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Introduction 

The social issues involved in solid waste management (SWM) projects are oftentimes complex and city 
specific; solutions require a solid understanding of technical, social and cultural issues. Understanding the 
social dimensions of a solid waste project is a crucial element of the long-term sustainability of the 
project. The overall objective of a Social Assessment (SA) of urban SWM projects is to identify the 
potential social impacts and risks and to propose measures for the design of the intervention both to 
eliminate harmful effects and to maximize benefits.   
 
Conducting social assessments is the responsibility of the client; however, the Bank task team usually 
needs to provide guidance to clients on how to conduct them. This note aims to provide practical guidance 
to social specialists working on urban SWM projects in designing social assessments. It is not definitive. 
Instead, it is aimed at helping social specialists structure and lead conversations on issues related SWM 
projects with technical teams, clients and other stakeholders. It will also help SWM specialists and clients 
to have a better understanding of the social dimensions of urban SWM projects and contribute to a better 
design.  
 
Urban SWM projects often require land acquisition and trigger the World Bank OP 4.12 on Involuntary 
Resettlement. While land acquisition and resettlement create significant social impacts, detailed guidance 
on the implementation of OP 4.12 is available, and this note therefore will not offer guidance on these 
issues. This note is intended as guidance for the social assessments to be conducted under OP 4.01 and 
covers social issues beyond involuntary resettlement.  
 
Main Characteristics of Urban Solid Waste Management Projects 

Urban integrated SWM refers to the collection, transfer, and treatment of solid wastes generated by all 
urban population groups.  Many Bank-financed solid waste projects include components of collection, 
transport, and treatment, such as construction of landfills, incinerators, storage and transferring stations, 
and sorting facilities. These investments, when they lead to improvements in overall solid waste 
management, also may reduce greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions. Some Bank-financed solid waste 
projects also support activities of solid waste separation at sources, solid waste reduction, recycling and 
reuse, activities that yield broad environmental benefits, including GHG reductions.  
 
Solid waste affects all members of a population, but those that bear the negative aspects of waste are 
commonly the waste pickers, whose health and safety may be adversely affected by waste, people who 
live near the waste facilities (e.g., transfer stations, dumps, landfills), and low-income populations who 
often lack basic services.  Some other dimensions that are also important for designing an effective solid 
waste management project include identification of stakeholders, maximizing community participation 
before, during, and after project implementation, and an understanding of the sources of waste generation, 
as well as practices relating to waste storage, separation and recycling at the household level.  
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Levels of Analysis 

The social assessment of urban SWM projects should look at three interrelated issues: the urban scale, the 
SWM sector within the city, and the project level.  
 
Urban Scale. As a consequence of rapid urbanization and improvements in people’s living standards, 
cities are now generating more solid waste. In many cases, most solid waste is disposed of on land in 
open dumps and sanitary landfills. Disposal of solid waste and hazardous waste without careful planning 
and management can present a danger to human health and the environment. At the urban planning level, 
the social assessment will help to assess and analyze: 
 

• The availability and suitability of land for the construction of SWM facilities, bearing in mind 
regional, geographic, demographic, institutional and climatic factors 

• Adequate coverage of SWM services, particularly in poor areas, and related incidence of 
community health issues 

 
SWM Sector. A well-developed sectoral plan of SWM in a city will promote improvement of SWM in 
organizational arrangements, techniques, collection, separation, and recovery of solid waste, and the 
environmentally safe disposal of non-recoverable residues. The social dimensions that need to be 
considered in a sectoral plan include: 
 

• Types of solid wastes in the city and their volumes 
• Sources and main generators of different types of solid wastes 
• Existing institutional arrangements for SWM system in the city, including waste storage, 

collection, transportation, and disposal  
• Areas where solid waste collection services may be lacking or where systems may be only 

informal. 
• Opportunities for added-value, provided by the private sector (including micro-entrepreneurs) 
• Capacity building needs 
• Trends of solid waste generation 
• Change in characteristics of wastes 
• Diversified urban residents 
• How waste is currently being managed: waste flows and destinations 

 
Project Level. At the project level, social assessment is an integral part of the feasibility study. It is an 
approach and a tool to incorporate social analysis and people’s participation into the design and 
implementation of investment projects. It will help examine the social dimensions associated with the 
project, assess the potential social impacts and risks, and propose measures for project design both to 
eliminate harmful effects and to maximize project benefits. To design a better urban SWM project, social 
assessment should help collect and analyze relevant social data and information, such as the following: 
 

