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Separated waste collection 
 

The continuous increase in generation of 
household waste and the environmental 
effects of waste treatment call for changes in 
waste-management practices.  
Waste separation, selective collection and 
treatment are essential steps in managing 
household waste. They are also mandated in 
EU legislation, most prominently in the new 
Waste Framework Directive. 
Although the costs of separate collection are 
higher, they are offset by lower treatment costs. 
Most European citizens have already adopted 
waste separation as an everyday practice. 
Nevertheless, surveys suggest that more 
information, education and better collection 
could further increase their willingness to 
separate waste. 
Collection methods vary among countries, 
regions and municipalities. There are different 
solutions for the collection of different 
materials. A combination of door-to-door and 
drop-off collection is typical. 
Incentives and communication with citizens 
are an integral part of most initiatives. 
Information and promotion campaigns are run 
to engage more citizens and increase 
separation ratios. The quality of the service has 
strong effect on citizens' behaviour, therefore 
feedback is necessary. 
In all these areas of separate waste collection 
authorities can learn from each other by 
benchmarking and analysing best practices.  
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Separated waste collection 

European and global institutions (e.g. 
European Environment Agency, the 
European Commission, the Institute for 
European Environmental Policy, OECD) agree 
that municipal waste generation in the EU 
has been increasing over past decades and 
this trend is expected to continue in the next 
one. It accounts for 16% of all waste 
generated and between half and three-
quarters of it is produced by households (the 
rest is commercial or construction waste). 

Selective collection 
Waste separation and separate collection is 
an essential element of any waste 
management strategy that aims to reduce 
environmental damage. It is the basis for re-
use, recycling and differentiated treatment. 
Separation of household waste can most 
efficiently be done before collection by 
householders themselves. Different Member 
States (MS), regions and municipalities 
approach selection in different ways. The 
range of materials collected separately 
varies, usually including some of the 
following: paper, glass, cans, plastic (bottles), 
beverage cartons, biodegradable waste 
(mostly food and garden waste), electronic 
appliances, batteries, light bulbs, furniture, 
textiles, diapers, cars, bulky waste, small 
chemical waste, etc. Some of these can also 
be separated after collection (e.g. cans, 
plastic bottles and drink cartons).  
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The theoretical limit of selection is when 
there is no more reusable or recyclable 
material left in the remaining mixed waste 
(and no residues in the separated waste). 
Domestic waste separation is viable if the 
resulting separated waste can be processed 
(into products, materials or energy) and 
there is a market for the result. Therefore 
collection and treatment of waste have to be 
coordinated. Separation has to have better 
environmental and health effects than mixed 
collection and the costs need to be socially 
acceptable.  

EU strategy and legislation 
The Thematic Strategy on the prevention 
and recycling of waste is one of the seven 
thematic strategies programmed by the 6th 
Environmental Action Programme. The 
evaluation of the programme emphasises 
that although waste production has not 
been reduced, less is now disposed of by 
landfill. This is due to the focus on separation 
and recycling. It points out that the Thematic 
Strategy does not include concrete measures 
on source separation and collection. 

The EU has adopted various directives in the 
area of waste management. The new Waste 
Framework Directive (WFD) puts more 
emphasis on the life-cycle approach, 
including reuse, recycling and recovery. 
Concerning collection it calls for: 

 separate collection, at least for all 
paper, metal, plastic and glass, by 2015 

 50% re-use and recycling of household 
waste by 2020. 

Other EU waste legislation:  

 The Packaging Directive sets recycling 
and recovery goals for packaging waste. 

 The Batteries Directive sets quantified 
separate collection and recycling targets. 

 The End of Life Vehicles  (EVL) directive 
regulates on reuse, recycling and 
recovery of vehicles and components. 

 The Waste Electrical and Electronic 
Equipment (WEEE) Directive provides for 
selective collection, but so far only one 
third of e-waste is separated.  

 Restriction of Hazardous Substances 
(RoHS) is linked to WEEE and requires the 
substitution of dangerous materials, such 
as heavy metals, in electrical appliances. 

EU legislation on waste treatment1 affects 
separate collection practices, as well.  

Slow transposition and non-compliance 
resulted in numerous Court of Justice cases. 

The EU's LIFE programme supports projects 
connected to the implementation of the 
waste directives by co-financing. 

