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Once known as India’s  “Garden City,” in 2012 Bangalore made global headlines, being tagged as the “Garbage 
City” for not being able to handle its waste properly and for “drowning” or “choking” in its own waste, as many 
reports described the situation (Harris 2012). Since then, the city has struggled with not being able to handle 
the load of the waste produced while employing a suitable system that integrates the existing informal waste 
collection sector. In many developing countries, it is estimated that 1 – 2% of the population is employed by the 
informal waste management sector, mostly consisting of the urban poor. Many studies report that the informal 
waste sector not only supports local governments in waste management but also helps in saving resources by 
making recycling more efficient (Chaturvedi et al. 2015). This paper aims to identify the people who make up 
the lowest ranks of the informal sector, review their state, and discuss their vulnerabilities and their value in the 
waste management chain of the city. 

Bangalore, located in the south Indian state of Karnataka, is predicted to be one of the fastest growing cities in 
India according to Oxford Economics, in a report titled Global Cities: The Future of the World’s Leading Urban 
Economies to 2035 (DTE 2018). The national census conducted in 2011 counted 8.5 million people who called 
the city home (Census of India 2011), and the population has been steadily rising ever since to reach 11.4 million 
in 2018 (United Nations 2018). The growth of Bangalore has been credited to the city being identified as the 
information technology hub of India, drawing people from far and wide for employment. The rising population 
has contributed to enormous amounts of unrestricted new development which has in turn led to the expansion 
of the city in all directions. Bangalore’s physical and economic growth have come with many challenges 
including rapid unplanned urbanization, flooding, urban sprawl, and an exponential increase in the amount of 
waste generated by the city, which has added to the city’s woes.

The dark side of Bangalore’s economic growth has been its battle with the issue of ubiquitous garbage. From 
2000 to 2015, the Central Pollution Board of India reported that number of tons of garbage generated per 
day increased by an alarming 1750% (Kumar 2017). Second after Delhi, Bangalore saw the highest increase in 
garbage generation among other major cities in India, as it went from generating 200 tons per day in 2000 to 
3,700 tons per day in 2015 (Kumar 2017). More recent estimates are closer to 4,000 tons generated per day. 
This waste is managed by the Bruhat Bengaluru Mahanagara Palike (BBMP), which is the local authority solely 
responsible for handling Municipal Solid Waste (MSW) in the city. Apart from population growth contributing 
to the increase in waste generated, there has been one other important factor that contributed to the city’s 
garbage woes—the closure of one of Bangalore’s biggest landfills at Mandur, on the outskirts of the city, due 
to protests from villages that were nearby to the landfill. Bangalore employs a centralized waste disposal 
system; unsegregated waste that is collected is transported to landfills. Approximately 30% of the city’s waste 
is collected by the BBMP, while the management of the remaining 70% is outsourced to contractors—from 
collection to disposal. 

In early 2013, the city of Bangalore faced an unprecedented garbage crisis due to the dumping of mixed 
unsegregated waste on the streets, public protests, and closure of some of its landfill sites because of 
non-compliance with the MSW rules. This led to a performance audit of BBMP that was conducted by the 
Comptroller and Auditor General of India between March and August of 2013. The report discussed how the 
municipal administration had failed to learn from previous audits, failed to use scientific methods of processing 
waste at landfills, and did not comply with rules that prevented dumping of mixed waste in various locations. 

In India, solid waste management falls under the purview of the Union Ministry of Environment, Forests and 
Climate Change (MoEF&CC) and is overseen by the Central Pollution Control Board, a statutory organization 
under the MoEF&CC, that sets and monitors standards. Waste management is therefore seen as an outcome of 
pollution, and while there is an enshrinement of zero waste principles, the implementation of these principles 
is handled by an organization that is oriented towards controlling environmental pollution and not waste 
management, making this a key institutional issue. In 2016, the national government issued new rules for solid 
waste management (SWM Rules 2016), replacing the previous rules that had been in place since 2000. This 
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update has excluded the word “municipal,” thereby extending the jurisdiction to all settlements in India, and 
not only urban local bodies. Some of the major highlights of the new rules are mandating waste segregation at 
the source, the collection and disposal of sanitary waste, collect-back schemes for companies that use non-
biodegradable packaging material, user fees for collection, and promotion of composting. The SWM Rules of 
2016 do not stress decentralized systems for waste management, but rather encourage centralized treatments 
such as waste to energy.

According to the SWM Rules of 2016, MSW is required to be segregated at the source into three categories: 
biodegradables, dry waste (plastic, paper, metal, glass, wood), and domestic hazardous waste (discarded 
medicine, sanitary napkins, and diapers) (MoEF&CC 2016). In Bangalore, this mandated segregation at the 
source does not occur on a large scale due to lack of education and awareness among residents and businesses 
as well as limited enforcement of penalties. Along with the lack of segregation, many dump garbage that 
mounts up to massive piles along roads and in empty plots all across the city. This issue has been attributed to 
the lack of capacity within the BBMP to handle the city’s waste or successfully hire and manage contractors to 
do so (The Hindu 2014). 