• Local people’s knowledge about solid waste 
• Household solid waste practices and problems (e.g. patterns of material use, waste handling, 

separation, recycling)  
• Existing solid waste services and local people’s needs 
• Existing institutional arrangements of SWM system 
• Existing solid waste service fee and payment arrangements 
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• Willingness to pay for and affordability of improved SWM services  
• Mechanisms for engaging local people and communities in the design and implementation of the 

SWM project 
• Local socio-cultural practices, patterns and tendencies regarding waste generation, management 

and disposal  
 
Key Social Issues in the Sector 

Waste Pickers. Waste pickers are people who informally collect recyclable wastes or organic wastes on 
roads, at final disposal sites, and other places, to earn income or livelihoods. While they are key actors in 
the informal economy and provide a valuable service to the cities they live in, they are often marginalized. 
They are often comprised of the socially vulnerable groups, including low-income families, women, 
children, and migrant workers. When designing a solid waste project, the social assessment should look at 
the following issues related to waste pickers: 
 

• Demographic information, such as number of waste pickers and their composition, such as 
children, women, elderly 

• Past experience of waste pickers, skills, constraints and desires with regard to their work 
• Working conditions and locations, such as dumpsites, streets 
• Earnings, income and livelihood 
• Risks and hazards to health 
• Access to social services 
• Organizational structures 
• Potential measures and prospects to address the issues of waste pickers in the project design (See 

Box 1 & 2) 
• Identifying alternative long-term work opportunities, through a consultative process  
• Economic, ecological and social contributions waste pickers are providing the city – cost/benefit 

analysis to evaluate ways in which to address informality 
• Identification of the social risks (marginalization, exploitation, etc.) 
• Level and potential for organization of waste pickers to increase political voice 

  
 

Box 1.  Social Inclusion Initiatives for Waste Pickers in Brazil  
 
The Brazil Solid Waste Picker Social Inclusion Initiative under The Integrated Solid Waste Management and 
Carbon Finance Project in Brazil includes action plans to improve working conditions and incomes of about 5,000 
waste pickers at the Rio de Janeiro landfills of Jardim Gramaccho, Itaoca and other locations.  
 
The program helps waste pickers  
•           improve health and safety conditions, 
•           increase productivity and incomes (through new investments and technical assistance), 
•           formalize their work, 
•           increase their access to credit and government services, and 
•           develop work alternatives through training, job placement and support to cooperatives and MSEs. 
 
Source: The World Bank. (2011, January 28). Brazil: New opportunities to improve working conditions of 5,000 waste pickers -- $2.7 million 

grant from Japan to benefit informal recyclers in urban landfills: http://go.worldbank.org/LBLJJ6T2O0. 
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Box 2. Livelihood Rehabilitation -- The Southern West Bank Solid Waste Management Project 
 

The Southern West Bank Solid Waste Management Project, implemented in the challenging conditions of the 
Occupied West Bank, has managed not only to restore the livelihoods of 85 waste pickers affected by the closing of 
the Yatta dumpsite but also to measurably improve their lives in multiple ways. Socioeconomic and market studies 
and an intensive consultative process were undertaken to develop viable and sustainable livelihoods options that 
would: (1) allow sufficient options and flexibility for real choices to be made; (2) take into account not only their 
individual potentials and needs, but those of their families; and (3) incorporate both the desires and concerns of the 
beneficiaries and an objective assessment of their capacities, constraints and opportunities. 
 
The results of this process were: 
• accommodation of all 30 persons who chose to remain in the waste sector (via their incorporation into 

formal jobs at the new landfill and transfer station) 
• development of individualized, family-based livelihoods projects for the 54 households (including support 

to livestock raising and the launching or strengthening of a variety of small businesses, including stone 
cutting, the manufacture and sale of clothing, blacksmith, surveyor, used furniture shop, etc.) 