National legislation 
The WFD needs to be transposed into 
national legislation setting out the rules and 
strategic goals of waste management.2 
National legislation is broken down by 

Figure 1 - Household waste generation by type in EU MS (2008)
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source: Eurostat; the remaining part of waste generated is Equipment, Common sludges, Chemical and Medical, Mineral and solidified 
wastes; no detailed data available for Ireland 
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http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CELEX:52005DC0666:EN:NOT
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CELEX:52005DC0666:EN:NOT
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/newprg/index.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/newprg/index.htm
http://www.ieep.eu/assets/790/6EAP_final_report.pdf
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:L:2008:312:0003:0030:EN:pdf
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:L:2008:312:0003:0030:EN:pdf
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:L:2005:070:0017:0018:EN:PDF
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CONSLEG:2006L0066:20081205:EN:PDF
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:L:2000:269:0034:0042:EN:PDF
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CONSLEG:2002L0096:20080321:EN:PDF
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CONSLEG:2002L0096:20080321:EN:PDF
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CONSLEG:2002L0095:20100925:EN:PDF
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CONSLEG:2002L0095:20100925:EN:PDF
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/themes/waste/index.htm
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implementing legislation on regional and/or 
local level. This regulates the collection 
system, separation goals and methods.  

Costs 
Separate collection of waste costs more than 
mixed, as it needs more personnel, 
machinery and storage and takes more time. 
The costs depend on local circumstances, 
such as the means, the frequency and 
quantity of collection, the tariffs, etc. 
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Taking into account treatment too, selective 
waste disposal can be cheaper than mixed. 
Incineration cost and environmental taxes on 
landfill use (where applicable) compensate 
for the collection costs. Glass and metal have 
positive market value, while paper and 
textiles break even. Processing biowaste is 
cheaper than dumping or incineration, while 
small chemical waste needs more expensive 
treatment. Therefore, efficient separation 
pays for itself, if accompanied by the 
reduction of expensive residual waste.  

Citizens' behaviour / public opinion 

Environmental responsibility, recycling and 
selective waste collection have become 
widely accepted in Europe. According to a 
Flash Eurobarometer report, 89% of EU 
citizens separate at least some of their waste. 
To separate more they would need more and 
better recycling stations, improved selective 
collection and more information, but legal 
obligation is also supported. The vast 
majority would prefer to pay according to 
the waste generated or via product prices 
rather than through their taxes.  

An OECD survey also shows that charging for 
mixed waste encourages separation, but 
information and education and the 
availability of collection services are even 
more important. Environmental concerns, as 
well as other social motivations, have strong 
effects on separation rates. The survey warns 
that behavioural change depends on the 
type of settlement and housing and may 
take time. Households prefer to separate 

their waste themselves rather than pay for 
such services. 

A Defra study identifies seven societal 
segments based on their willingness and 
potential to act in environmental issues. It 
also describes how to motivate each group. 

Collection practices 

Door-to-door collection 
Waste collection from households is 
generally the responsibility of local 
authorities, but can also involve regions or 
the state. They may carry out the work 
themselves, via regional public companies, 
or outsource it to private firms. In many 
cities, collection of selective waste is shared 
between local authorities and private 
companies, by type of waste or by area. 

The EUROCITIES survey on Waste collection 
practices throughout Europe, conducted in 
2009 with the participation of 42 cities in 17 
MS describes the most common practices. 

The most common frequency for houses is 
once a week or once in two weeks. Collection 
from apartments and in inner cities is usually 
more frequent (even daily). Many municip-
alities provide options regarding frequency. 
Separated waste is usually collected less 
frequently than general household waste.  

Higher collection frequency, according to 
the OECD, results in more waste generation. 

The reduction in collection frequency of mixed 
waste and increase in that of selective waste 
resulted in 5.4% less mixed and 7.4% more 
separated waste in the Greater Lyon area. 

Biodegradable waste 
Separating biodegradable waste (including 
home composting) has significant positive 
effects on greenhouse gas (methane and 
CO2) emissions. Biowaste is collected from 
households in many cities, but others only 
provide this possibility for large producers, 
such as markets or restaurants. Some towns 
provide home-composting containers (e.g. in 

http://ec.europa.eu/public_opinion/flash/fl_316_en.pdf
http://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/environment/greening-household-behaviour_9789264096875-en
http://archive.defra.gov.uk/evidence/social/behaviour/documents/behaviours-jan08-report.pdf
http://www.eurocities.eu/main.php
http://www.eurocities.eu/uploads/load.php?file=Waste_Collection_Practices_Throughout_Europe_Report_Final-SMUL.pdf
http://www.eurocities.eu/uploads/load.php?file=Waste_Collection_Practices_Throughout_Europe_Report_Final-SMUL.pdf
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Flanders). The ratio of home composting can 
be over 20% (e.g. Oulu, Ghent). 

Separated waste 
Door-to-door collection of some waste 
fractions (e.g. paper, biowaste) and 
establishment of drop-off points for others 
(e.g. glass, metal) is the most usual 
combination. The OECD found significant 
difference between door-to-door and drop-
off collection systems in their effect on 
separation. Take back systems can be set up 
for certain wastes (e.g. batteries, tyres).  

