) play a major role in handling 
recyclable items, but their role is given very limited 
recognition. It is mentioned in a study report of 
‘chintan’, an NGO based in New Delhi that about 
14% of the annual municipal bodies’ budget is being 
saved by the activities of scrap workers. Scrap 
workers’ activity also estimates a reduced load of 
up to 20% on transportation and landfill.17, 26

The scenario is almost similar in the case of TMC 
as well. Scrap workers play a vital role in MSWM, 
but they are not being recognized for their work. The 
extent of work which a normal scrap worker does 
in his life time could be understood from the words 
of a senior scrap worker from Tamilnadu, settled in 
TMC for about 41 years,

Earlier I used to cover at least 25 houses by foot per 
day and I used to take all sorts of recyclable waste 
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such as plastic, metal, steel and e-waste. I used to 
hand over the scrap collected to the scrap dealers 
and from there they again do the segregation. From 
the scrap dealers, the segregated recyclable waste 
will be taken to Chennai, Coimbatore and other 
locations for recycling. But now, as I got some space 
in my rented house, I collect and bring the scrap 
here, and re-segregate it and directly handover to the 
agent, so I get more money in return. When I started 
my work, I used to get only 200-250 rupees per 
day, during that time there were not much demand 
for these items. But now I get at least INR 500 per 
day. But extensive walking caused damages to my 
ligament and now I’m not able to go for collection 
by foot; instead I hire an auto rickshaw for the 
purpose which causes an extra economic burden 
for me. Also I’m not going to many houses as I did 
during my early years of work. During my younger 
ages, I used to cover the entire southern part of 
Thiruvananthapuram city and now I cover only few 
wards around Kudappanakunnu. As of now, I’m 
just doing this job to generate some extra income; 
my children are sending me sufficient amount of 
money which is more than enough for me and wife 
to survive and they are urging me to stop the work 
and get some rest. But, I can’t stop it as I’m so much 
enjoying my job (laughs).

For the scrap worker, he looked after his family, gave 
good education to the children and provides all the 
necessary support for his family through collecting 
the inorganic waste generated in TMC. At the same 
time, he has helped TMC directly from re-rooting a 
proportion of inorganic waste from entering its waste 
stream and then to the dump sites. There are many 
scrap workers working in TMC limit, who play a major 
role in keeping the surrounding clean and facilitate 
in smoother MSWM. 

However, the question is whether the scrap 
workers, who are important stakeholders in TMC’s 
MSWM are being treated fairly for their work and 
commitment. From the words of the scrap worker, it 
can be understood that they are neither integrated 
formally into TMC’s MSWM initiatives nor any kind 
of assistance in the form of medical insurance or any 
other welfare activities are being rendered to them. 

During the rather exhaustive interview, the scrap 
worker also indicated a major concern, Now the 
people engaging in this field are comparatively lesser 

and in TMC it is very less when compared to previous 
scenarios. FGD 1 conducted in the Department of 
Sociology, University of Kerala gave an insight of 
how scrap workers play a pivotal role in institutional 
waste handling. A participant of the FGD said that,

Here, once in a while the University authorities 
contract some scrap dealers to take away the e- 
waste from all the departments. Also the plastic 
bottles being deposited in various points across 
the campus are also given to scrap workers at 

some point of time each year.

Like in University of Kerala, across the houses and 
institutions in TMC, scrap workers are playing a 
major role in the movement of recyclable inorganic 
waste. Albeit, the decrease in number of scrap 
workers could directly impact the inorganic waste 
management of TMC, as they are handling a major 
share or recyclable materials. As TMC is following 
a decentralized model of MSWM, inclusion of grass 
root workforce such as scrap workers into their 
system is of much importance and it is high time 
to do so. 

Political Leaders as Stakeholders in TMC’s 
MSWM
Political leadership or decision makers are able to 
highly influence the MSWM process of a municipal 
body, positively or negatively. Former Health 
Inspector said during the indepth interview,

Only a council with good leadership can take 
Thiruvananthapuram Municipal Corporation’s 

decentralized MSWM initiative forward. From the 
initiation of decentralization in MSWM itself, we 
are getting enough support and encouragement 

from the TMC’s leadership. The entire three 
Mayors’ during this tenure, from the initiation of 
decentralized MSWM were active in creating 
awareness among the people regarding the 

importance of efficient MSWM system. Also, they 
were active in taking decisions for the adoption 
of sustainable technologies, promotion of waste 
reduction strategies such as green protocol and 

recycling and in conduction of frequent evaluation 
of the strategies adopted.

