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ABSTRACT 

The global waste trade is the modernday’s 

colonialism. Many countries around the world are part 

of this trade where waste is exported and imported 

from developed to developing nations. Landfills are 

slowly reaching maximum capacity and waste 

management systems are not equipped to process the 

sheer amount of waste. The implementation of China’s 

National Sword Policy in 2018 has only exacerbated 

the issue. At the core of this economic transaction lies 

poor recycling practices; however, instead of 

addressing them head-on, developed countries choose 

to opt out by delegating the responsibility to other 

countries.  

This paper examines the waste management policies 

and the reality of recycling rates in two countries: 

Germany and the United States (New York, California, 

Florida, and Texas). The research demonstrates 

reasons as to why the global waste trade continues to 

this day. 

The global waste trade has increased the dependency 

of exporting countries onimporting countries to 

manage their waste. However, importing countries will 

also reach theircapacity and are already rejecting 

waste shipments at their ports. Thus, countries must 

devise new and innovative solutions to deal with the 

root causes of the waste problem and improve 

recycling within their borders. 

Keywords: Global Waste Trade, Discrepancies, 

Economic Colonialism 

 

1.INTRODUCTION 

The increased production and use of plastic products in 

households and business establishments facilitate 

global problems with plastic waste. The plastic waste 

issue is one of the most pressing environmental 

problems today, especially in developing countries 

with inadequate garbage collection systems [1]. The 

garbage waste problem is more complicated by the fact 

that developed countries have been dumping their 

plastic waste in different developing countries. The 

lack of technological innovations to address plastic 

waste disposal is another factor that affects the ability 

to address plastic waste problems. Rather than finding 

innovative solutions within each country, outsourcing 

waste has become a common strategy. While these 

developed countries are renowned for their progressive 

plastic waste management and policies, their actions 

appear to deviate from it.  

In this paper I compare the plastic waste management 

systems of Germany and the United States, specifically 

in New York, California, Florida, and Texas, and how 

they differ in their waste disposal management and 

procedures. In spite of the fact that Germany and the 

United States have existing plastic waste policies and 

management strategies, these are not being put to 

actual practice, resulting in the growing discrepancies 

between recycling rates and waste export. After 

describing the state of waste management in these 

cases, I develop an argument about how economic 

colonialism contributes to the discrepancies in waste 

policies from actual practices, and how this contributes 

to the global problem of plastic waste. 

 

2.GLOBAL WASTE 

On average, about 2 billion tons of waste are produced 

annually [2], with some dumped in landfills, while 

some are recycled. However, the collective efforts to 

address plastic waste are inadequate to deal with the 

mounting garbage. Unfortunately, the failure to 

address the increasing garbage problem paved the way 

for the emergence of the „Global Waste Trade.‟ This 

waste trade reflects the transaction of waste between 

countries, with the goal to treat, dispose, or recycle.  

Advanced nations find it preferable to export their 

trash to developing countries because of lower 

shipping costs than when these wastes are processed 
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locally [3]. A report submitted by the Global Alliance 

for Incinerator Alternatives reveals that developed 

countries have grown comfortable with the concept of 

exporting their garbage, but with little effort in 

ensuring these will not cause harm to the developing 

countries [4]. Rather than addressing the issues by 

increasing recycling and developing efficient waste 

management systems, countries such as the US and 

Germany find it more convenient to sweep it under the 

rug by delegating the responsibility to other countries. 

Importing countries, on the other hand, face several 

incentives and pressures to import waste. For example, 

people in Indonesia make a living by creating their 

own plastic scrap industry, where they earn from 

collecting and selling plastic waste [5]. 

Prior to the 1980s, the majority of waste trading was 

between more economically developing countries 

(MEDCs). However, as the amount of waste grew and 

wider trade opportunities were created through free 

trade policies, many countries sought it as an 

opportunity to send the trash to less economically 

developed countries (LEDCs) that were economically 

and compensated [6]. Until recently, China imported a 

significant amount of plastic because these can be 

reused to manufacture plastic-based products and 

imported plastic was relatively higher quality than 

those produced domestically [7]. In 2017, China, 

which was once the top importer of plastic waste, 

made headlines when it passed the National Sword 

Policy. The policy bans the importation of all plastic 

and waste starting from 2018. This has stalled global 

recycling [8] because since 1992, China has taken in 

about 106 million metric tons of plastic waste; this is 

nearly half of the world's total plastic waste imports 

[9]. China‟s plastic import has decreased by 99% and 

mixed paper imports decreased by a third, however, 

materials such as aluminum and glass were less 

affected by the ban. The reason behind this ban could 

be assumed to be because of the increasing amount of 

waste produced domestically and also because China 

no longer sees importing waste a “profitable business” 

[9]. China‟s refusal to accept a large shipment of 

plastic at the border, brought the issue of waste exports 

to the surface.  

In this paper, I examine the discrepancies between 

global perception, existing national policies, and 

demographics in Germany and the USA in particular. 

