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I Introduction
The management of municipal waste is a sphere of 
increasing interest in India in recent years, especially 
in urban areas, due to the country’s rapid growth, 
attendant leaps in consumption and its changing 
composition towards durables (Gill 2010). Despite 
the role of the informal sector in collection and 
recycling being both extensively documented and 
well understood, standing in as it does for inadequate 
formal collection systems by bankrupt municipalities 
or absorbing uncollected waste, the main orientation 
of waste management policy in the country since 
2005 has been in the opposite direction, with the 
state making every effort to formalize the sector via its 
privatization (Gill 2019, Schindler et al 2012). 
 In constitutional terms, solid waste management 
(SWM) is a state subject. The 74th Constitution 
Amendment Act of 1992 heralded decentralization 
in urban governance, with municipal bodies at the 
local government level technically responsible for its 

management1. The 1990s saw much environmental 
action litigation, raising objections to the inadequate 
formal collection and disposal of waste in unsanitary 
landfills by cash-strapped municipalities and the sheer 
amounts of uncollected or dumped waste. These 
resulted in the framing of the first The Municipal 
Solid Wastes (Management and Handling) Rules, 
2000. Since 2005, however, a spate of ambitious 
central government programmes in the sphere of 
urban governance have all implicitly pushed in the 
opposite direction of centralization.
 The growing volume of research on municipal 
waste management since 2005, during this time 
of great reversal in the policy space, curiously 
neglects empirical studies of how formalization and 
decentralization by the state have played out on the 
ground2. This paper seeks to address this lacuna. 
Specifically, it examines two questions. First, have 
these changes resulted in better municipal waste 
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management? Second, how are formalization and 
decentralization read in their actual implementation? 
These questions that have great relevance in the policy 
sphere, because they resonate with analogous changes 
in other social sectors, are also over-arching in their 
framing of the problem and the solution to it.

II The Policy Context Since 2005
From the mid-1990s, activists and academics 
extensively documented the role of the informal 
collection and recycling sector in shoring up the 
unsatisfactory waste management system that 
prevailed in the country. While policy documents 
appeared to acknowledge their contribution, the 
actual trajectory in policy terms since 2005 has 
been formalization via privatization, as well as the 
application of uniform quick-fix technological 
solutions, with the state’s documents (mis) 
appropriating and redefining well-received scientific 
rankings and terminology to legitimize such steps 
(see Gill 2019). Two striking examples are of 
waste to energy (WtE) plants being pushed as a 
green technological solution, as well “integrated 
waste management” being reconceived as end-to-
end privatized management (Gill 2021). This has 
been justified because in official understandings, 
the problem of municipal waste management has 
been reductively conceived of as a municipality’s 
mere lack of finance, infrastructure and governance 
capacity, to be rectified by private sector investment, 
market-based financing and actual participation in 
service delivery. 
 During this time, urban governance itself took 
a broader neoliberal turn. The central government’s 
key programmes in this sphere, requiring cooperation 
from individual States, such as the Jawaharlal Nehru 
National Urban Renewal Mission (JNNURM), 2005-
2012; Swachh Bharat Mission (SBM), 2014-2019, 
affiliated to the Atal Mission for Rejuvenation and 
Urban Transformation (AMRUT), 2015-ongoing, 
and Smart Cities Mission (SCM), 2015-ongoing, 
have all sign-posted the entry and ever greater roles, in 
various configurations, for the private sector in urban 
service delivery. In the management of municipal 

waste, this has largely taken the form of the municipal 
authority signing a concessionaire agreement with a 
private company to oversee its formal collection, 
transportation, treatment and disposal. 
 The most radical policy change that upended 
decentralized urban governance as envisaged by 
the 74th Amendment, in favour of centralized and 
corporate governance, came with the Smart Cities 
Mission (SCM) and its introduction of a Special 
Purpose Vehicle (SPV) deemed a limited company, 
in which States/municipalities have the status of 
promoters with a 50:50 equity holding. In general, 
SCM recommended “Smart” solutions for better 
urban infrastructure and services, which, in the 
sphere of waste management, took the form of waste 
to energy (WtE) plants (mirroring The Solid Waste 
Management Rules, 2016, whose key departure from 
those of 2000 was the promotion of WtE plants by 
the state), as well as “Smart” metres and other new 
technological solutions that will be explored below. 

