
IGES Special Session at the 15th IconSWM-CE & IPLA GF 2025 

The 15th IconSWM-CE & IPLA GF 2025

Plastic Pollution and the Informal 
Waste Sector in South Asia

By Bharati Chaturvedi



IGES Special Session at the 15th IconSWM-CE & IPLA GF 2025 

Introduction

• Plastic Pollution: A Growing Crisis in South Asia

• Pivotal role of the Informal Waste Sector

• Plastic pollution is not just an environmental issue:  it’s a social 

and economic challenge.
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Plastic Pollution: A Growing Crisis in South 
Asia

● South Asia faces one of the highest rates of plastic waste generation

globally.

● Bangladesh ~ 0.98 million tonnes / year

● Nepal ~ 0.36 million tonnes / year

● Indian ~ 4.13 million tonnes / year

● Much of this plastic ends up in rivers, breaking into microplastics that

enter our food and water.



IGES Special Session at the 15th IconSWM-CE & IPLA GF 2025 

The Role of the Informal Waste Sector

• Who Are the Informal Waste Workers?

• Their Contribution

• Challenges They Face

• Why Their Inclusion Matters
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India’s Plastic Waste Landscape

• Scale of the Problem

• Urban Waste Management Crisis

• Plastic Waste Composition (Approximate Share)

• Key Observations
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India Policy Framework

● Magic Mitti 

● MMRF

● Santulan 
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Magic Mitti

● Operates across 6 locations in Delhi NCR.

● Engages hundreds of women waste pickers, organised into 6

Self-Help Groups (SHGs).

● Processes more then 7,000 kg of wet waste per month,

converting it into compost branded as “Magic Mitti.”

● Complies with Solid Waste Management Rules (2016) and

National Compost Standards.
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Lessons from Chintan’s Models

• Inclusion Enhances Efficiency

• Women-Centric Models Drive Transformation

• Behavioural Change is Central

• Policy and Market Linkages Matter

• Replicable and Scalable Model

• Easier to manage reuse and smaller plastics 
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Nepal: Waste Management Structure & Informal 
Sector Role

● Nepal generate 4,900 tons of waste per day.

● Waste segregation at source below 15%; weak recycling infrastructure.

● Enforcement of local waste laws remains fragmented and weak.

● Informal recyclers (kawadis) recover 10–15% of recyclables in cities.
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Case Study: The Prayaash Project, Nepal

● by: CREASION Nepal with support from the Alliance to End Plastic Waste 

(AEPL)

● Regions: Bagmati & Madhesh Provinces, including Kathmandu Valley & 

Chitwan.

● Goal: Build a sustainable plastic value chain by integrating informal waste 

workers into formal recycling systems.

● 4,812 tonnes of plastic collected and diverted; 2,251 tonnes formally 

recycled to date.
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Case Study: The Prayaash Project, Nepal

● Established collection vehicles, MRF equipment, and recovery infrastructure in 

remote zones.

● Integrated 300+ informal waste workers — provided safety training, insurance, 

and fair wages.

● Surpassed targets in Phase II (2023) — 2,081 tonnes recycled vs. 1,700-tonne 

goal.

● Currently in Phase III (2024–25) with a goal of 2,300 tonnes, adding data 

tracking and market access features.
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Bangladesh: Plastic Waste, Recycling, and 
Informal Sector Role

● Generates ~1 million tonnes of plastic waste annually; Dhaka accounts for 

~50%. 

● Only 36–40% recycled, largely by informal workers and small-scale recyclers. 

● 200,000–250,000 informal workers engaged in collection, sorting, and resale. 

● Over 1,200 informal recycling clusters active in and around Dhaka. Single-use 

and packaging plastics dominate urban waste streams.
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Policy Recommendations 
(Regional Synthesis)

● Formal Recognition & Registration

Create national waste worker registries; issue ID cards and social protection

benefits.

● Gender-Responsive Policies

Mainstream women’s inclusion through training, health, and wage equity 

measures

● Integrate Informal Sector in EPR Systems

Mandate producers to partner with wastepicker collectives under EPR 

compliance.
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Policy Recommendations 
(Regional Synthesis)

● Regional Cooperation & Data Sharing

Establish a South Asia Waste Observatory under SAARC or SACEP for

harmonised reporting.

● Invest in Local Circular Models

Support community composting, recycling hubs, and inclusive livelihoods.

● Leverage Global Frameworks

Align national policies with the Global Plastics Treaty for access to finance and

technology transfer.
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Thank You for Listening!

Bharati@chintan-india.org 