From preliminary research, I found that Germany is 

one of the top recyclers in the world [10], but is also 

the third biggest exporter of waste according to the UN 

Comtrade database [11]. The waste management 

policies in Florida, Texas, California, and New York 

also revealed some important indicators. States that 

have residents with better educational and occupational 

outcomes - and ultimately larger incomes - are 

perceived to have progressive leadership that is more 

aggressive with waste policies. However, a closer 

examination of the waste management systems, 

environmental policies, and recycling trends of these 

states and countries suggests that there is a significant 

mismatch between perception and practice.  

The discrepancy between perception and practice is a 

puzzle that I unpack in this paper. What plausible 

explanations account for this mismatch? When it 

comes to the war on waste and plastic, what images are 

countries and states projecting to the world, and what 

are they actually doing? This paper will critically 

examine the environmental strategies of developed 

countries, but also reveal the hidden burdens they 

impose on the rest of the world. I apply the theory of 

economic colonialism to better understand the 

character and motivation governing the global waste 

trade industry. 

 

3.NATIONAL WASTE MANAGEMENT 

POLICIES 

 Germany 
3.1.1 Waste Management Policies: Domestic 

Practices 
In response to the mounting problem of the country‟s 

garbage collection and management, Germany adopted 

several laws to address the issue. Germany presents 

itself as an absolute frontrunner in waste management, 

with its report of impressive recycling rates. Since 

1991, the country has made it mandatory for 

manufacturers to take responsibility for recycling their 

product packaging after consumers have used it [12]. 

The 1996 „Closed Substance Cycle and Waste 

Management Act‟ targets producers to “focus on one 

of three waste management strategies: waste 

avoidance, waste recovery and environmentally 

compatible disposal” [10]. Also, the Green Dot, which 

is a symbol for packaging that has been “paid to a 

qualified national packaging recovery organization”, is 

widely seen in grocery markets [13]. In addition, 

Germany promoted the „Circular Economy Act‟ in 

2012 with the goal to reach up to 65% recycling rate 

and significantly reduce landfill disposal by 2030 [14]. 

This report puts Germany on a pedestal for its effort to 

address waste problems, and the country is hailed as a 

“recycling champion” [15] among other countries 

across the globe. However, despite this rosy report, an 

examination of the situation shows that the country 
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failed to achieve the goal of its waste management 

policies. 

 

3.1.2 Waste Management Policies: Global 

Practices 

The fact is that much of the plastic waste in Germany 

does not end up recycled, with most of it finding their 

way to Southeast Asia. For example, reports reveal that 

about 38% of the collected plastic waste in Germany 

are recycled [14], while the remaining are sent to parts 

of Asia such as in Malaysia, Indonesia, and India [8]. 

Prior to China‟s ban against plastic trade, Germany had 

been sending more than 340,000 tons of plastic waste 

to the country. The case of Germany‟s large volume of 

unrecycled plastic waste, despite the implementation of 

recycling policies, is associated with the mishandling 

in the sorting facilities. In big cities in Germany, for 

instance, 50% of general rubbish is dumped in bins 

designated for plastic [14]. In addition, some of the 

plastic packages are made of polymer types, a type of 

plastic that cannot be recycled or are not suitable for 

recycling. The recycling facilities end up rejecting the 

plastic waste that cannot be economically recycled in 

Germany. These plastic wastes either end up in 

landfills or are sent to other countries.  

 

3.1.2.1 Factors Motivating the Outsourcing of 

Waste 

In Germany, it costs an average €180 per ton to ship 

plastic across the ocean, but to deal with it in the 

country, it can cost up to 4 times more [16]. 

Considering the fact that Germany has one of the 

highest per capita use of packaging in Europe, 

throwing away an average 226.5kg of packaging every 

year, there is a high burden for the government to 

process all of it in the country [17]. 

Until recently, Germany maintained a global reputation 

for being green. However, between January and 

October 2018, Germany exported 114,000 tons of 

plastic to Malaysia. With about a third of all plastic 

recycling taking place outside of the country, exporting 

waste constitutes a significant part of Germany‟s 

strategy to process their waste [21]. Furthermore, when 

plastic is sent abroad, they are categorized as 

“recycled,” thus allowing Germany to maintain its 

status as an environmentally conscious country, and a 

good role model for the world. It is illegal for the 

country to export plastic or waste to other countries 

unless it is for the purpose of recycling. However, it is 

unclear the extent to which Germany monitors the 

recycling of their plastic waste by importing partner 

countries. What is clear is that Germany's ability to 

classify exported waste as “recycled” allows them to 

maintain a positive global image. 

 

3.2 United States 

The existing US garbage waste management policies 

generally promote the reusing and recycling of plastic 

waste. Still, the United States ranks fourth in terms of 

plastic waste generation per capita and is ranked the 

second-largest exporter of plastic waste in the world 

[18]. Experts say that there are several reasons behind 

the high amount of waste and low percentage of 

recycling in America. First, the rules about what 

materials are recyclable are confusing and it differs by 

city and state, a fact which calls for a need to educate 

people on sorting their waste before recycling [19]. 