 
Studies have also revealed that the municipal 
leader’s awareness regarding the impact of the 
waste management systems and knowledge on new 
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technologies and good waste management practices 
helps in setting up appropriate waste segregation 
programs. Further, the interest of local leaders in 
solid waste management helps in the allocation of 
necessary funds for equipment and infrastructure, 
covering of waste at the disposal site, promotion of 
more efficient collection system, better infrastructure 
and low cost recycling technologies.27

Support from the political leaders of opposition 
parties is also essential for effective implementation 
of a MSWM strategy. According to a ruling party 
ward councilor, 

At the grass-root level, I’m getting political support 
from all the political parties. It can be considered 

as an important factor, which helped me make my 
ward a clean ward. They only see rivalry during 

elections, that too in a very professional manner. 
This could be a subjective case; maybe in other 

wards the situation would be different.

Conversely, contrasting views regarding the unfair 
distribution of services were provided in the wards 
where opposition council members represent.  
According to a ‘ward councilor’ who belongs to the 
opposition party of TMC, 

The services rendered are concentrated only in 
certain wards. Most of the activities, including 

setting up of material recovery facilities, 
community aerobic bins and distribution of bio-
composters are being concentrated largely on 

ruling party wards. 

A similar statement was given by another ward 
councilor who belongs to the opposition party, 

My ward is situated very next to the former 
Mayor’s ward. You yourself can see that, his ward 
has got all the necessary infrastructures for solid 
waste management from portable aerobic bins to 
material recovery facility and even a swap shop. 

But, the very next ward that I represent hasn’t got 
any such facility from TMC; not even the supply 
of household composting devices. This has led 
to an increase in dumping of waste in my ward. 
I have taken up this issue of waste dumping in 
the council, but the mayor just squashed my 

statements by saying that I’m just politicizing the 
solid waste management issue. I’m neither aware 

about the discussions of the technical committee 
formed for the purpose of facilitating solid waste 
management in TMC nor  have I been invited to 

be a part of the committee.

The complaints raised by the two councilors 
belonging to the opposition party need to be 
addressed with high priority, as TMC can only be 
regarded as having a sustainable MSWM system 
if the services are equally distributed among all 
the 100 wards irrespective of the particular ward’s 
political alignment. 

The issue of politicization of the MSWM can be 
seen in other countries as well.  For instance, such 
unequal distribution of services was reported in 
Malaysia after its general elections in 2008. The 
states with the same political coalition as of the 
federal Government received more effective MSWM 
services based on the solid waste management act 
of 2007 than that of the states with different political 
coalition.28

Notwithstanding, another opposition party ward 
councilor had a different experience to share,

I received severe objection from my own party 
members while implementing innovative MSWM 

initiatives in line with TMC’s decentralized 
approach in Poojappura ward. Conversely, 

the Mayor and other key leaders of the ruling 
partystood with me and I have succeeded in 

establishing a fair number of community aerobic 
bin facilities, a material recovery facility and have 

distributed home composting devices to many 
households. I see the objections from my party 
members as just a mere political ego existing in 

their minds. They all believe that if I did something 
good for my ward, the credit shall go to the TMC 

leadership. But I’m completely professional 
when it comes to my duty. I don’t care what my 

party members or any other party people think of 
regarding my work. I’m here to serve my people 

and I’ll do it as a committed ward councilor.

On comparing the statements of the three opposition 
councilors, it is clear that, if only the local level political 
representatives engage in issues like solid waste 
management beyond sectarian political motives, they 
could act more professionally and stay committed 
towards their responsibility towards the public, 
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which could address such issues at the grassroots. 
Therefore, it can be surmised that the attitude and 
commitment of the local political leadership plays a 
major role in the effective implementation of MSWM 

strategies. The quantitative survey result shows that 
the interventions of the ward councilors of TMC in 
MSWM related activities are not satisfactory.

Table 7: Citizen’s opinion on ward councilors MSWM interventions on MSWM related activities

Are you satisfied regarding your ward councilor’s interventions Frequency Percent
in municipal solid waste management related activities

Dissatisfied 76 21.7
Highly dissatisfied 35 10.0
Highly satisfied 31 8.9
No Opinion 86 24.6
Satisfied 122 34.9
Total 350 100.0

From the quantitative data, it can be surmised that 
more than 50% of the respondents, either have no 
opinion (24.57%) or are dissatisfied (21.71%) or 
highly dissatisfied (10%) with the intervention of 
the Ward Councilor in MSWM related activities. Still 
34.86% of the respondents are satisfied with their 
ward Councilor’s intervention in MSWM related 
activities, which also gives some amount of scope 
for improvement in this regard.

