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1. Introduction 
 
In the 1980s, a photograph of scavengers, some of them children, picking through garbage at 
Manila’s ‘Smokey Mountain’ dumpsite came to represent poverty in the Philippines. In 1995, the 
government closed the over-filled dumpsite, announcing plans to convert it into a low-cost 
housing development and an industrial zone. But the 1997 Asian financial crisis caught up with 
the project, and the promise of a better life for the scavengers remained unfulfilled. 
 
The closure of Smokey Mountain threatened to deprive scavengers and their families of their 
only source of livelihood. A year before the closure, they were already following the rerouted 
garbage trucks more than 20 kilometers away to what is now the largest dumpsite in the country 
– Payatas in Quezon City (Rivera 1994, 53). If the garbage mountain represented poverty, why 
did the poor follow it? The reason is that to the 4,000 to 8,000 families who depend on the 
Payatas dumpsite, garbage is not a symbol of poverty: it is an asset (Tuason 2002, 1). 
 
This paper describes how poor families living in the Payatas dumpsite earn an income and create 
jobs for their neighbors by recovering and recycling wastes. A few, who have become traders 
and small producers who have managed to penetrate the country’s biggest supermarkets and 
even the export market with their recycled products. The scavengers of Payatas have shown that 
waste recovery and recycling can simultaneously help to reduce poverty and protect the 
environment. However, several recent trends threaten the poverty-reduction potential of waste 
recovery and recycling. Low-income communities and their allies must explore a number of 
options to counter these threats. The options involve natural asset building via strategies that 
combine investment, redistribution, internalization, and appropriation. 
 
Although based on a case study in the Philippines, the paper’s analysis may be applicable to 
other countries, too. The degree of applicability will depend on, among other things, the extent to 
which the poor have access to waste materials, regulations on waste handling, and market 
structures for waste recovery and recycling. 
 
 

2. Materials Conservation and the Poor 
 
Materials conservation can be achieved in four distinct ways: by reducing the consumption of 
materials; by re-using materials; by recovering used materials and delivering these to another 
party who has further use for the materials; and by reprocessing or recycling the materials into 
other forms that are useful to others.  
 
In metro Manila, low-income groups are most involved in recovering waste materials through the 
activity known as ‘scavenging’. Only a small percentage are involved in reprocessing or 
recycling, because these require larger investments and more complex systems. For example, 
recycling plastic beverage containers requires high-volume cleaning, grinding, and extruding 
machines that are beyond the means of low-income groups. At the same time, their poverty 
forces them to limit their own consumption of materials and maximize the re-use of whatever 
possessions they have.  



 2

 
Waste recovery involves the following activities: 

• sorting out reusable and recyclable materials in the waste container or the dumpsite, 
and selling these to designated buyers employed by ‘junk shops’; 

• transporting the materials to the junk shop; 
• consolidating and segregating the materials in different sections within the junk shop; 
• cleaning of the materials if buyers require this; 
• storage of the materials until a specific volume and price are reached; 
• delivery to or pick up by companies who recycle the materials. 

 
Each of these activities adds value and price to the materials. Most low-income groups are 
engaged only in the sorting process, after which control passes to ‘junk shop cartels’. Some are 
hired as laborers in the junk shops, but few of the poor are able to move up to become junk shop 
owners or recyclers themselves. 

 

 

Recycling Flows 
 
The usual notion of wastes, whether these are liquid, solid, or gaseous, is that they are pollutants 
discarded environmental ‘sinks’: bodies of water, landfills, and the atmosphere. This notion 
assumes a linear flow of materials from their original form as natural resources to their ultimate 
disposal as wastes. Figure 1 depicts this flow, in which natural resources are extracted, 
processed, converted, distributed to consumers, and finally deposited into environmental sinks. 
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Figure. 1: 
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A more complex but more accurate representation of the flow and processing of materials is 
shown in Figure 2, which includes the enormous opportunities for recycling ‘waste’ at different 
stages of the production and consumption process. Five basic types of ‘Recycling Flows’ are 
identified: 

• Recycling Flow 1 is known as home scrap because the waste is recycled within the 
processing plant. 

• Recycling Flow 2, prompt scrap, requires the intervention of an intermediary 
commercial firm to collect scrap and redirect it back into basic processing.  

• Recycling Flow 3, commercial scrap, is composed of packaging waste, and is the 
staple business of most commercial recycling firms.  