Unlike South Korea, where there are separate bins for 

recyclable waste, in the United States, people have to 

go to a separate recycling facility to recycle. Other 

reasons include the American people‟s lack of 

commitment to offsetting their waste footprint [20], 

given that they do not see an incentive to do so. Most 

cities in the country charge a flat fee for trash services 

while others are paying for it through their property tax 

[21]. In addition, the high level of urbanization and 

industrialization in the United States resulted in the 

accumulation of more trash. According to the United 

Nations Environment Program, urbanization, 

population growth, and increased consumption are 

factors that are likely to contribute to an increased 

amount of waste [22]. 

The American people are oblivious to the fact that they 

are among the highest contributors of waste. Since the 

country is governed by state governments, I decided to 

examine the existing waste management policies and 

actual practices of New York, Florida, California, and 

Texas.  

 

3.2.1 New York’s Waste Management Policies 

The commercial establishments are required to recycle, 

and this method is considered an important factor that 

contributes to the success of New York‟s plan to 

promote an environmentally sensible and viable 

approach in handling wastes. The tons of waste and 

recyclables generated in households and businesses in 

New York resulted in the creation of two separate 

systems to collect waste, namely the New York City 

Department of Sanitation (DSNY) and private firms 

with their own waste removal system [23]. A closer 

examination of New York‟s waste management 

policies reveals that residents are not charged for waste 

collection as the state has set a trash collection fund 

from the general tax revenue [24]. This policy leads to 
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the lack of incentive for residents and establishments 

to properly dispose of and recycle their plastic wastes.  

New York City‟s current municipal waste disposal 

involves long-haul transportation of solid waste to 

landfills. Recently, the New York City government 

negotiated hauling contracts with landfills located in 

other states [25]. The current waste management 

policies encourage businesses and residents in New 

York to recycle their plastic waste, however, the 

recycling efforts are not nearly as much as they could. 

The current recycling rate is only about 17% and with 

a significant amount of unrecycled waste, New York 

has to rely heavily on waste export systems. According 

to the Department of Sanitation, the sorting and 

recycling of recyclables may result in keeping out 

about 68-75% of plastic trash from landfills [26]. 

Below are some of the reasons for New York‟s failure 

to adequately address waste collection and disposal 

problems. 

 

3.2.2 California’s Waste Management Policies 

The collection and recycling of plastic waste are one of 

the actions taken by the government as a means to 

reduce the amount of waste. The state of California 

implemented the California Circular Economy and 

Pollution Reduction Act, a law that encourages 

recycling and proper disposal of plastic waste by 

requiring all businesses in the state to recycle. In 

addition, the California legislators approved laws that 

encourage a more flexible approach for the California 

Department of Resource and Recycling Recovery to 

ensure that the residents conform to sustainable waste 

management and collection practices. The recycling 

activities in California targets a 75% state-wide 

recycling rate by the year 2025 [27], which can be 

determined by a recycling track system. With the 

increased rate of waste collection, California 

legislators are working towards strengthening the 

state‟s existing waste disposal system.  

The state of waste practices in California reveals that 

the issue of waste disposal is far from being resolved. 

The goal of the government is to reduce waste 

however, it is also noted that the increased level of 

recycling does not guarantee the reduction of waste. 

Further, the majority of the cities in California failed to 

progress in improving their waste management 

strategies. A closer examination of the state of waste 

disposal in California shows that it still lacks the 

infrastructure to handle its waste [21]. Consequently, 

the introduction of the single-stream recycling system 

in the 1990s where all recyclables such as plastic 

bottles, cardboards, plastic containers and metal cans 

are placed in a single cart exacerbated the situation 

[28]. Although this system greatly increased recycling 

rates from 6% in 1960 to 35% in 2017 [29], the system 

also led the public to believe that everything that is 

thrown in the bin is processed and recycled 

accordingly. Unfortunately, it appears that the only 

industry that benefited from the introduction of single-

stream recycling is the waste hauling industry as some 

analysts claim that waste hauling businesses have 

increased their prices to upto 30%. [30] 

 

3.2.3 Florida’s Waste Management Policies 

In Florida, there is an established state-wide and 

weight-based recycling goal of 75%, which the 

government intends to achieve this year. The state‟s 

waste reduction and recycling strategy include a 

partnership with different recycling facilities and a 

state-wide recycling campaign. The goal of this 

campaign is to educate Florida residents about “the 

basics of curbside recycling” [23] and other smarter 

ways to reduce waste. A part of this campaign includes 

the effort to engage the different state universities to 

review curriculum programs to put an emphasis on the 

importance of waste reduction and recycling. In 

addition, the state of Florida also promoted  single-

stream recycling, but cities such as Lake Worth moved 

back to the dual-stream system in October 2018. The 

reason was because of increased costs from paying the 

city $10 a ton for the collected materials to $85 a ton 

and high contamination rates of recyclable waste of 

39%. [31] 

The existence of policies for better waste management 

in Florida proves ineffective in addressing the 

problem. The state has fallen short of its goal to 

achieve a 75% recycling rate [32], and this failure is 

generally attributed to a lack of knowledge about 

recycling and the use of standardized labeling. While 

there are many people who are willing to recycle, they 

lacked the knowledge to do it appropriately. That is, 

the lack of knowledge in recycling resulted in the 

rejection of about 85% of materials sent for recycling 

because of contamination that happens when 

nonrecyclables are mixed with the recyclables [33]. 