III The Study Site
A range of factors, such as the building of multi-
lane highways and tunnels, burgeoning tourism and 
relatively successful developmental programmes and 
outcomes in some States, have contributed to the 
growing urbanization of the Indian Himalayas. Now, 
small and medium towns are under-studied categories 
in academic research in both urban studies, as well as 
the sphere of waste, and almost absent in the context of 
the Himalayan region (Gill 2021). Seeking to rectify 
that, this paper is based on primary data from key 
informant interviews and focus group discussions, as 
well as secondary materials, such as official documents, 
in fieldwork undertaken in 2018 and 2019, in an 
anonymous town of the Himalayas. It graduated in 
recent years from being classified as a small town to 
becoming a medium town, by Government of India 
urban settlement guidelines (GOI 2015), and now 
has its own municipal corporation. In topographical 
terms, it is “hilly”, with its elevation varying between 
its lowest (“Lower Town”) and highest points (“Upper 
Town”). The latter sees a vast tourist inflow during the 
summer months. In 2016, the town was designated 
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a “Smart City” under the central government’s SCM 
programme.
 The amount of municipal waste generated is 
rapidly growing. To the extent official data is realistic 
and current, it is said to vary from around 25-50 
TPD, with 60 per cent emerging from the Upper 
Town that sees many tourists in the peak season (these 
figures are contested by a key informant from the 
local government). To the degree such official data has 
veracity, the composition of municipal waste is still 
tipped in favour of biodegradables and paper, each 
being roughly a little more than a third of the total, 
but plastic and single use packaging waste, including 
non-recyclable packaging waste, is visibly increasing. 
Approximately 60 per cent of the waste generated 
ends up in the single unsanitary landfill situated a few 
kilometres from Lower Town.

IV Key Findings
Until the town came under centralized urban 
governance programmes, such as JNNURM, 
SBM and SCM, its solid waste management was 
organized as follows. Long-term municipal sweepers, 
all locals, undertook sweeping and the collecting of 
unsegregated waste from large open-barrel containers 
kept at various points by the municipal council. To 
tackle the waste generated and keep the surrounds 
relatively clean, a refugee civil society organisation 
(RCSO) additionally funded, hired green workers 
and ran its own solid waste management collection 
system complete with its own trucks etc. in Upper 
Town, which contributed in a significant and 
sustained way, over many years, towards keeping the 
area clean. This was officially recognized and relied 
upon in the wards of Upper Town, in so far as from 
2002-2016, the municipal council at the time signed 
an annual contract with the RCSO to supervise and 
oversee its own formal sweepers and the collection 
of waste, which however was still loss-making to the 
RCSO (Gill 2021). 
 Like Delhi’s informal but sophisticated waste 
recycling system (Gill 2010), in this medium hill 
town context, too, what could be reused or recycled 
from the unsegregated waste was separated out by 

category of material (paper, glass, plastics and so on) 
by the sweepers and sold for additional earnings, to 
the one or two informal waste dealers, who further 
sold it along the value chains flowing into the plains. 
The difference being the unique topography limiting 
the number of dealer shops, as well as the space for 
sweepers to collect the unsegregated waste in greater 
volume, sift through it in their free hours and store 
it for far longer than in larger towns in the plains, 
to make the volume sufficient to be economically 
feasible to incur transport costs for further sales. 
Non-recyclable waste would be ferried and dumped 
in the unsanitary landfill a few kilometres from  
Lower Town. 
 From 2015-2016 itself, as the town came 
under the sway of the centralized urban governance 
programmes of SBM and SCM, its municipal 
corporation immediately subcontracted solid waste 
management to a private company that bid for it, and 
whose headquarters are located at a great distance in 
another state, for a greater sum than ever paid to the 
RCSO. The company sub-sub-contracted it to RCSO 
for a year before the latter withdrew. The empirical 
details of how this privatization and formalization 
plays out in terms of relationships between the 
municipal corporation, RCSO and private company, 
with the perversely greater informalization, attrition, 
surveillance and erosion of sweepers’ rights, are the 
subject of another paper (Gill 2021). Suffice it to 
summarize the key finding as being that of informality 
constituting the core of India’s formalized and 
privatized waste management sphere, as holds true 
of its urbanization and planning regime in general  
(Roy 2009). 
 Under SBM and SCM, several concrete steps - 
suggested by viability studies undertaken by private 
sector companies, with background consultations 
involving foreign firms and governments, that 
proposed its waste management be subjected to 
scientific and technological solutions geared to achieve 
sustainable and zero waste outcomes - were officially 
adopted as the way forward. First, to do away with 
the large open-barrel containers and in their place, 
install “Smart” dustbins, fitted out with sensors and 
in-built compartments for segregated waste. Second, 
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to achieve 100 per cent door to door collection and 
waste segregation, from the abysmally low starting 
point. Third, to set up waste to biogas plants to 
generate electricity. Fourth, to build compost pits as 
a green solution for bio-degradable waste. Fifth, to 
construct a sanitary landfill to absorb the waste that 
was disposed. Five years into these new measures, 
the actual results achieved on each of these policies  
is dismal.
 The “Smart” underground dustbins proved 
their unsuitability for the local topography and 
conditions fairly quickly. Burying them underground 
in a mountainous terrain did not prove easy. Once 
the sensors stopped working, which was early on, the 
sweepers would have to call the truck whenever the 
bins got full. Although with in-built compartments for 
segregated waste, households largely did not segregate 
their waste before disposing it in these bins. When 
emptying them with the use of the special hydraulic 
truck, the waste from all compartments is upended 
simultaneously and mixed. The monsoon sees a 
flooding of these overflowing underground dustbins. 
The centralization of urban governance, with the state 
holding sway over the local government/municipal 
corporation level, also emerged strongly in the idea of 
“Smart” underground dustbins being adopted in the 
first place, as well as in the decision of replacing the 
old large open-barrel containers overnight.
 Door to door collection of waste is introduced 
only in some wards of Lower Town. Officially, this 
is ascribed to the greater elevation and mountainous 
terrain, higher population density, the larger 
generation of waste to be managed due to tourists 
in the peak season and the fact of the waste having 
to be transported to the plains, one way or another, 
on a regular basis (interview, key informant, 9 
October 2019). Unacknowledged is the far fewer 
number of actual long-term sweepers on the 
ground in Upper Town, emerging from fieldwork 
data comparison across the two years, 2018-20193. 
Which is not to say door to door collection is not 
doable in the hilly terrain and denser settlement of 