• Recycling Flow 4, post-consumer scrap, is the recyclable component of the 
household waste stream that enters municipal solid waste.  

• Recycling Flow 5, re-used scrap, is a household or community-level recycling 
practice that has all but disappeared in modern economies, but is now undergoing a 
resurgence in the case of clothing.i 

 
 



 5

Figure 2: 
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In general, the opportunities for home, prompt, and commercial scrap recycling flows are 
implemented more fully than opportunities for post-consumer and re-used scrap recycling, for 
several reasons:  

• quantity: the volume of recyclable materials; 
• homogeneity: their quality and consistency; 
• contamination: the degree to which different materials and substances are mixed 

together; and 
• location: the number of points at which the materials are first discarded as waste. 

 
The home scrap recycling flow, for example, is characterized by high volume, high 
homogeneity, low contamination, and a single source location. Post-consumer scrap, on the other 
hand, is characterized by low volume, low homogeneity, high contamination, and multiple 
locations.  
 
As Turner et al. (1993, 22) observe, four additional factors can also affect the recycling effort: 

• the relative prices of secondary, or recycled, versus primary raw materials as inputs 
into production processes; 

• the end-use structure (number of uses and grades of material required) for any given 
recyclable material: for example, mixed waste papers and mixed color glass typically 
have fewer uses than single-grade wastes; 

• technological progress in the secondary and primary materials industries; and 
• historical and cultural factors that condition the degree of ‘environmental awareness’ 

in society. 
 
Low-income groups have some opportunities to participate in and generate income from the flow 
of prompt, commercial, and post-consumer scrap, but to do so they have to deal with junk shop 
owners, garbage collection agencies and firms, and other more economically empowered entities 
with an interest in these flows.  
 
Two further recycling flows can tap materials after they have entered the waste stream. If 
effective facilities are established to separate compostables before these reach the dumpsite, 
these can be processed and delivered to extractive activities such as agriculture and forestry. This 
is shown as compost scrap (Recycling Flow 6) in Figure 3. The final recycling flow, shown as 
dumpsite scrap (Recycling Flow 7) in Figure 3, is seen primarily in countries in the South, where 
recovery activities are allowed at municipal dumpsites. This yields a flow of materials back to 
basic processing, conversion, and fabrication, and distribution activities. This is the main flow in 
which low-income groups in the Philippines, including the scavengers of Payatas, participate. 
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Figure 3: Additional Recycling Flows 
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Limitations 
 
Recycling has its limits: there will always be some materials that cannot be recycled, simply 
because these have lost all usefulness. There are also certain materials that should not be 
recycled, particularly toxic and hazardous waste (THW). The Philippines generated 19 million 
metric tons of THW per year in the mid-1990s, equivalent to roughly 275 kilos per capita 
(Philippines Department of Environment and Natural Resources 1997:11). The vast majority of 
this – 17 million tons – was generated by the semiconductor industry and consisted of massive 
quantities of wastewater. Until now, there is no major facility that can handle these and other 
toxic and hazardous wastes in the Philippines. 
 
Moreover, recycling can be quite costly, and can itself be a source of pollution. Paper recycling 
factories, for example, discharge effluents that can harm rivers and waterways if not properly 
managed. Treating these effluents is costly. Recycled paper is often more expensive than paper 
made from virgin wood pulp. It can be argued, however, that the cost of virgin paper is often 
understated, because the cost of replacing the forests that produce the pulp is not included. 
Moreover, because 100%-recycled paper is darker, it is not preferred as a printing or writing 
material.  
 
These economic and technological limitations are a continuing challenge for the development of 
recycling industries. 

 
 

3. The Philippine Urban Context 
 
Rural-to-urban migration, population growth, and inadequate waste disposal facilities have 
created immense pressure on urban environments in the Philippines. As a result, garbage has 
become an issue that easily mobilizes the ordinary urban citizen into political action. Local 
governments officials often allocate a substantial portion of their budgets to garbage collection 
for fear that they could lose the next election on that issue alone.  
 
The Philippines’ largest urban center is Metro Manila, with a population of more than 10 million. 
Four dumpsites, Smokey Mountain, Carmona, Payatas, and San Mateo, served the metropolis in 
recent years. One by one, these have been closed, mainly because they were filled to and beyond 
their capacity. In early 2001, the last destination for Metro Manila’s garbage, the San Mateo 
landfill, was closed following protests from the residents of the host town and surrounding 
areas.ii Tired of the stench, dirt, and disease that the garbage trucks carried through their 
communities, non-governmental organizations (NGOs), people’s organizations, and ordinary 
citizens blocked the roads leading to the landfill. Even local politicians joined the barricades 
when they saw the citizens’ resolve. The landfill remains closed to this day. 
 