Hasirudala, nonprofit organization in Bangalore, estimates that as a direct result of the above-mentioned issues, 
over 30,000 informal waste pickers rummage through the city’s waste every day, in order to salvage recyclable 
material from the unsegregated dumped garbage across the city. This is a livelihood for many of the poorest 
residents of Bangalore. Waste pickers usually rank lowest in the social stratum of informal urban occupations, 
with a vast majority being women and children. Many are also migrants, unskilled, illiterate, or part of the 
lowest caste hierarchy in India and are unable to find other employment opportunities (WEIGO 2016). While 
the municipal waste collection system of the city is supposed to collect the 4,000 tons of solid waste that is 
produced every day, it is estimated that informal workers collect up to 1,050 tons of recyclable material on a 
daily basis, which amounts to a third of the city’s generated waste (Hasirudala 2019). 

The existence of the caste system in Indian society is a determining factor in the waste management system of 
the country (Chandran et al. 2009). Handling waste or any work related to garbage has traditionally been bound 
to the lowest castes. This enforces the low status and social stigma against those who are associated with the 
informal waste sector (Chandran et al. 2009). Numerous studies have shown that a large majority of waste 
pickers across India belong to some of the lowest casts. Members who are part of what is known as the lowest 
caste ranking are known as Dalits, which translates to “broken people.” These are some of the most vulnerable 
people in Indian society, as they have been continually ostracized over the years based merely on their caste, 
which has had multiple negative impacts on their upward mobility. Dalits have been historically depressed 
people, and this biased view of them has not only been restricted to civil society, but also to municipal 
governments, who have been hostile in taking any action towards improving the informal waste sector 
(Chandran et al. 2009). This is one major factor, among others, that contributes to why informal waste pickers 
are not easily integrated into the formal system. This situation necessitates the need for NGOs to be mediators 
between informal waste workers and municipal authorities to help them organize and negotiate better terms. 

Waste pickers in Bangalore face a multitude of challenges on a daily basis. In many cases, there is little to 
no recognition of this workforce and the impact they have on the city and the environment (Chengappa 
2013). They face hazardous work conditions as they make their way through piles of garbage with no safety 
equipment, putting their health and safety at risk to earn they daily wage. They are extremely vulnerable as 
they have no job security and are routinely harassed by civic authorities because they lack identification or any 
form of authorization for the kind of work they do. The issues of poor health, irregular work, poor income, and 
routine harassment are compounded by the waste picker’s position in the caste hierarchy. This puts them in an 
extremely vulnerable position, as many struggle to find alternative work that may be higher paying, regular, and 
safe. As a result, many families of waste pickers experience intergenerational poverty (Chengappa 2013).
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The informal waste economy in Bangalore is a value chain of workers that contributes greatly to the city’s 
waste management system. Waste pickers collect large bags of dry waste like paper and plastic that can be 
salvaged from garbage piles across the city and from households. Many also scavenge the city’s landfill to obtain 
recyclables. This waste is usually taken to scrap dealers or “kabadiwalas,” many of whom operate on a small 
scale and buy waste from waste pickers. Other actors who play a role in the informal waste economy are larger-
scale scrap dealers and those who recycle the material collected. This system has contributed greatly to the city 
and forms a critical link in Bangalore’s waste management and recycling (Chandran et al. 2009). 

These are the people filling the gap where the municipal services of the city have not been able to handle and 
recycle the entirety of waste being generated in the city. 

The SWM Rules of 2016, section 11 (b), and Swachh Bharat Mission, which is a nation-wide campaign geared 
towards making cities, towns, and rural areas cleaner, both have recognized waste pickers as important 
stakeholders in a city’s waste management system (Hasirudala 2019), but this has not manifested into major 
implications for the majority of waste pickers in Bangalore as authorities have remained reluctant to tap into an 
existing workforce of thousands. Informal workers have largely not been identified by the municipal authorities 
in the city and continue to work in the shadows. Here, Bangalore could learn from the highly successful model 
of integration that was employed by the city of Pune with the help of trade unions and cooperatives.