Putting all the recyclables into a single bin was 

intended to increase the efficiency of collection, but 

this approach resulted in the creation of more 

problems. Overall, Florida fell behind its recycling 

goal, which now requires the adoption and 

implementation of an effective and innovative 

recycling approach.  

 

3.2.4 Texas’s Waste Management Policies 
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Texas has been developing its waste management 

policies and has expanded its collection and recycling 

solutions. The state adopted the Waste Disposal 

Management Plan to address the regulation and 

management of waste. In 2007, different cities in 

Florida adopted a Zero waste Strategic Plan, which 

recognizes the necessity to require collaboration with 

different stakeholders in promoting its advanced 

disposal technologies. Another waste management 

strategy that was adopted in Florida was the concept of 

dirty material recovery facility (MRF), “which can 

extract metals for recycling and then process the rest of 

the materials into a more consistent feedstock for these 

incineration process[es]” [34]. The argument for the 

adoption of dirty MRF is that it helps in reducing 

greenhouse gases through the diversification of trash 

from landfills.  

Texas has the most landfills followed by California 

[35] and is ranked 21st [36]. With the large volume of 

waste produced in the state, critics suggest the need for 

the state to execute its waste reduction strategies. In 

previous decades, the state legislature set up “a goal to 

achieve a 40 percent rate, but never specified a 

timeline and failed to outline a clear plan” [37]. The 

reason for the failure of Texas‟s recycling strategies is 

attributed to the fact that people are not tossing the 

waste materials in their designated recycling bin. This 

resulted in the contamination of the recyclables, which 

makes them unsuitable for recycling.  

 

3.2.5 Factors Motivating the Outsourcing of 

Waste 

According to the U.S Census Bureau, the US exported 

1.07 million tons of plastic in 2018 [38]. Florida and 

Texas export around 0.75 million tons of waste alone 

[39]. For New York, garbage separation was 

mandatory, although the lack of recycling bins in 

residential units makes compliance difficult. The 

state‟s flourishing industries are a factor that 

contributes to a large amount of waste in the state. 

Despite the laws that intend to increase the level of 

recycling, these laws loosely regulate the plastic 

management of businesses. As a result of the loose 

regulations and lack of waste facilities near the state, 

New York ships its trash far outside of its border to 

Ohio and South Carolina with the help of trucks, 

barges, and rails [40] and to India on cargo ships. In 

2017, the state of California accounted for 30% of the 

total US plastic waste exports [41], most of which was 

shipped to China. However, China‟s National Sword 

Policy has redirected the plastic to other countries in 

Asia, such as Taiwan, South Korea, and Vietnam [42]. 

To reduce waste exports, many policymakers in 

California are proposing legislation to increase 

investment in recycling infrastructure and also reduce 

single-use packaging [38].  

 

Most states are outsourcing their trash both 

domestically and globally because many landfills 

within states have reached their maximum capacity. 

For example, the city of Albany, New York‟s Rapp 

Road Landfill, is approaching its maximum processing 

capacity within 3 years [43]. To delay the closure of 

the landfill, the city is planning on launching a 

program that provides a 64-gallon wheeled cart to 

every household so that waste management can be 

more efficient. The DFW landfill, the largest landfill in 

Lewisville, Texas, was on the verge of reaching its 

limit before it closed down at the end of 2019. WM 

announced that they will be investing over $100 

million to develop plans of creating three new 

recycling facilities and upgrading existing facilities to 

handle more wastes [44]. As of 2016, the total 

remaining landfill capacity in this state is only enough 

to serve for 56 years, posing an urgency to come up 

with alternative ways to process all the waste [45]. In 

Florida, a landfill nicknamed “Mount Trashmore” in 

Broward County is more than 200 feet tall. Although it 

has 10 to 15 feet left until the highest permitted peak, 

this will take less than 17 years and if a hurricane hits 

the area every year, the landfill could fill up twice as 

fast [46]. Once the landfill closes completely, it will 

become a park alongside the Monarch Hill Renewable 

Energy Park. Also, like Germany, exporting waste is 

also considered a convenient way for the US to deal 

with its waste: they can avoid disposal costs and 

environmental impacts in the country and manipulate 

their recycling rates. 

 

4.EMERGENCE OF THE GLOBAL 

WASTE TRADE 

As domestic solutions to the waste problem are 

reaching their limits, the emergence of the global 

plastic waste trade is leading to significant socio-

economic implications. The plastic waste trade aroused 

global concern, which now calls for an understanding 

of the historical and spatial factors that contribute to 

the emergence of this type of global trade. With the 

proliferation of global plastic trade, developing 

countries are not shouldering the burden of the 

developed countries‟ flawed global waste habit. The 

developed countries found it more convenient to export 

their plastic wastes, an act that passes up the problem 

to the poorer countries that do not have adequate 



iJournals: International Journal of Social Relevance & Concern 
    ISSN-2347-9698 

Volume 8 Issue 8 August 2020 

 
© 2020, iJournals All Rights Reserved www.ijournals.in 

 

© 2020, iJournals All Rights Reserved www.ijournals.in 
 

Page 88 

systems to deal with it.  