• full scholarships for the university studies of two persons 
 
Other actions taken include:  
• improvement of health and safety conditions at the existing site (distribution of boots, gloves and other 

clothing and protective gear, vaccinations, medical checkups, health and safety training, special measures 
for the seriously ill…) 

• support to the establishment of a formal workers’ union, with a charter and license and a rural development 
NGO 

•  summer camps and other activities to keep children off the site 
 

Source: The World Bank. West Bank and Gaza Solid Waste Management Project, Improving Solid Waste Management in a Highly Volatile 

Environment, http://go.worldbank.org/1OLK65ZE20 

 
Gender. Women and men play different roles in SWM activities, and often have different needs and 
preferences for SWM services. A SWM project may therefore affect women and men differently.  
Depending on the specific objectives and contents of the SWM project, the following gender issues need 
to be considered:  

• Proportion of female workers in solid waste sectors (both formal and informal) 
• Differentiated roles and participation of women and men in different solid waste management 

activities, such as separation of waste at source, reuse of waste materials, street sweeping, 
collection, sorting, and transportation 

• Differentiated views of women and men on the waste collection sites in the community and 
collection schedules, and other solid waste management services  

• Differentiated impacts on women and men in other regards, such as livelihood, work load, 
employment opportunities, and health 

• Level of knowledge of solid waste management among  women and men 
• Scheduling (night time vs. day time) collection 
• Evaluating for each case whether there is a gender imbalance in the waste picker community 

(more women vs. more men) and if so, why? 
• Differences in earnings between female and male wastepickers 

http://go.worldbank.org/1OLK65ZE20
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Access to Services and Opportunities of Poor People.  Some areas where poor people live in a city, 
such as slums and squatter districts, may not be covered in the city’s solid waste collection system. A 
SWM project, if it is not well designed, can inadvertently contribute to factors of exclusion already 
present in a society. The social assessment may look at the following areas: 
 

• Disproportionate Access: Certain social groups or neighborhoods may be consistently excluded 
from formal SWM services, because they lack the organizational capacity or political voice, or 
because other groups hinder the equitable participation of these groups in decision-making and 
resource allocation.  

• Disproportionate Access to Opportunities: When formal employment opportunities rise out of 
SWM projects, these employment opportunities may exclude already vulnerable groups. 

• Demands of poor and vulnerable groups: Poor and vulnerable groups may have different demands 
for SWM services. Special attention needs to be paid to vulnerable populations such as low-
income households, women and peripheral residents in designing the SWM system, including 
collection, storage, transport and disposal.   
 
 

• Disproportionate Adverse Impacts: Low-income, low caste, minority or new immigrant 
communities are often more likely to live or work near transport and disposal sites, and as a 
consequence they face a greater risk of hazards to their health. Women and children may be more 
likely than men to work as waste pickers, so that they too face greater health risks. The impact 
and potential exposure to toxins encountered associated with living near or working with solid 
waste may increase the risk of disability, morbidity and mortality. 

 
Occupational Health and Safety. Formal and informal workers involved in SWM are directly exposed 
to toxic materials in the course of their occupations, and indirect health effects can arise from 
contaminated sites, proliferation of vermin, and open dumpsites. Social assessments can help understand 
the following: 
 

• The key health and labor safety threats faced by informal and formal solid waste workers 
• Extent to which health and labor safety issues affect the livelihoods and job security of SWM 

workers 
• Existing coping mechanisms, such as social safety nets and insurance available to solid waste 

workers  
• Some low cost measures such as appropriate attire, collection regulation, etc. 

 
Locating of Solid Waste Disposal Sites. Municipal solid waste collection and disposal directly impact 
the health of the urban environment. Management solutions have to be technologically feasible, socially 
acceptable, and environmentally and financially sustainable. Landfill site selection is often a contentious 
social issue, because few people desire to live near a waste facility, unless they are properly compensated. 
The social assessment can be a process to obtain public acceptance through informed consultation with 
local communities in the process of disposal site selection. The process should ensure the following: 
 

• Transparent site selection criteria are adequately disseminated in the local communities. 
• Accessible grievance redress mechanism is adequately designed and in place.  
• Local communities can have adequate access to the information of comparative studies of 

alternative disposal sites. 
• Local people are well informed about the negative environmental impacts of the disposal site. 
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• Social reactions from local communities are fully understood through social surveys. 
• Public acceptance is obtained through a participatory process, which may include compensation 

(e.g., building a school, garden, or health center in addition to the waste facility). 
• Involvement of different institutional levels is key for transparency: federal, local, community, 

etc. 
 
Cost Recovery & Willingness to Pay. The cost of SWM services is itself often a barrier to improvement 
and expansion of services, especially to peripheral or low-income communities. Potential designs for cost 
recovery and understanding the willingness and ability of users to pay are therefore high priorities. Social 
assessments can gather data on and analyze user preferences, willingness and ability to contribute to 
SWM services, by fees, in-kind contributions, or voluntary services. Perceptions of current tariffs, their 
transparency and equity can also be assessed.  
 