Mountains of garbage piled up on city streets as the eleven cities and six towns of Metro Manila 
were left to fend for themselves. Illegal dumpsites sprang up in rural areas without the required 
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environmental permits and systems, and the health of both urban and rural communities was 
endangered. The reopening of the Payatas dumpsite and the opening of a new landfill in 
Rodriguez town outside of Metro Manila have now eased the situation, at least temporarily. 
 
The Ecological Solid Waste Management Act (Republic Act 9003), signed into law in early 
2001, has encouraged recycling as one response to the landfill crisis. Of the 5,350 metric tons of 
waste generated daily in Metro Manila in the late 1990s, only 6% was being recycled (JICA-
MMDA 1998, 2-7, 5-11). A coalition of urban environmental NGOs, including the Recycling 
Movement of the Philippines, the Earth Day Network, Mother Earth, Linis Ganda (literally, 
Clean Beauty), Concerned Citizens Against Pollution, and Greenpeace (Philippines), 
campaigned for the passage of this Act. The scavenger communities in Payatas and their 
organizations, like the Lupang Pangako Urban Poor Association and the Payatas Scavengers 
Association, were not involved in the campaign, although their leaders were told that they would 
benefit from the Act’s passage. 
 
No systematic studies on recycling have been conducted since the implementation of the Act. 
Based on the increase in the number of junk shops in Metro Manila, however, the Earth Day 
Network estimates that the recycling rate may have risen as high as 15%. Local governments are 
now looking for economical and effective facilities for composting and recycling wastes, and the 
national government and foreign donors are providing funding and other incentives for such 
projects. 
 
 

4. Making a Living in Payatas 
 
Payatas is the country’s largest open dumpsite, occupying 20 hectares (50 acres) of land in 
Quezon City, the largest component city of Metro Manila. The dump started operations in the 
early 1970s. Today, despite its lack of the liners and piping systems required of sanitary landfills, 
it receives around 1,200 tons of trash per day. Roughly, 6,000 waste-pickers make or supplement 
their livings by combing through this mountain of garbage (JICA-MMDA 1998, 2-5). 
 
On July 10, 2000, more than 200 waste-pickers lost their lives in Payatas when a huge section of 
the garbage mountain collapsed after strong rains. Because of this tragedy, the government 
closed the site.iii After a few months, however, the dump was opened again upon the request of 
the waste-pickers themselves, although the collapsed section of the dump has been permanently 
closed. The tragedy attracted more NGOs and government agencies to provide health, livelihood, 
and other assistance to the Payatas scavengers, but their lives remains difficult. 
 
How do the scavengers make a living? Figure 4 is a simplified overview of the waste stream. 
From the source, which may be a residence, a commercial entity, or a factory, waste is collected 
by garbage trucks contracted by local governments or the source itself. Some garbage is also 
collected by itinerant waste-pickers using simple ‘push-carts’, who shout at the top of their 
voices to households to bring out their recyclables – newspapers, bottles, used paper, scrap 
metal, etc. – which they buy at prices that vary with market conditions. There are also itinerant 
waste-pickers who have no capital, and just pick through garbage receptacles that they encounter 
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in their route, resulting in garbage being strewn on roads and sidewalks. Although they recover 
some materials for recycling they also perform a disservice to the environment. 
 
 
Figure 4: 
Picking through the Waste Stream 
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When the garbage trucks collect waste from the source, the truck crews also do their own sorting 
of recyclable items. Before the truck reaches the dumpsite, these are dropped off at junk shops 
along the way. In this way, the crew earns money to supplement their low wages. At the 
dumpsite entrance, as the trucks line up to pay fees to the local government (around PhP 600 or 
US$ 12 per truck), young boys jump onto the back of the truck to pick quickly through the load. 
These boys, called ‘jumpers’, usually are hired by junk shop owners to do this work. About a 
kilometer from the entrance, in the actual dumping area, hundreds of waste-pickers wait. They 
are called ‘mangangalahig’, after the pointed tool called a ‘kalahig’ that they use to pick through 
the garbage. They assemble behind the truck and immediately sift through the garbage as it falls 
off. They have mastered the art of avoiding being buried by the garbage or run over by the truck, 
but sometimes accidents happen. 
 