With 15 000 collection points for used oils, 
Greece achieved a 99.26% separation rate.3 The 
city of Nichelino (Italy) increased selective waste 
collection by 164% in four years by introducing 
door-to-door collection.4 Vienna introduced a 
mobile hazardous waste collection service. Up to 
18 types of waste can be collected separately in 
Flanders.5 Composting schemes have been 
successfully introduced in several municipalities 
in Spain, France, Ireland, Italy Portugal and UK. 

Incentives 
Differentiated pricing for mixed and 
separated waste is often used as an 
incentive, and its effectiveness is supported 
by studies. Stakeholders also support such 
solutions, but some also argue in favour of 
legal obligation for selective collection. In 
addition discounts can be introduced for e.g. 
home composting (e.g. Sweden). 

Flemish citizens pay full price for mixed waste 
bags, lower price for selective waste. In the 
Netherlands the tariff depends on the amount of 
waste and collection frequency.6 Danish towns 
using weight-based fees produce less waste and 
half as much mixed waste as those using only 
fixed fees. The weight based IPW project in 
Germany using personal chip-cards and locked 
stations showed positive results both in waste 
quality and fee reduction. Others also 
successfully apply the pay-as-you-throw system. 

Special collection options 
Many of them also provide special collection 
in tourist, densely populated or problematic 
areas (e.g. social residential suburbs).  

In Sheffield, for instance, waste is collected from 
student residences at the end of term. Paphos 
and Famagusta in Cyprus installed 220 additional 
recycling points for hotels. Underground bins are 
used in central Prague. 

Bulky waste 
The vast majority of cities have collection 
possibilities for bulky waste (e.g. furniture or 
large appliances). These are periodic 
(ranging from every two weeks to twice a 
year) or via individual reservation. Some 
municipalities have weight, size, handling 
time or frequency restrictions. In several 
places fees apply, sometimes only above 
certain limits. Different rules may apply to 
WEEE items (free in Tampere but extra fee in 
Nottingham). 

Several repair-reuse projects, that collect, mend 
and re-sell furniture, electronic appliances, 
clothes or machines exist in the EU: RUSZ in 
Vienna, CPU in Slovenia, or Free Trade in Dublin. 
There is also a European umbrella organisation 
called RREUSE. Besides its environmental 
advantages this solution also generates jobs. 

Events 
Most municipalities provide special waste 
collection arrangements for events (cultural, 
sport, etc.) on major holidays, or around 
parks in the summertime. Christmas trees are 
also collected in several cities (e.g. Munich, 
Vienna, Helsinki, Utrecht, London). 

Flemish authorities have conducted thorough 
research to find the most environmentally 
sustainable plastic glass for use at events. 

Recycling stations 
The majority of cities provide un-staffed 
public recycling points open 24/7, some with 
restricted opening hours. Staffed recycling 
centres are also available in most cities, 
accepting a wider range of materials, but 
with limited opening times. Some of these 
recycling stations are city managed, but the 
majority of the staffed ones are run by 
contractors engaged by local authorities (e.g. 
Frankfurt, Madrid, Prague). Recycling points 

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/waste/publications/pdf/compost_en.pdf
http://web.tu-dresden.de/intecuspayt/results/HBAnnex3_Caseresults.pdf
http://www.eurocities.eu/uploads/load.php?file=14EUROCITIES_CaseStudy_Vienna_RUSZ_May10-RHUG.pdf
http://www.eko-tce.eu/
http://www.dublinwaste.ie/files/IrishTimes28082006.pdf
http://www.rreuse.org/t3/
http://www.ovam.be/jahia/Jahia/pid/1435?lang=en
http://www.ovam.be/jahia/Jahia/pid/1435?lang=en
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everywhere accept glass, and most also 
paper, steel, aluminium and textiles. 

As part of "producer responsibility", recycling 
points for packaging material in Stockholm are 
provided by producers, and in Malmö they 
oversee all un-staffed facilities.  

Communication with citizens 

This is an important part of making waste 
separation effective. This includes 
information given to citizens, and also 
collecting feedback on services. Authorities 
need to educate households on the 
practicalities, and also the reasons. They also 
need to promote waste selection. This 
usually involves municipal websites, door-to-
door methods (fliers, magazines, waste 
consultants, etc.), advertising (in media, on 
posters, on public transport) and events or 
campaigns. Education on waste starts in 
schools or even nurseries in many places, 
with games or award programmes (e.g. 
Hungary or Northamptonshire).  

The city of Trento provides a detailed manual for 
home composting, and runs numerous 
campaigns on different aspects of waste 
separation and prevention (school food waste, 
diapers, plastic cutlery, etc.). London promotes 
recycling by mobile phone games. Bonn 
organises spring cleaning days, where the 
participants are rewarded with mentions in 
official publications. In Zurich bulky waste is 
collected by trams, as it is environmentally 
friendlier. 