Key Steps 

A well designed social assessment should contribute to i) providing specific measures and suggestions to 
optimize project design, ii) avoiding or mitigating negative social impacts and reducing social risks, and 
iii) ensuring that the project design and activities harmonize with the macro development objectives in the 
city. Three key steps for a social assessment are described below.  
 
 
Social Screening  
 
Social screening is used to identify the key issues that need to be assessed. A full understanding of the 
project development objective is the starting point for effective social screening. The screening is often 
carried out by means of field visits and consultations with a sample of different stakeholders. The 
screening helps to determine if further assessment is needed for the project’s design and implementation. 
It should focus on the following issues:  
 

• The primary stakeholders of the proposed project  
• Availability of urban planning efforts, solid waste sector management plan, and a land use plan in 

the city 
• Institutional arrangements of SWM in the city 
• The key social issues at different levels (urban planning, sector and project) potentially involved 

in the proposed project 
• The potential social impacts and risks of the proposed project 
• The affordability of improved solid waste management services and the ability of customers to 

pay 
• Possible additional social dimensions to the project  
• Potential impact of a new project on existing SW collection “systems,” whether formal or 

informal, taking into account their merits and the livelihoods they support 
  

STEP 1 
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Some important questions on specific issues to be considered for the social screening are listed in Table 1.  
 
Table 1. Guiding Questions on Social Issues 

Issues Guiding Questions for Social Assessment 

Waste Pickers • What is the nature and extent of informal solid waste picking?  What are the 
reasons / motivations for waste pickers, different groups of waste pickers? 
How are the waste pickers organized? 

• What is the composition of waste pickers by gender and age? 
• Do waste pickers have any mechanisms for coping with shocks? 
• Are waste pickers subject to health risks? Are there ways to address these risks? 
• How will the investment affect waste pickers?  
• What potential alternative methods of livelihoods could suit the conditions of 

the waste pickers? 

Gender  • What role do women and children play in the SWM system? 
• What is the time spent by men, women, boys and girls in disposing of trash? 
• What is the level of satisfaction of male and female users of the current SWM 

system’s convenience, effectiveness and affordability? 
• If women are responsible for household waste disposal, will their role in 

carrying household waste to bins placed in public places be hindered in 
cultural settings where women’s presence in public is discouraged? 

•  Are there any political or ethnic issues associated with sharing a waste 
disposal site?  

Labor Safety & 
Health 

• What are the labor safety and health risks faced by SWM workers (formal and 
informal)? 

• How do these labor safety and health risks affect the productivity and 
livelihoods of the workers? 

• What are the existing coping mechanisms (community support, safety nets, 
insurance mechanisms) used by workers to deal with these risks and the effect 
on their productivity? 

• Child-care? 

Cost Recovery 
& Willingness 
to Pay 

• What are the current tariff and payment levels?  
• What tariff level is needed to justify investment?  
•  Are users willing and able to pay this amount? Are users fully aware of cost of 

services and level of service to be expected? 
• Are users willing to pay more to maintain current service levels?  
• What measures will be taken to ensure that the poor are subsidized?  Would 

populations be willing to pay in kind or by contributing services? 
• What are the costs/benefits for the city of integrating the existing informal 

sector? 
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Siting and other 
relevant social 
issues 

• Are there any social groups or poor neighborhoods consistently excluded from 
the formal solid waste service? Can they equitably participate in decision 
making about SWM? 

• How are the most vulnerable groups (e.g. households in close proximity to 
existing or planned waste transfer and disposal sites, waste pickers, women) 
affected by current SWM practices? 

• How will they be affected by the proposed SWM project? 
• How can their participation be used to understand adverse impacts and potential 

gains? 
• Are there other groups with conflicting interests that might hinder the 

participation of vulnerable groups in design, or prevent vulnerable groups 
from benefitting from the development project? 

• Who are the institutional actors in SWM? What is the role of government, 
private and informal sector and community groups? Are these roles and 
responsibilities governed by existing regulations and understood by all actors? 

• What coordination exists between these institutional actors? What are the 
incentives and disincentives for cooperation? Are there sets of mutual and/or 
competing interests between and among institutional stakeholders? 

• How can cooperation be strengthened among institutions to better meet the 
needs of low income and vulnerable groups? 

• What is the capacity of institutions and communities to work together in 
participatory ways for identification of needs, prioritizing investments, choice 
of design, monitoring of services, maintenance and management of SWM 
infrastructure? 