Scavengers who lack the physical abilities of the jumpers and the mangangalahigs are forced to 
rely on more tedious but less competitive ways to pick through the waste. They go to areas of the 
dump that are being leveled by bulldozers, in hope that the bulldozers inadvertently will unearth 
garbage that may still be of value. There are fewer waste-pickers, and consequently less 
competition, in these locations. Those who do this job are called ‘suro’, the local term for 
‘dredging’. A few of them have been run over by bulldozers. 
 
The final stage of waste picking is performed the ‘sala’, literally ‘to sift through’. They go to the 
areas of the dump that have already been burned or are still burning. Using tongs, some of them 
sift through the ash looking for metal and other items of value. Others extract whole clumps of 
ash and use nearby waterways to remove the ash, hoping to find useful items. Their chances of 
recovering items of much value are slim, however. Ironically, the least rewarding job in the 
dumpsite is also the riskiest.iv The sala are constantly subjected to smoke and flames. Most of 
those who died in the July 2000 accident at Payatas were salas buried under smouldering 
garbage.  
 
From this discussion, it should be clear that getting the earliest access to recyclable materials is 
the key to success. Those who get the ‘leftovers’ face the greatest risks and get the lowest 
returns. Indeed, the dumpsite itself is not the most strategic asset for resource recovery, since the 
waste stream has already been screened and the most valuable items extracted before it reaches 
the dump. 
 
The junk shop node meanwhile acts as the gateway to the market both for recyclable materials 
and information about them – price, quality, minimum volumes, new demand for materials. The 
junk shop is one step away from the dumpsite, and often a step ahead of it. Owners seek to get 
their materials close to the source, so as to maximize volume, quality, and homogeneity, and 
minimize transport costs. The scavengers generally see the junk shop as a necessary evil: it 
depresses prices, monopolizes information, and sometimes even threatens to arrange their 
eviction from the dump. With loans and technical assistance from NGO allies, a few waste-
pickers have managed to become junk shop owners or recycler-buyers themselves, and several of 
them have started to look beyond the dumpsite for more economic opportunities in the recycling 
arena. The next section present profiles of two former waste-pickers who are now small 
entrepreneurs, but have not forgotten their roots and remain active in the waste-pickers 
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organization. They still live on the fringes of the dumpsite, earning their livelihoods in waste 
recovery and recycling. 
 
 

5. From Scavengers to Entrepreneurs 
 
In 1993, the Vincentian Missionaries Social Development Foundation, under the leadership of 
Father Norberto Carcellar and the late Brother Oquet Anayan, started a Savings and Credit 
Program for the scavengers of the Payatas dumpsite. At that time, the dump occupied only five 
of its present 20 hectares. The Foundation’s program catered mainly to women, using a modified 
Grameen Bank approach that emphasized savings rather than outside funding as a source of 
capital. The Foundation organized the borrowers into a people’s organization, the Lupang 
Pangako (or ‘promised land’) Urban Poor Association, Inc. (LUPAI), registered in June 1997 
with the Securities and Exchange Commission of the Philippines. 
 
From an initial seed capital of Philippine Pesos (PhP) 100,000 (around US$ 2,000), donated by a 
government charity agency in 1993, LUPAI now manages around PhP 15 million (US$ 300,000) 
in savings accounts for its 7,000 members (Tuason 2002, 4). Today, many LUPAI members 
engage in microenterprises that provide goods and services to the scavengers and other residents 
of the area surrounding the dumpsite. In addition to the revolving credit program, LUPAI has 
piloted a Community Mortgage Program through which some of its members have acquired 
ownership of the land where their houses now stand. The program has also provided funds for 
improving streets and water systems.  
 
In addition, LUPAI works with other organizations, like the Payatas Scavengers’ Association, on 
advocacy to improve the living conditions in the dumpsite. At dialogues with Quezon City and 
national government agencies, they air grievances and give recommendations, especially on land 
and livelihood issues.  
 