Upper Town, as a representative of the RCSO shared 
when speaking of the success of their green worker 
programme launched in the mid-1990s (interview, 
key informant, 8 October 2019). Today, whilst still 
themselves engaging a handful of sweepers and green 
workers and subsidizing the cleaning of Upper Town 
at their own cost, the RCSO have questions about 
how the medium hill town, declared a “Smart City” 
with such pomp and flourish and attendant increased 
expenditure, resulted in a worsened and more 
resource-poor situation on the ground. 
 In official documentation, daily waste generated 
in the medium hill town is mentioned as 25-50 TPD. 
These figures are contested by the mayor however, 
who suggested the proposed waste to biogas plants 
never had a chance of working due to the lower 
actual daily production of waste of 17-18 TPD 
(interview, key informant, 10 October 2019). When 
speaking of the idea of compost pits coming from 
the municipal corporation, but their construction 
attributed to yet another NGO, and explaining why 
the decentralized compost pits idea had not worked, 
the mayor blamed the lack of human resources on the 
ground (both at the local government level and from 
the private subcontracted company). Indeed, the sub 
contraction of the solid waste management system 
to a private company under the centralized urban 
governance programmes made little sense, according 
to the mayor, who set out how they had petitioned 
the State government many times for the municipal 
corporation to directly hire sweepers themselves, to 
no avail (interview, key informant, 10 October 2019). 
 Amongst the non-implementation of avowed 
policies, the additional commissioner admitted to the 
construction of the proposed sanitary landfill being 
the biggest challenge, sharing that they have not 
been able to identify new land for it (interview, key 
informant, 10 October 2019). The present municipal 
corporation dumpsite, technically falling in the forest 
area, in flagrant violation of laws, continues to be a 
receptacle for the bulk of the daily disposed waste of 
the entire medium hill town. 

 3 See Gill 2021 for more details on the labour question, prior to and after their so-called formalization under a  
privatized system. 
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 There’s been no development of it, remaining 
a mere plot of land on the hillside, to which the 
municipal council had constructed an entry gate, but 
with no lights, no segregation centres or machinery 
apart from a covered shed, contaminating the stream 
below the hill and impacting the health of nearby 
communities. During the monsoon, the place 
becomes almost completely inaccessible, even to the 
handful of subcontracted company sweepers who 
otherwise try to keep a semblance of order amidst the 
daily waste dumped and its stench.
 To summarize, the various recommendations 
for waste policy, emerging from top-down viability 
studies commissioned under the central urban 
governance programmes of SBM and SCM, either 
remain unimplemented in practice or have not yielded 
the results envisioned. Apart from the informality that 
is fundamentally constitutive of the sector’s so-called 
formalization and privatization, as shown by this 
paper, the other major finding is the reinforcement of 
centralized urban governance in practice. If the 74th 
Constitutional Amendment Act of 1992 remained 
notional in so far as the local government municipal 
level always had to do the bidding of the State and 
central levels, then the for-profit consultants and 
non-local privatized players introduced by the central 
government’s urban governance programmes of SBM 
and SCM have only fortified that trend.
 It is no surprise then that far from being resolved 
and bettered, the waste management is worse than 
prior to these policy changes. Indeed, the common 
consensus amongst residents of the middle hill town 
is that elevation to a “Smart City” status has yielded 
no results on the ground. “For one month after being 
declared a ‘Smart City’, Wi-Fi was released freely. That 
was one part. After that I didn’t see any improvement 
in the city. Maybe in some larger cities, but in smaller 
cities like [naming the middle hill town], we didn’t see 
any changes” (interview, key informant, 9 October 
2019).

V Recommendations

This paper set out to examine how changes in 
municipal waste management policy since 2005, in 

the direction of formalization via privatization, as well 
as decentralization, have played out in practice. Key 
findings from a medium hill town of the Himalayas 
reveal that far from being tailormade to honour the 
context and its waste management requirements, 
the fallibilities of policy and practice in this sphere 
in India are writ even larger in the context of the 
Himalayas. Informality and centralization are seen to 
constitute the core of urbanization and governance, 
with intensification of the use of supposedly “Smart” 
but contextually unsuitable technological solutions, 
an increase in costs and unimplemented policies 
imposed from above, being the order of the day. 
Considering this research in the waste sector, the 
Indian state would do well to revisit its understanding 
of, and policy drives towards, formalization via 
privatization and decentralization, in social sectors 
more generally. 
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