• What are current waste generating practices of households, formal and informal 
industries, commercial enterprises and institutions?  

• Are service users currently satisfied with their existing solid waste collection 
points?  

• What aspect of the existing SWM system bothers users the most?  
• Are service users aware of the need to manage solid waste better?  How do they 

perceive and interact with their MSWM authorities?  
• If the government is not providing an effective service, how do users manage?   
• Does the municipal agency provide information and respond to complaints? 

 
Defining the Scope and Content of Social Assessments 
 
The scope and content of social assessments will vary from project to project depending on the 
socioeconomic context in city, as well as the development objective and content of the project. In order to 
provide useful information for project design, the social scoping needs to clarify the following issues 
based on the findings of the social screening:  
 

• Timeline of social assessment. The social assessment can be designed as an input relating to the 
project design alone, or to the complete project cycle. A decision in this regard should be made at 
an early stage. The timeframe should be defined in order to project population growth accurately, 
as well. 

• Key social dimensions and issues. Scoping is used to determine the key issues and dimensions 
which need to be assessed further based on the findings of the screening. The following are some 
common issues covered in the social assessment of an urban solid waste management project:  
 

STEP 2 
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 Participation of and consultation with relevant players in solid waste management, 
including community organization members, sanitation workers, street cleaners, waste 
pickers,  women, the elderly and disabled, to understand their views (and behaviors) 
regarding solid waste separation, collection, transportation, and location of disposal sites. 

 Poor people’s access to services and opportunities, such as i) inclusion of poor communities 
in the solid waste collection system; ii) provision of employment opportunities for the poor, 
vulnerable, and women; and iii) the willingness and ability of the poor to pay for new or 
improved services. 

 Social impacts and risks that various groups of people, such as waste pickers, sanitation 
workers, and any community living in the vicinity of disposal sites might face, either in the 
form of safety on the job or risks to health from contamination, vermin and open dumpsites. 
Risks associated with the acquisition of land, either temporarily or permanently, which might 
lead to the loss of incomes, housing, services, facilities and resources for those displaced or 
otherwise affected.  

 Social and cultural factors which affect the ability of stakeholders to participate in or benefit 
from the proposed project.  

 Measures and recommendations for project design and implementation can include 
incentive mechanisms for household participation in solid waste separation and solid waste 
knowledge campaigns. 

 
• Methodologies of social assessment. There are different methodologies and tools which can be 

used for social assessment, and the cost of the assessment varies depending on which are used. 
Methodologies should be selected taking into consideration the cost, time required, and their 
efficiency in collecting data. 

• Contents of the social assessment report. The report can include background on the project, 
methodologies used in the social assessment, key issues affecting the project, and 
recommendations and suggestions for improving project design and implementation by 
incorporating the assessment findings. 

 
The output of step 2 will be a term of reference of social assessment (SA TOR).  
 
Incorporating Social Dimensions into Project Design and Implementation 
 
It is important for the social development specialist(s) to interact with other project team members, 
particularly the technical design team members, to ensure that the social dimensions are integrated in the 
project design. In practice, a social action plan can be prepared based on the findings and 
recommendations of the social assessment to ensure that social dimensions identified are adequately 
addressed in the project design and implementation. The social action plan can have two parts: a) actions 
for project design, and b) actions for project implementation. It is also important to have government 
ownership of and commitment to the implementation of the plan.  
  

STEP 3 
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Actions for project design. Some social issues can be addressed by amending the project design. For this 
part, the plan needs to include the following: 
 

• The key social concerns 
• The main findings of the social assessment for the specific social concerns 
• The recommended measures to address the specific social concerns 
• Changes to be made in the project design based on the recommendations of the social assessment 
• Follow-up actions for the issues that cannot be addressed at the design stage 

 
Actions for project implementation. Not all social concerns can be addressed by changes to the project 
design. For the issues that need to be addressed during project implementation, the action plan needs to 
include the following: 
 

• The key concerns 
• The main findings of the assessment 
• The key activities proposed during implementation to address these concerns 
• The institutional arrangements necessary to address concerns 
• Implementation schedule of proposed activities and responsible parties for implementation 
• Budget for implementation 
• Monitoring indicators for activities, preferably incorporated into the results framework of the 

project 
 

Matrix of social actions. To summarize the key concerns, main findings, recommendations of the social 
assessment, and the proposed actions, it is always good practice to include a matrix of actions in the 
assessment report.  
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