Jaime Salada, one of the original leaders of LUPAI, has lived in Payatas since 1989. He invented 
a ‘laundry brush’ made from discarded plastic foam insulation and plastic netting. Most 
Philippine households wash clothes by hand, using a stiff brush whose hard bristles can damage 
clothes. Jaime’s gadget is softer and easier to handle. In the dump he saw mountains of discarded 
insulation sheets, made of 3-inch foam plastic coated with aluminum foil on one or both sides. 
Jaime removed the foil and cut the plastic into small 1-inch x 3-inch pieces. These make up the 
core of the brush. He then wrapped these with softer rubber foam and plastic netting, sewn to 
produce a handy, light-weight clothes scrubber. In the beginning, all the materials Jaime used 
were recovered from the dump; he simply washed them before assembling them into brushes. 
Now, only the core comes from the dump. He buys clean rubber foam and netting of different 
colors to make his product more attractive. 
 
 



 13

Figure 5: Jaime Salada and his ‘laundry brush’ 
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Once a waste-picker, Jaime is now a recycler-entrepreneur. He has transformed waste materials 
into a new product that has penetrated the mainstream market. In the process he has created 
livelihoods for his neighbors through contracting and direct employment. Because the brush is 
easy to make, many have copied Jaime’s product. He does not mind this, however, because he 
has continually improved his product while lowering his costs. From an original unit price of 
PhP 12 (US$ 0.24), he now sells thousands of brushes at PhP 3.00 (US$ 0.06) per piece to the 
some of the largest supermarket chains in the country. At the same time, he is always on the 
lookout for new products that can be made from waste materials in the dumpsite.v  
 
Edita de la Cuesta received a PhP 4,000 (US$ 80) loan from the Vincentian Savings and Credit 
program in 1994, and used this as working capital to establish a recycling business. Initially, she 
specialized in polypropylene sacks that she washed by hand and sold as a cheap packaging 
material. Later she began to buy the used sacks from other waste-pickers and sold these in 
volume to interested buyers. Now she has her own junk shop and two pickup trucks that 
regularly collect a variety of recyclable materials from waste-pickers in Payatas. Her workers 
clean and stack plastic and glass bottles, scrap metal, aluminum cans and sheets, and other 
materials in her shop. Although, Edita now maintains PhP 180,000 (US$ 3,600) in her LUPAI 
savings account, and has a business loan of PhP 200,000 (US$ 4,000) from the organization, she 
remains humble and unassuming. She has become a favorite interviewee of journalists because 
she is very well-informed. Her modest concrete house just outside the dumpsite served as 
LUPAI’s rescue coordination center during the July 2000 tragedy.  
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Figure 6: Edita dela Cuesta in her junk shop 
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Edita’s business is now feeling the effects of the Ecological Solid Waste Management Act. 
Because the law requires waste segregation at the source, new junk shops that are closer to the 
beginning of the waste stream have sprouted all over Quezon City. Whereas Edita used to buy 
PhP 16,000 (US$ 320) worth of materials from waste pickers on an ordinary day, now she says 
she is lucky to buy one-fourth that amount. Nevertheless, she does not complain about the law. 
She understands its importance in cleaning up the city’s environment and reducing the pressure 
on dumpsites and landfills. Her brother-in-law told her about some new plastic recycling 
processes and machines in Malaysia, and she is now looking into the economics of launching 
such a venture in the Philippines. 
 
Jaime and Edita illustrate some of the potentials and limitations of turning wastes into assets. 
They have risen from poverty under truly challenging circumstances. With a little help from their 
allies and co-members, they now compete in the open market, using their knowledge and skills 
to move continually up the value chain of the waste recovery and recycling industry. They have 
used other assets – including market information, technology, and individual drive – to add value 
to wastes and to derive value from them. Jaime now combines new materials with recycled ones 
to produce a competitive product. Edita is looking for new technology to add value to her 
materials and adjust to the country’s new policy environment. 
 
By encouraging segregation and recycling at the source, however, the success of the Ecological 
Solid Waste Management Law is reducing the volume of waste that reaches the dumpsite. 
Indeed, the law has proven to be an exceptionally effective piece of environmental legislation, 
and junk shops have sprung up around the metropolitan area to absorb the segregated 
recyclables. For the scavengers of Payatas, this means more competition. 
 
 

6. Recycling for Environmental Protection and Poverty Reduction 
 
The environmental benefits of waste recycling include reduction of the use of virgin raw 
materials, soil quality improvement, reduced pressures on landfill space, and reduced air and 
water pollution from landfills and trash strewn elsewhere. Although all of these benefits may 
have motivated the NGOs who campaigned for the passage of RA 9003, an activist deeply 
involved in the campaign believes that the government passed the law primarily in response to 
the increasing difficulty of finding new, socially acceptable landfill sites. 
 
