STUDY REVEALS INDISPENSABLE ROLE OF
INFORMAL WASTE COLLECTORS TO REDUCE
PLASTIC POLLUTION IN SUNDARBANS, INDIA

Be it a developing or a developed country, plastic
pollution is equally becoming alarming in all
countries across the globe. In 2015, an
estimated 55 percent of global plastic waste was
discarded, 25 percent was incinerated, and 20
percent recycled. The detrimental effects of
plastic wastes which are exposed to the
environment, is even more threatening to the
coastal blocks of Sundarbans and its fragile
ecosystem which anchors a diverse range of
flora and fauna.
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To understand the socio-economic status of the
waste collectors in the Indian Sundarbans
SOCEO in collaboration with the local partner
organization Panitar Pally Unnayan Samity
(PPUS) carried out an extensive study in
Hasnabad block of North 24 Parganas. The aim
was to measure the volumes of waste collected
and its selling rate and thereby understanding
the trend of income of 110 informal waste
collectors
working
under
six
waste
accumulators.

This was the first ever attempt for a focussed
study on the informal waste collectors and their
socio-economic status in the Indian part of
Sundarban, where the ground level data was
obtained from the local waste collectors and the
accumulators for whom they work for. The study
highlighted many contrasting trends as well as
commonalities of rural waste collectors in
comparison to the waste-collectors in urban
regions.

47% of the 110 waste collectors have been
working in this profession for successive 10 to
20 years. Half of them responded that they sell
waste as a sole source of regular income and
almost 26% agree that it is profitable to sell
waste. Almost 82% of them work six days a
week and 6-8 hours per day while 96.4% get their
payment in daily basis.

Despite being stigmatized and discredited by the
community, the study shows growing interest of
informal waste pickers to sell waste materials
with competitive prices to the accumulators and
thus sustaining a local business model as a daily
source of earning, which very few people know
about.
The sample size and the study locations were
selected based on availability of functional
waste accumulators and working waste
collectors in the region which can also represent
the scenario of overall Hasnabad block.
With 97.3% male waste collectors, this sample
size of 110 collectors has an illiterate section of
36.4%. It was found that 69.1% waste collectors
have been residents of Hasnabad for more than
50 years. 38.5% of the respondents own 2-3
bighas (0.3 to 0.4 hectares) of land, 94.5% have
electricity and 57.3% have cooking gas in their
houses. It was also found that over 46% own a
mobile phone. 64.5% hold no other occupation
except waste collection while the rest has
additional occupations like agriculture, prawn
seed collection, fishing, and other small
businesses.
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As depicted in the figure above, it can be
comprehended that waste collectors largely
earn in a daily basis by selling waste. Figure 2
shows the trend of income where most of them
earn INR 1500 to INR 2000 a week (approx.
17.26 – 23.01 EUR), i.e., INR 6000 to INR 8000
per month (approx. 69.04–92.05 EUR).

Looking at the time span that waste pickers
work in this profession, it becomes obvious that
unlike other professions that are common in the
region, such as agriculture, prawn seed
collection and fishing, waste picking seems to
offer advantages. It is a source of daily income
which attracts the marginalized community,
selling rates of plastic and other materials are
promising and there is almost no investment
cost for the waste collectors in this business
model. Moreover, the waste collectors can work
within their villages and stay with their families
without migrating.

It was observed that the informal waste
collectors of Hasnabad block collect 87.3% of
the waste from households and 86.4% from
shops and commercial establishments while no
instances of collection of waste from landfill or
dumps was found. Most of the waste pickers
collect a variety of wastes from metals, plastic,
paper to electronic waste and glass. They seek
for the best rate while selling to the
accumulators. At the same time due to
insignificant monetary value, they avoid certain
items such as medicine packaging, thin plastics
or low-density polyethylene, thermocol or
polystyrene, & multi-layered food packaging.

Years of working as a waste collector
50% of respondents feel that health issues are
the main problem associated with waste
collection while over 85% agree that they
frequently get cuts and bruises due to unsafe
and unprotected handling of waste materials.
Almost 82% access governmental health
facilities which are free or less expensive. The
use of protective gears raised to 100% among
them in the onset of the Covid 19 pandemic
while only 31% used any protective gear before
pandemic. In terms of awareness, the waste
collectors seem to be sensitized as 99% know
that plastics that are not collected have a very
bad effect on nature and human health.
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Informal waste collectors showed progressive
financial practices as almost all of them save
money either on a monthly, weekly, or daily
basis. Over 55% of them have taken a loan from
bank for children’s education, health or other
emergency situations. It was found that 58.6%
have outstanding loan amount of INR 10,000 to
25,000 (approx. 115.06 – 287.66 EUR). This is in
contrast to their urban counterparts who do not
have the necessary credentials to even qualify
for a loan. Therefore, compared to urban waste
pickers, the rural waste collectors are likely to be
far more economically secure and stable.
Based on the deep insights that this study
unfolded about the socio-economic condition of
informal waste collectors in the Sundarbans, it is
now possible for SOCEO to implement
entrepreneurial models for rural plastic waste
management in a more effective and efficient
way.

SOCEO has been working on the topic of
plastic waste management in the
Sundarbans
since
2018
with
the
commitment to contribute to creating cross
sector entrepreneurial models to the
pressing problem of plastic waste
management. SOCEO’s activities in this
area are supported by Röchling Stiftung
based in Germany.
For further information please get in touch
with: sarah.gekeler@soceo.de

2021 - JUNE

SOCEO gGmbH
Laiblinstegstr. 7, 72662 Nürtingen, Germany
www.soceo.de