Various methods are used to gather 
feedback from citizens, ranging from call 
centres and mailboxes, through discussion 
groups and community events to customer 
surveys and opinion polls. 

The Lisbon "Evaluation clients study" interviewed 
a representative sample of users. Citizens are free 
to join the "Nottinghamshire listens" panel. 

Quality of service 

Countries, regions or local authorities set up 
waste management strategies and plans to 
set quality standards that can be used to 
evaluate implementation. If contractors are 
involved in waste collection, their contracts 
include service level agreements describing 
collection frequency, cleanliness require-
ments and customer services. Such contracts 
may include penalties and bonuses related 
to achieving performance targets. 

In Charleroi, waste collection and cleanliness 
indicators are monitored by personal 
observation using a grading system for several 
parameters. 

Several municipalities ensure service 
standards by measuring them against 
performance indicators and/or applying 
standardised management systems (e.g. ISO, 
OHSAS, EMAS or Charter Mark).  

In some MS (e.g. Germany, the Netherlands, 
UK) national benchmarking systems exist. A 
European Observatory for municipal waste 
management, to share data and best 
practices, is now being created. 

In 2010, Vienna was named "World city closest to 
sustainable waste management".  

Main references 

Waste collection practices throughout Europe: 
2009 Survey, EUROCITIES.  

Financing and Incentive Schemes for Municipal 
Waste Management: case studies, Final report to 
Directorate General Environment, Eunomia 
Research & Consulting, 2002. 

Success stories on composting and separate 
collection, European Commission, 2000. 

http://www.northamptonshire.gov.uk/en/councilservices/Environ/waste/slimbin/Documents/PDF%20Documents/3856%20NCC%20Resource%20Book%20v3.pdf
http://www.comune.trento.it/Aree-tematiche/Ambiente-e-territorio/Rifiuti-urbani/Gestione-integrata-rifiuti/Riduzione-dei-rifiuti/Incentivazione-del-compostaggio-domestico
http://www.comune.trento.it/Aree-tematiche/Ambiente-e-territorio/Rifiuti-urbani/Gestione-integrata-rifiuti/Riduzione-dei-rifiuti/Incentivazione-del-compostaggio-domestico
http://www.comune.trento.it/Aree-tematiche/Ambiente-e-territorio/Rifiuti-urbani/Sensibilizzazione-ed-eventi/Campagne-di-sensibilizzazione
http://www.comune.trento.it/Aree-tematiche/Ambiente-e-territorio/Rifiuti-urbani/Sensibilizzazione-ed-eventi/Campagne-di-sensibilizzazione
http://www.nottinghamshire.gov.uk/home/whatdoyouthink/nottinghamshirelistens.htm
http://www.iso.org/iso/iso_catalogue.htm
http://www.ohsas.org/
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/emas/index_en.htm
http://www.charter-uk.com/charter-mark.asp
http://www.acrplus.org/observatory
http://www.wien.gv.at/english/politics/international/newsletter/4-2010-waste.html
http://www.eurocities.eu/uploads/load.php?file=Waste_Collection_Practices_Throughout_Europe_Report_Final-SMUL.pdf
http://www.eurocities.eu/uploads/load.php?file=Waste_Collection_Practices_Throughout_Europe_Report_Final-SMUL.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/waste/studies/pdf/financingmuncipalwaste_management.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/waste/studies/pdf/financingmuncipalwaste_management.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/waste/publications/pdf/compost_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/waste/publications/pdf/compost_en.pdf
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Endnotes 
 

1 The Landfill Directive aims to reduce the effects of landfills on the environment and human health by introducing stringent 
technical requirements for waste and landfills. The WFD allows for landfills only as a last resort. The Waste Incineration Directive 
regulates the operating conditions and technical requirements of waste incineration plants. The Waste Shipment Regulation 
introduces procedures and requirements for safety and environmental reasons.  
2 The National Legislative Framework of 16 MS can be found at the European Topic Centre on Sustainable Consumption and 

Production (EIONET); the waste section of European Environment: state and outlook 2010 (EEA) gives information about all MS. 

3 The organisation of awareness-raising events on the application of community legislation on shipments of waste, on landfills, 
on waste management plans and on waste prevention programmes, Final Report WMP/Prevention, BiPRO, 13 Dec 2009, p 22. 

4 An example of a good waste management system: the City of Nichelino, Giuseppe Catizone, 27 Nov 2007. 

5 The Implementation Plan for the Environmentally Sound Management of Household Waste, brochure, Flanders, p 16. 

6 National Waste Management Plan 2009-2021, Ministry of Housing, Spatial Planning and the Environment, Dec 2008, p 107. 
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