The reduced use of virgin materials also has major environmental impacts. For example, paper 
recycling conserves forests, the sources of pulp for paper manufacturing. Composting – the 
reprocessing and recycling of organic wastes for agricultural use –reduces the demand for 
petrochemical-based fertilizers, as well as reducing pressures on landfill space. By the year 2010, 
it is estimated that 42% of Metro Manila’s trash will consist of ‘kitchen waste’, most of which is 
compostable (JICA-MMDA 1998, 3-8). Composting also reduces air and water pollution 
attributable to organic decomposition in landfill sites, public markets, and residential areas. 
 
Waste recycling can contribute to poverty reduction, too, as the Payatas case shows. A 1996 
survey in Payatas found that families earned an average of PhP 4,550 (US$ 175 at the prevailing 
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exchange rate) per month (Tuason 2002, 1), and income about 20% higher than the legislated 
minimum wage. Because they live and work in the same vicinity, waste-pickers do not have to 
pay for daily transportation. As a part of the ‘informal economy’, their earnings are not subject to 
income and other taxes. The dump also provides some household needs for free, including 
building materials, furniture, clothes, and personal accessories.vi 
 
These benefits are threatened, however, by the scavengers’ lack of ‘job security’; that is, their 
lack of secure rights to access the waste stream. Instead, they can be evicted from the dumpsite at 
any time (Abad 1991, cited by Rivera 1994, 11-12). The Quezon City Government plans to close 
the dump soon because it is already filled beyond its capacity. The income of scavengers has 
already fallen, as upstream recycling has increased with government regulation and incentives. 
Whereas in previous years a scavenger typically earned PhP 200/day, now he or she is lucky to 
earn PhP 65/day. 
 
Health risks pose another continuing threat to the waste-pickers. The German Doctors’ Health 
Care Development Center a NGO, operating a clinic inside the Payatas dumpsite, reported that in 
August 2002 alone they had 339 cases of tuberculosis. This implies a rate of morbidity more than 
eight times higher than the national average. Toxic and hazardous wastes (THWs) are a 
particularly important health issue for the waste-pickers. The clinic does not have records for 
THW victims because these are usually taken directly to hospitals, but there have been reports of 
toxic waste dumping – most commonly paint and paint residues – in the dead of night. 
 
 

7. What is to be Done 
 
What are the prospects for the 4,000 low-income families who depend on the Payatas dumpsite, 
and for other waste-pickers in the Philippines given the implementation of the Ecological Solid 
Waste Management Act? Can they remain dependent on wastes as their main asset? Should they 
continue living in and around the dump? 
 
In the early 1990s, a survey carried out in Payatas found that 28% of the respondents had some 
other sources of income aside from waste picking (Rivera 1994, 69). When asked what they 
would do if the dump were closed, more than half said they would go back to their home 
provinces outside Metro Manila, nearly one-third said they would try to find another job in the 
city, and 12% said they would follow the wastes to a new dumpsite if there was one (Rivera 
1994, 109). These data suggest that the scavengers themselves believe that they need not depend 
on the dumpsite as their only or main asset. With the implementation of solid waste law, they 
may have no choice but to generate alternative livelihood activities around the site, or to move to 
get work in the new recycling facilities and junk shops being set up closer to the sources of 
waste. The natural assets framework suggests a number of possible courses of action. 
 
 

Investment  
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The increase in recycling at the source, in response to landfill closures and the Ecological Solid 
Waste Management Act, has decreased scavengers’ incomes from recycling at the sink. Town 
and city governments are now looking for ways to redirect part of their budgets for garbage 
collection to investments in recycling and composting facilities. In the late 1990s, the total 
expenditure for solid waste management by the local governments of Metro Manila was 
estimated at PhP 2.8 billion (US$ 56 million) per year (JICA-MMDA 1998, 2-25). The national 
government and the World Bank are making loans available for new projects within the Bank’s 
US$100 million Local Government Finance and Development Project (World Bank 2002). These 
funds could help scavengers advance in doing what they do best – sorting, cleaning, processing, 
and creating value out of waste materials. Scavenger organizations and allies should explore how 
they can tap these available funds to support the improvement of their recovery and recycling 
activities. For example, the development of a simple, inexpensive technology for recycling low-
grade plastic could yield great benefits. 
 