There are different root causes of waste trade, and a 

closer examination reveals that this problem can be 

traced to two dominating factors. One of these is the 

extreme difference between the developed and 

developing countries, where the former is experiencing 

modern industrial growth. There is an over-expansion 

of production and consumption that resulted in the 

inability of these countries to contain their waste 

collections. The waste trade also leads to further 

economic inequality within the country as plastic waste 

from MEDCs such as Germany and the US meant jobs 

for the poor people who live in underclass 

communities in LEDCs. The second factor is economic 

globalization, which promotes a more liberalized 

approach towards production, consumption, and 

trading. This is especially driven by the belief that 

globalization paved the way for the maximization of a 

more efficient global interaction and connectivity. The 

liberalization of trade gave way for waste distancing, 

wherein waste collection has turned into a trading 

relationship that reached a global scale in just the last 

few decades. 

 

 Globalization and Economic 

Colonialism 

Globalization is a phenomenon that paved the way for 

the increased connectivity among countries despite the 

distance. Ironically, it is used as a way for developed 

countries to distance themselves from their waste. 

With globalization, there is an extensive means of 

transport and communication that facilitate the 

exportation of wastes [47]. The lower cost of 

transportation and communication, as well as the 

relative ease of engaging in this type of exchange 

“have encouraged the export of hazardous wastes” 

[48]. The problem that comes with the distancing of 

waste from the consumers is that there is little 

knowledge about what happens to their garbage which 

does not give them an incentive to be concerned about 

it. The fact that consumers forget about their waste 

after it is picked from their homes means that they may 

not change their habits in terms of their collection and 

disposal practices.  

The practice of exporting these wastes in a far-flung 

developing country creates the illusion that there is 

sufficient space to accumulate their disposal. 

Transporting waste from developed countries to low 

income countries is an unfair exchange given that the 

poor people in these countries must bear the burden of 

handling the wastes of the rich. Grassroots activists 

had been seeking a legislative means to limit the 

exportation of waste to other regions but were often 

confronted with the fact “linkage of the waste issue 

with economic and demographic conditions of the host 

community” [49]. Higher economic inequality may 

result in a form of economic colonialism, where 

LEDCs succumb to various pressures to accept the 

wastes from coming from richer countries, in part 

because low income people in developing countries 

depend on the resources that come with importing 

global waste. Despite the health and environmental 

implications of global waste trade, the poor 

communities may depend on this influx of 

international waste as a means to survive. 

The globalized trading of plastic waste comes from the 

fact that there are tons of waste that are generated from 

developed countries. The high volume of waste 

translates to the need to dispose of these wastes 

somewhere. Exportation is a form of economic 

exchange and supporters of waste trade argue that the 

exchange is an economic transaction that benefits the 

developing countries. For example, the recyclers in 

developing countries are paid to clean plastic wastes. 

In addition, plastic waste importation in destination 

countries helps to spur investment and local 

employment in terms of waste and recycling within the 

domestic markets.  

The cost of waste disposal in industrialized countries 

has drastically increased in the last few decades. The 

mounting problem on waste disposal resulted in the 

inability of these countries to address the issue within 

their borders. Consequently, plastic wastes are 

exported based on the argument that these are not 

hazardous and in fact, have economic value that will 

benefit the host country and its people. In her book 

entitled Waste Trading Among Rich Nations, O‟Neil 

pointed out the contextual difference in how waste is 

defined. That is, “a waste in one context may in 

another be a useful and valued commodity” [30], such 

as the case of plastic shopping bags, which are seen as 

throw-away items in rich countries but are reusable for 

others. 

 

The globalization of waste trade is predicated on the 

assumption that wastes are not hazardous, but in fact 

beneficial. That is, the plastic wastes that are exported 

to receiving countries have economic value. Importing 

countries may be paid to process waste from exporting 

countries and this sum of money may be a good source 

of income for countries. According to Clapp, it is the 

weak position of the developing countries within the 

context of the global political economy that makes 

them especially vulnerable to waste exportation from 
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developed countries [50]. Even after the end of 

colonialism many years ago, this phenomenon still 

occurs in subtle ways. The exportation of plastic waste 

to developing countries that are not equipped to deal 

with it is a form of exploitation, and it is the poor 

people who have no other option for survival who are 

most affected.  

