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Foreword

How to better manage waste is a key challenge for countries and cities around the world.
Poorly managed waste threatens human and ecosystem health and depletes resources. It also
contributes to climate change. According to the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change,
GHG emissions from the waste and wastewater sector accounts for about 2.8 per cent of global

anthropogenic GHG emissions (IPCC 2007).

While we have paid significant attention to better
managing waste to address such issues, we have
not been as mindful of the gendered nature of waste
management and the critical role women play in
achieving a pollution-free planet. This Gender and
Waste Assessment underlines the positive role women
can play in waste management, learning from the
experiences of Mongolia, Nepal and Bhutan.

The division of labour based on conventional gender
roles and stereotypes dominates various sectors.
Waste management is no exception. Social and cultural
stereotypes create unconscious gender bias in formal
waste management operations.

Women are often left out once waste activities are
formalized. In the case of Ulaanbaatar, Mongolia for
instance, more men were employed when street
cleaning activities were professionalized, even though
women had played more active roles when the activities
were voluntary or informal.

Mainstreaming gender in the waste sector can be
an opportunity to drive improvements to the overall
system. Women generally manage household waste
and could play a valuable role in further waste reduction,
segregation, composting and recycling.

Gender mainstreaming in the waste sector is also an
opportunity for governments to meet their gender
equality commitments, and can unlock economic
benefits. Strengthening the participation of women in
the waste sector can lead to more efficient and effective
waste management operations.

It is my hope that this publication will inspire
policymakers, businesses, communities and all other
stakeholders to recognize unconscious gender biases
where these occur, and create opportunities for women
to take active roles in the waste sector. This will benefit
us all - men and women, government, community and
individuals - and help to reduce the environmental
burden through sound management of waste.

United Nations Environment Programme
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Executive summary

Waste, unwanted and discarded material, is a growing problem worldwide that concerns everyone.
Waste management is a cross-cutting issue linked to socioeconomic and environmental aspects.
Sound waste management can address a number of challenges, particularly those relating to
health, poverty, food security, resource management, climate change and equal participation.

The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), which are
overarching global commitments to achieve sustainable
development, promote waste reforms that prioritize
the reduction of waste generation through prevention,
recycling and reuse and aim to achieve environmentally
sound management of waste throughout its life cycle.
These commitments, including the overall mandate
of the SDGs to “leave no one behind’, underscore the
importance of the gender issues in the waste sector.

Over the past few years, the issue of gender in waste
management has received increasing attention,
highlighting that waste production and management is
not gender neutral. In fact, existing gender inequalities,
responsibilities and roles largely shape how waste is
situated in many social and economic systems. This
report examines the relationship between gender and
waste through case studies carried out in the capital
cities of Bhutan (Thimphu), Mongolia (Ulaanbaatar) and
Nepal (Kathmandu).

The current gendered profile of the waste sector in
the three countries is the product of people's attitudes
about men and women and the associated stereotypes
directly linked to everyday life. Gender inequalities and
norms are embedded in almost every aspect of waste
management and are distinctly evident throughout the
entire value chain, mirroring existing socioeconomic
structures.

Waste management is an essential utility service
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Mongoliaand Nepal, theirgovernments do not recognize
or protect this informal sector. As modernization
progresses, actors in the current informal sector may
find themselves at risk of losing their livelihoods.

The shift towards a more technologicaland engineering-
based waste sector is under way in all three countries,
and higher levels of education and training will therefore
be required. At present, more men enrol and complete
studies within science, technology, engineering and
maths (STEM) than women. If education opportunities
and not equal for both genders, women will be excluded
from the sector’s critical entry points.

Households, which currently have the least formal
engagement with the waste sector's power and policy
structures, could be a fundamental area to reform,
as household management and separation of waste
supports the entire waste management chain. As of yet,
neither the social and monetary value of households'
services, nor the unpaid labour of women managing
waste within households has been measured or even
officially acknowledged. The alienation of men and boys
from domestic and community waste management
activities has significant social and economic costs,
which will undermine any waste sector reforms if left
unaddressed.

Equal opportunities and recognition for both women
and men is needed to move the waste sector forward.
Gender-based quotas, affirmative action or training
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