A ‘livelihood master plan’ needs to be formulated by the scavengers and their allies. Building on 
the forward-looking initiatives and ideas of waste-pickers like Jaime Salada and Edita de la 
Cuesta such a plan would identify key products and technologies that could have a significant 
impact on the livelihoods of the waste-pickers. The scope of the plan should include on-site and 
off-site activities, and non-agricultural and agricultural alternatives, that build on the strengths 
and experience of the waste-pickers and provide further capacity-building. Government and 
NGO investments could then be based on this plan. 
 
Near the Payatas site, for example, there are many open spaces that could be utilized for urban 
agriculture, including 444 hectares of public land known as the National Government Center. 
Government buildings occupy some of this land, but much of the rest could be leased at 
concessional rates to low-income groups to engage in urban agriculture. At present, the 
ownership status of many of the lands surrounding the dumpsite remains unknown, and the 
national government is now undertaking studies and surveys to determine to whom they belong. 
Some owners have been identified, and people’s organizations like LUPAI are attempting to 
acquire some of these lands using government assistance.  
 
The plan can also look further afield. Payatas junk shop dealers like Edita can use their long 
experience and reliable market linkages to establish junk shops closer to the sources of wastes, 
elsewhere in Metro Manila. Beyond Payatas, another target for investment by government and 
the private sector is composting. Although many simple household-level composting products 
and technologies are appearing in the market, there is a need for larger composting units that can 
serve villages and even cities. An effective technology could transform a large proportion of the 
waste stream from a useless, unsanitary, difficult material into an asset for degraded agricultural 
lands. To succeed, such technology would also need to minimize the health and contamination 
risks associated with poor segregation of wastes at the source. The easiest way to achieve this 
may be to start by collecting more homogeneous and cleaner compostable wastes from fruit, 
vegetable, and food markets, recovering the compostables before they reach the dump. 
 
Finally, investments should be made not just in the waste management system itself, but also in 
the people who have managed wastes for so long, for little income and at great risk to their 
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health and well-being. Investments in ‘human capital’ – education, training, and health – are a 
necessary complement to other forms of investment. 
 
 

Redistribution  
 
Those who benefit most from the garbage problem in the Philippines are big contractors with the 
capital to buy and maintain large fleets of dump trucks. Ironically, these contractors are the least 
interested in waste segregation at the source: they find it easier to collect mixed wastes and dump 
them in landfills. Scavengers, by contrast, view waste as an asset, and they potentially can derive 
more income from this asset if it is segregated. For this potential to be fulfilled, however, 
redistributive measures must be undertaken to secure access to waste streams for low-income 
groups. 
 
An example of such redistributive action is the solid waste management program of the Ayala 
Group of companies, operated through its social development arm, the Ayala Foundation. The 
Ayala Group is the largest real estate and property development company in the Philippines, and 
it owns much of the property in Makati, Metro Manila’s premier financial district, including the 
country’s most upscale commercial center. The Foundation works with waste-picker associations 
in collecting recyclable materials from the companies whose offices are located in the financial 
district. The waste stream is literally diverted to waste-picker associations for material recovery 
before garbage contractors collect it. The Ayala Commercial Center has hired a junk shop 
operator from Payatas to collect its 36 tons of garbage per day. Employees of shops in the 
commercial center, including Kentucky Fried Chicken and McDonald’s, are trained and 
encouraged to segregate wastes, making it easier for waste-pickers to get clean recyclable 
materials, and reducing the volume of waste to be collected (Gonzalez 2002, 5-10). 
Redistribution of access to the waste stream has resulted in a win-win situation for the 
environment and poverty reduction.  
 
While the actions of the Ayala Foundation may be promoted as a benefit to waste-pickers, cost 
was also a consideration. The junk shop from Payatas actually quoted a lower price for garbage 
collection services than the biggest solid waste management company in Metro Manila. It was 
able to do so because the operator could get additional income from recovering the recyclable 
materials in the garbage, while the big company only collected, compacted, and unloaded the 
garbage in disposal sites. In effect, the junk shop can earn from service fees plus recyclables, 
while the big company depends only on service fees. To compete more effectively with the big 
contractors, however, small junk shop operators need additional capital to buy hauling 
equipment. 
 