Importing countries, however, are starting to believe 

that importing waste is no longer profitable, but they 

still may continue for the sake of those who subsist on 

low-income waste processing jobs and to maintain 

good relationships with developed countries. Exporting 

countries are often highly economically developed and 

have great power when it comes to making decisions 

on a global scale. Developing countries may want to 

make trade agreements or military alliances with 

developed countries, which is also a reason why they 

are cautious to speak up about the problems regarding 

waste imports. Even with these pressures, there have 

been recent attempts from host countries t finally voice 

out. However, recently, there has been attempts from 

host countries to finally voice out. In May 2019, 

Malaysia's environment minister, Yeo Bee Yin, 

announced they will be sending 3,000 tons of 

contaminated plastic wastes back to their countries of 

origin. According to Yeo, the plastic they have been 

receiving were too contaminated to recycle or were 

falsely labelled and smuggled in from the UK and 

Australia.  

The efforts of governments in MEDCs to ensure the 

wellbeing and comfort of their citizens by exporting 

wastes is unjust and reaffirms the continuing impact of 

colonialism. It reflects an issue that stems from the 

historical domination by the western countries towards 

the ex-colonies, and also shows the inequality of power 

structure between the developed and developing 

countries. Economic colonialism refers to the ability of 

the rich countries to impose their will on other 

countries through subtle means. The developed 

countries appear to have the loudest voice in terms of 

calling for environmental protection. However, the 

waste trade shows how they imposed their rule upon 

the poorer nations. Developing countries such as 

Thailand and Vietnam are ranked among other 

countries that are reported to have the most polluted 

marine ecosystem. This resulted in turning Asia as the 

target of global criticism for its failure to take its part 

in promoting effective waste management practices. 

This is despite the fact that many Asian countries are 

the recipient of waste from rich countries. Economic 

colonialism is based on the fact that developing 

countries receive the trade out of need, and the richer 

countries that tend to engage in overconsumption 

succeed in deflecting the blame to the poor nations. 

The global waste trade is an example of western 

domination and reflects the “view that the Western-

dominated sustainability space often rang hypocritical 

and reminiscent of colonial habits such as paternalism, 

victim-blaming and exporting problems” [51]. The real 

solution lies in radically shifting the global 

conversation to one rooted in local needs and contexts 

and coming up with knowledge-based ideas and 

policies that are independent of western models. 

 

5.TOWARD SOLUTIONS TO THE 

WASTE PROBLEM 

Current methods carried out on national and state 

levels to reduce waste and increase recycling are not 

effective enough to stop waste exports. An essential 

factor that may help in the resolution of public waste 

problems is public education. While Germany and the 

US are spending a significant amount on education, the 

educational system in these countries is minimally 

tapped in educating the people about proper garbage 

disposal. In 2018, the city of Lakeland in the US 

approved a $55,000 outreach program to reduce its 

16.9% contamination rate [52]. Organizations such as 

CalRecycle are also planning on a $16 million 

statewide education program to inform residents about 

proper recycling methods [53]. Like the education 

programs above, there needs to be more effort from the 

government to engage the citizens to actively and 

properly recycle. Recycling is actually much more 

complicated than it sounds. For example, there are 

seven different types of plastic and only three of them 

are commonly recycled. Even a common plastic water 

bottle consists of three different parts that need to be 

recycled and trashed separately: lid, label, and the 

bottle. The public‟s level of awareness with regards to 

plastic waste disposal problems helps encourage public 

opinion to find an alternate solution to the issue. 

The more ideal option compared to outsourcing plastic 

is to find innovative solutions in managing it within 

each country‟s borders. This can pave the way for the 

development of a technological revolution that can 

support efficient and environmental-friendly plastic 

waste disposal practices. The use of waste incinerators 

has been around for many decades and is considered a 

potential solution. However, many incinerators in the 

US faced closure because of their adverse impact on 

air quality; for example, in 1999, New York ended the 

era of the incinerator as an option for waste disposal 

within its state borders [54]. Further development of 

the recycling industry in developed countries can also 
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aid in resolving the mounting problem of plastic waste. 

The goal would be to improve the recycling capacity 

so that plastic wastes that are collected can be 

processed locally, rather than exported to developing 

countries.  

More stringent international regulation is another 

viable response to counter the transboundary nature of 

this problem. The „Basel Convention on the Control of 

Transboundary Movements of Hazardous Wastes and 

Their Disposal‟ or the Basel Convention, is the first 

official treaty created regarding waste trade. Adopted 

on 22 March 1989, the objective of this treaty “is to 

protect human health and the environment against the 

adverse effects of hazardous wastes” [55], but more 

specifically preventing the transfer of waste between 

countries [3]. Countries who have ratified the Basel 

convention have the obligation to minimize waste 

exports and should try to treat them “as close as 

possible to their place of generation” [56]. The newest 

amendment regarding this Convention is the Basel Ban 

Amendment that “prohibit[s] immediately all 

transboundary movements of hazardous wastes which 

are destined for final disposal operations from OECD 

to non-OECD States” [57]. Despite these efforts, the 

problem is that most waste exports are headed to 

countries with no sufficient infrastructure to manage 

the imported waste. Thus, without proper guidelines, 

the vicious cycle of global waste trade will continue. 