Discussion
Undoubtedly, for a sustainable MSWM,multi-
stake holders participation is very important. 
The discussion hitherto reveals the fact that the 
centralized MSWM is not adequately stakeholder-
oriented. As a matter of fact, it was found that when 
decentralized method of MSWM was initiated 
in TMC, the level of stakeholders’ participation 
increased substantially. Studies have corroborated 
the merits of sustainability in decentralized MSWM 
when compared to centralized MSWM due to 
effective participation of local stakeholders in 
decision making and execution.4, 29

In this study, the role of community, NGOs, ground 
level workers (contingency staffs as designated 
in TMC), scrap workers and political leaders was 
discussed from a stakeholders perspective during 
the centralization and decentralization phase of 
MSWM in TMC. This discussion has helped to review 
the role and influence of community participation 
and stakeholders’ involvement for a sustainable 
stakeholders oriented MSWM. 

There was only a limited or no community 
participation while TMC was following a centralized 
MSWM. The residents of TMC were only waste 
generators and there was little participation in any 
kind of waste management or waste reduction 
activities. The absence of community participation 
in fact, contributed severely to its failure. In 
the decentralization phase of TMC’s MSWM, a 
certain level of community participation in waste 
management and waste reduction initiatives 
can be observed. Studies have also shown that 
decentralized MSWM system has more scope 
for community participation, as it provides more 
avenues for the members of the community to 
engage in waste management, which in turn also 
changed the mindset not only towards MSWM, but 
also on waste generation and waste reduction.30

As in the case of community participation, the 
involvement of NGOs was very limited during the 
period of centralized MSWM in TMC. However, the 
situation has changed radically, as many NGOs 
are working as service providers and consultants 
to the TMC, promoting sustainable MSWM. NGOs 
functioning as service providers to the TMC have 
created many livelihood opportunities as well. 
Studies also support engaging NGOs and community 
based organizations in MSWM operations, as it could 
reduce the huge expenditure burden of local bodies 
and would facilitate the execution of economically 
feasible models.29
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As discussed earlier, unlike the community and 
NGOs, contingency staffs have played a crucial role, 
both in the centralization as well as decentralization 
period of MSWM. Nevertheless, they had a low 
profile and dehumanizing working environment 
when the Vilappilsalacentralized MSW treatment 
plant was active. Their main activity was collection 
of MSW and loading it into huge trucks, which were 
sent to Vilappilsala for further management. But in 
the decentralization phase of MSWM, both the profile 
and the working conditions of the contingency staffs 
of TMC have changed for the better. Now they are 
considered as facilitators of MSWM and they do not 
need to engage in conventional MSWM activities.

The scrap workers do play a vital role in recyclable 
waste management in TMC, but they remain 
informal stakeholders, both in the centralized and 
decentralized MSWM process. Studies suggest that 
the role of scrap workers need to be recognized and 
they must be accommodated into the formal system 
in order to upgrade and boost their morale17. This 
could help in more employment generation, revenue 
and ultimately reduce the load on transportation 
and landfill.

Political leaders or their influence on MSWM varies 
considerably in centralized and decentralized 
MSWM. As far as centralized MSWM is concerned, 
waste management plants tend to be located in 
the areas of the socio-politically weaker sections, 
as evidenced in the Vilappilsalacentralized MSW 
treatment plant.  It is said that along with socio-
economic dimensions, political lineation of an 
area is also a consideration for setting up a landfill 
site.29, 31 In the case of decentralized MSWM, since 
the power is distributed to grass root level, local 
bodies can exercise more autonomy in deciding 
the MSWM strategies for implementation. The 
efficiency and commitment of the ward councilor 
is an important factor that could contribute to 
sustainability and effectiveness of MSWM in a given 
locality. Unfortunately, the performance of MSWM 
related activities majority of TMC’s Ward Councilors 
is not satisfactory.

Conclusion 
From TMC’s experience during its centralization 
phase, the only stakeholders were its own 

contingency staffs, a few kudumbasree members 
(aself-help group) and a private company operating 
the MSW treatment plant. Even the residents of 
TMC did not have much role or responsibility other 
than just handing over the daily waste generated in 
their premises. 

Multi-stakeholders participation has increased 
substantially, as TMC adopted the decentralized 
approachin MSWM, , which directly contributed to 
theeffectiveness and sustainability of the cause. 
However, scrap workers’ efforts in the field are yet 
to be properly recognized or appreciated in TMC. 
This situation needs to be addressed, as scrap 
workers are major catalysts in the inorganic waste 
management system of TMC.Moreover, the ground 
level political system of the TMC needs to exhibit 
more commitment in MSWM related activities as in 
the case of decentralization. The Ward Councilors 
have a great role in bringing grass root changes.

Thus for cities like TMC, where population is 
booming and MSW generation is increasing, multiple 
stakeholders’ participation is crucial for MSWM to 
be sustainable. Moreover, there is an urgent need 
for carrying out waste reduction initiatives. For such 
a coordinated effort to mature, MSWM needs to 
be stakeholder-oriented and preferably follow an 
approach of decentralization.
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