In some cases, as this example suggests, redistributive measures can take the form of information 
on opportunities and linkages to the solid waste management market. This is a rapidly growing 
market, thanks to the new solid waste law, but junk shop operators and waste-pickers need to 
know how to do business with big companies like Ayala, including how to fill out pre-
qualification forms, how to bid on contracts, and generally how to build a business relationship. 
Assistance in forging these linkages is badly needed by organizations of the poor. Some NGOs, 
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like Philippine Business for the Environment, already publish information on the waste materials 
that companies are willing to give away for free. Others, like Linis Ganda, link junk shops with 
middle and upper-class buyers. These types of information and linkages can be an important 
component of redistributive measures. 
 
Another important arena for redistribution is the allocation of permits for new junk shops. 
Currently, the junk shop business around Payatas is dominated by those who are favored by the 
village head, or barangay captain whose endorsement is required for permits to open new shops. 
Barangay elections are therefore an important venue to campaign for more transparent and 
democratic allocations of these permits. 
 
 

Internalization 
 
By reducing the volume of waste that would otherwise remain in landfills, scavengers perform a 
valuable environmental service, one for which they deserve to be paid. Yet instead of being 
rewarded for this service, they currently pay for access to recyclables by exposing themselves to 
health risks and other dangers. They are not polluters, yet they pay the costs of pollution. 
 
The total financial cost of handling solid waste in Metro Manila is estimated to be around PhP 
2,200 (US$ 44) per ton. Landfill investment and operation costs are estimated to cost a further 
PhP 600 (US$ 12) per ton. The Payatas scavengers extract an estimated 65 tons of recyclables 
per day (JICA-MMDA1998, 2-25, 2-5). If the scavengers were paid for the environmental 
service of removing this material from the waste stream, they could earn roughly PhP 180,000 
(US$ 3,600) per day or PhP 66 million (US$ 1.3 million) in one year. This is equivalent to 30% 
of the average yearly income of all the waste pickers in Payatas. In other words, with 
internalization of the benefits they provide to society by conserving scarce landfill space, the 
scavengers could get a pay raise amounting to almost one-third of their present income. 

 
 

Appropriation 
 
The Payatas dumpsite is not an open-access resource: the Quezon City government controls both 
the entry and exit of garbage. All trucks have to pay an ‘entrance fee’ before they are allowed to 
unload their trash, and all waste-pickers have to wear an Identification Card before they are 
allowed to sort newly arrived garbage (although a few manage to sneak in unnoticed). Around 
10% of the fees go to the barangay or village council for its operations and projects. The rest 
goes to the city government, which in turn maintains the dumpsite (e.g., paying for road repairs, 
drainage, security, traffic control, and bulldozing). The city government’s control of the over the 
dumpsite was strengthened after the loss of hundreds of lives due to accidents at Payatas. 
Residents report that the main government official responsible for the dumpsite seems to act with 
fairness, and allows all types of waste pickers, including the sometimes troublesome ‘jumpers’, 
to earn their share from the dwindling recyclables of Payatas. This situation is clearly better than 
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a chaotic open-access regime. In maintaining something closer to a common property model, the 
city government has protected access rights appropriated by low-income groups. 
 
By treating wastes as assets, these strategies for investment, redistribution, internalization, and 
appropriation would not only help The Philippines to solve its ‘garbage crisis,’ but also help the 
country’s scavengers to secure sustainable livelihoods. If the control and eventual closure of 
municipal dumpsites like Payatas leads to the proliferation of illegal dumpsites across the 
country, both the environment and public welfare will be the victims. If, instead, creative 
strategies are adopted to address the crisis, it could be turned into an opportunity to advance the 
twin goals of environmental protection and poverty reduction.
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Endnotes 
 
                                                 
i In the U.S. and Europe, used clothes are being donated or sold in large volumes to raise funds 
for charity or to be sold in countries like the Philippines, where cheap imported used clothes 
(often smuggled in duty-free as ‘donations’) are now encroaching on the local clothing market. 
 
ii Garbage trucks had to pass through the city of Antipolo and the town of San Mateo on the way 
to the landfill, both of which are outside Metro Manila. 
 
iii Some environmental activists have said that the tragedy was a turning point in their campaign 
for the Ecological Solid Waste Management Act that was finally passed in late 2000. 
 
iv See Rivera (1994, 78-82) for a more detailed account of the ways of recovering items of value 
from the garbage once it has reached the dump. 
 
v Jaime spent more than half of our interview time sounding me out on potential new products 
for his business. 
 
vi Rivera (1993, 65-67) describes these and other non-income benefits. 
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