 

6.CONCLUSION 

The advent of the global waste trade reveals the 

inconsistencies and contradictions in the waste 

management policies of developed countries such as 

Germany and the United States. My research shows 

that expectations do not always align with reality as 

countries claim to be the forerunners in recycling and 

reducing waste, but in fact, these statistics are 

overestimated due to waste exportation. Contamination 

of waste, high costs of domestic waste processing, and 

lack of waste management facilities are the main 

reasons behind high levels of waste exports. Proper 

education on recycling, improved technology, 

strengthened legislations, and a better understanding of 

the deeper causes of the waste trade may help in the 

development of better policies and innovations to 

reduce it. 

Many underdeveloped nations are pressured to import 

waste from advanced countries mainly due to three 

reasons: monetary benefits, lower development, and 

political incentives. Low income countries have been 

making reasonable amounts of profit from reusing and 

repurposing imported plastic, which are higher quality 

compared to what is  produced in the country. 

However, in recent years, MEDCs have been sending 

highly contaminated wastes to receiving countries that 

can no longer be recycled. This has led to some 

nations, such as Malaysia and Indonesia, and the 

Philippines, to reject that waste that is sent to them. 

Oftentimes, the global waste trade is used as an 

opportunity for developing countries to reach out to 

developed countries to create deeper relationships in 

terms of trade or military assistance. Thus, the unequal 

power dynamics between the two parties is also a 

reason why the global waste trade persists.  

 

According to the World Bank‟s new report on solid 

waste management, global waste is predicted to 

increase by 70 percent by 2050. This translates to a 3.4 

billion tons increase in global annual waste generation 

over the next 30 years [58]. There are serious threats 

posed to the environment and humanity as the amount 

of waste produced globally continues to increase. A 

study led by the National Center for Atmospheric 

Research found that more than 40% of the world‟s 

waste is processed by burning, which releases high 

levels of greenhouse gases such as carbon dioxide and 

also releases toxic chemicals that can cause respiratory 

ailments [59]. Wastes are often dumped in landfills 

which release methane gas, contributing to ozone 

depletion and climate change. The problem doesn‟t 

end there. Just as landfills in the United States are 

reaching their limits, what happens to all of the plastic 

when developing countries can no longer import 

wastes? One day, major importing countries will 

struggle to increase their capacity to process wastes 

from developed countries. Are these countries then 

going to find other countries to export to? Furthermore, 

countries such as India and Indonesia are experiencing 

fast economic growth. Once they become highly 

developed, who will be next to take the burden of their 

waste products?  

Dr. Max Liboiron defines colonialism as “a system of 

domination that grants settler access to Land for settler 

goals” [60]. In the global waste trade, exporting 

countries are accessing and using lands of other 

countries for inexpensive disposal of waste by taking 

advantage of their power. Developing countries often 

lack the political and economic leverage to safeguard 

their own environment, prioritizing the creation of jobs 

and short-term profit over long-term effects of 

allowing waste to be processed in their territories. For 

this reason, waste trade inevitably becomes a form of 

economic colonialism allowing the waste of advanced 

economies to eat away at the agency of developing 
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countries. For how long can developing countries 

allow foreign waste to fill up landfills before exporting 

nations begin to either increase their waste exports or 

make further demands regarding waste management? 

To what extent can economic colonialism be justified 

as an unintended side effect of environmentally 

conscious policies? These questions that should be 

addressed in future research. 

 

7.REFERENCES 
1. L. Parker, "The World's Plastic Pollution Crisis 

Explained." National Geographic, 7 June, 2019. 

https://www.nationalgeographic.com/environment

/habitats/plastic-pollution/. 

2. I Global Waste Index. "The Biggest Waste 

Producers Worldwide: Sensonseo Global Waste 

Index 2019." Sensoneo, 25 Mar. 2020. 

https://sensoneo.com/sensoneo-global-waste-

index-2019/. 

3. H. Varkkey, "By Exporting Trash, Rich Countries 

Put Their Waste out of Sight and out of Mind." 

CNN, 29 July 2019. 

https://edition.cnn.com/2019/07/29/opinions/by-

exporting-trash-rich-countries-put-their-waste-out-

of-sight-and-out-of-mind-varkkey/index.html. 

4. Global Alliance for Incinerator Alternatives. 

Communities on the Frontlines of the Global 

Plastic Crisis. 2019. 

https://wastetradestories.org/wp-

content/uploads/2019/04/Discarded-Report-April-

22.pdf. 

5. “Discarded: Communities on the Frontlines of the 

Global Plastic Crisis.” Global Alliance for 

Incinerator Alternatives, Apr. 2019. M. Young, 

The Technical Writer‟s Handbook. Mill Valley, 

CA: University Science, 1989. 

6. A. Gillespie, Waste Policy: International 

Regulation, Comparative and Contextual 

Perspectives. Edward Gillespie: Edward Gillespie, 

2015. Accessed 9 July 2020. 

7. A. Mak, "Why Does Half of the World‟s Used 

Plastic End Up in China?" Slate Magazine, 2018. 

https://slate.com/technology/2018/06/why-china-

import-half-world-used-plastic.html. 

8. C. Katz, “Piling Up: How China‟s Ban on 

Importing Waste Has Stalled Global Recycling.” 