Pune is the second largest city in the western state of Maharashtra, with an estimated population of 7 million 
residents. The Pune Municipal Corporation, the local authority responsible for solid waste management in the 
city, has been known for its experimentation and innovation when it comes to waste management (Gadgil and 
Menon 2018). Established in 1993, the Kagad Kach Patra Kashtakari Panchayat (KKPKP) is a member-based 
trade union that was formed by waste workers and itinerant waste buyers coming together. It is a union that 
advocates for the rights of waste pickers to have improved working conditions, security of livelihoods, and 
recognition by the formal municipal authorities. Since its inception, KKPKP has played an important role in 
organizing campaigns against child labor, increasing awareness about the importance of waste segregation, 
access to healthcare and education for waste pickers, and securing identity cards issued by the municipal 
authorities for waste pickers (Gadgil and Menon 2018). The KKPKP was also integral in establishing the 
cooperative known as Solid Waste Collection and Handling (SWaCH) in 2007 which is a wholly owned worker’s 
cooperative. One of the most important contributions of KKPKP was the publishing of a case study that 
investigated quantifying the contributions of waste pickers to Pune’s solid waste management. The study 
clearly established that waste pickers helped the city save crores of rupees in waste handling costs on a yearly 
basis. KKPKP used this report as leverage to advocate more strongly for better working conditions for the city’s 
waste pickers and for the protection of their rights, and called for the integration of waste pickers in the solid 
waste collection system at the point of waste generation. This meant that they now had the rights to access 
waste where it was being generated—be it homes, offices, or businesses. 

At this point, in collaboration with the Pune Municipal Corporation, SWaCH was established as a formal 
institution where waste pickers were formally integrated into the system as door-to-door waste collectors. 
The pilot program enabled 1,500 waste pickers to provide collection services for 125,000 households in select 
wards across the city of Pune (SWaCH 2019). Today over 2,700 waste pickers have been integrated into the 
formal system through SWaCH. This model does not require the municipality to pay waste pickers; instead it 
has users pay for the door-to-door collection themselves. In addition to this income, waste pickers also sell 
scrap material to dealers to add to their income. This model was steadily scaled up to cover almost the entire 
city, and more importantly, it induced behavior changes where residents were now segregating waste at the 
source of generation. 

In the case of Bangalore, many NGOs play important roles in advocating for the rights of waste pickers. 
One such organization is Hasirudala, translating to “Green Force,” which has been integral in uplifting the 
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lives and livelihoods of many informal waste pickers. Established in 2013, it is a city-wide waste pickers’ 
and itinerant waste buyers’ membership-based organization that was formed to advocate for the cause of 
waste pickers in Bangalore. Owing to the city’s size, the responsibility of just one organization in Bangalore 
to organize waste pickers has been extremely difficult (Chengappa 2013). Instead, the combined effort of a 
network of organizations such as Hasirudala and Alliance of Indian Wastepickers (AIW) has worked better 
towards integrating Bangalore’s waste pickers. The result of consistent network advocacy efforts by NGOs 
led to the BBMP agreeing to register close to 5,000 waste pickers as municipal workers in 2012 (Chengappa 
2013). In 2019, Hasirudala has helped register 7,500 waste pickers by assisting them in obtaining official photo 
identification cards that have been registered with the municipal authorities. This increased registration has not 
only improved the regularity of income earned for the registered waste pickers and reduced their vulnerability, 
but has also improved waste collection in many parts of the city. 

After Pune, Bangalore is one of the few cities in India that has attempted to integrate waste workers under the 
ambit of the urban local body. Even though Hasirudala has seen some success in integrating a good number 
of waste pickers in Bangalore, there are numerous challenges that have yet to be overcome before the large 
scale integration of the city’s waste pickers can be implemented. Taking from Pune’s example, the formation, 
operation, and success of waste picker collectives and cooperatives is essential in order to promote the 
integration of these workers into the city’s formal waste management system (Chengappa 2013). 

Bangalore needs a strong model along with the active participation of the municipal authorities to tap into 
the resource of the thousands of waste pickers who make significant contributions to the waste management 
system of the city. Policy recommendations should focus on formalizing informal jobs—like in Pune, providing 
social security for waste pickers in terms of health insurance, education, and housing, and decentralizing 
the city’s waste management system to then create more jobs and handle the city’s waste more efficiently. 
Decentralization can effectively help the city manage its waste more sustainably. Continuous efforts to spread 
awareness regarding waste segregation at the source is essential for a well-managed waste collection system, 
which in turn can help prevent waste pickers from having to work in deplorable conditions while having to sort 
through piles of garbage manually. 

BBMP officials must realize what an imperative role waste pickers play in the city’s waste management system 
and how helping them would mean the city can help itself. The informal system has been in existence for a long 
time, and authorities need to acknowledge that formalizing their role in the system will only better the waste 
management in Bangalore. As discussed throughout this paper, informal waste pickers contribute a great deal 
to the environmental health of cities since they are one of the main sources of waste segregation and recycling, 
which in turn gives cities the opportunities to recycle several thousand tons of solid waste. They provide an 

invaluable service to the city and deserve to be recognized by the formal sector. 
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