Yale E360, Yale Schools of the Environment, 7 

Mar. 2019, e360.yale.edu/features/piling-up-how-

chinas-ban-on-importing-waste-has-stalled-global-

recycling. 

9. J. Hataway, “Scientists Calculate Impact of 

China's Ban on Plastic Waste Imports.” UGA 

College of Engineering, UGA College of 

Engineering, 20 June 2018, 

engineering.uga.edu/newsroom/news/scientists-

calculate-impact-of-chinas-ban-on-plastic-waste-

imports. 

10. J. Cwienk, "German Plastic Floods Southeast 

Asia." DW, 2019.https://www.dw.com/en/german-

plastic-floods-southeast-asia/a-47204773. 

11. K. Buchholz, "Infographic: The Biggest Exporters 

of Plastic Waste in the World." Statista 

Infographics, 31 May 2019. 

https://www.statista.com/chart/18229/biggest-

exporters-of-plastic-waste-and-scrap/. 

12. B. Brassaw, "Germany: A Recycling Program 

That Actually Works." Earth911, Oct. 4, 2017. 

https://earth911.com/business-policy/recycling-in-

germany/. 

13. Pro Europe W. "The Green Dot Trademark." 

2020.https://www.pro-e.org/the-green-dot-

trademark. 

14. H. Wilts, Germany on the Road to a Circular 

Economy? Germany: Friedrich Ebert Stiftung, 

2016.https://library.fes.de/pdf-

files/wiso/12622.pdf. 

15. K. Wecker, "Plastic Waste and the Recycling 

Myth." DW, 2018.https://www.dw.com/en/plastic-

waste-and-the-recycling-myth/a-45746469. 

Accessed 17 July 2020. 

16. “The Plastic Trail: How Germany's Recycling 

Ends up in Malaysian Dumps.” Handelsblatt, 

Handelsblatt, 26 Feb. 2019, 

https://www.handelsblatt.com/english/politics/the-

plastic-trail-how-germanys-recycling-ends-up-in-

malaysian-dumps-/24037020.html 

17. “Germans Produce More Packaging Waste than 

Ever Before.” The Local, The Local Europe, 18 

Nov. 2019, www.thelocal.de/20191118/germans-

produce-more-packaging-waste-than-ever-before. 

18. H. Ritchie, and M. Roser. “Plastic Pollution.” Our 

World in Data, University of Oxford, 1 Sept. 

2018, ourworldindata.org/plastic-pollution. 

19. D. Mosbergen, "Here's Why America is Dumping 

Its Trash in Poorer Countries." Mother Jones, 

2019. 

https://www.motherjones.com/environment/2019/

03/heres-why-america-is-dumping-its-trash-in-

poorer-countries/. 

20. J. Turrentine, "The United States Is the Most 

Wasteful Country In the World." NRDC, 2019. 



iJournals: International Journal of Social Relevance & Concern 
    ISSN-2347-9698 

Volume 8 Issue 8 August 2020 

 
© 2020, iJournals All Rights Reserved www.ijournals.in 

 

© 2020, iJournals All Rights Reserved www.ijournals.in 
 

Page 92 

https://www.nrdc.org/onearth/united-states-most-

wasteful-country-world. 

21. A. Simmons, "The World's Trash Crisis, and Why 

Many Americans Are Oblivious." Los Angeles 

Times, 22, Apr. 2016. 

https://www.latimes.com/world/global-

development/la-fg-global-trash-20160422-

20160421-snap-htmlstory.html. 

22.  “Goal 11: Make Cities Inclusive, Safe, Resilient 

and Sustainable.” United Nations, United Nations, 

2016, www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/cities/. 

23. Grow New York City. "Recycling Facts." The 

Sustainability Resource for New Yorkers, 2020. 

https://www.grownyc.org/recycling/facts. 

24. S. Cohen, H. Martinez, and A. Schroder. Waste 

Management Practices in New York City, Hong 

Kong and Beijing, Sept. 2015. 

25. D. Sylvan, Municipal Solid Waste in New York 

City: An Economic and Environmental Analysis 

of Disposal Options. New York League of 

Conservation Voters Education Fund, 2017. 

https://nylcvef.org/wp-

content/uploads/2017/08/Solid-Waste-

Background-Paper.pdf. 

26. A. Barnard, "7 Reasons Recycling Isn‟t Working 

in New York City." The New York Times - 

Breaking News, World News & Multimedia, 19 

Jan. 2020. 

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/01/29/nyregion/ny

c-recycling.html. 

27. “Inside Solid Waste.” County of Los Angeles 

Department of Public Works, 2018. 

28. L. Tucker, Trashed: How California Recycling 

Failed and How to Fix It. Consumer Watchdog, 

2020. 

29. “National Overview: Facts and Figures on 

Materials, Wastes and Recycling.” United States 

Environmental Protection Agency, Environmental 

Protection Agency, www.epa.gov/facts-and-

figures-about-materials-waste-and-

recycling/national-overview-facts-and-figures-

materials#NationalPicture. 

30. N. Seldman, “Single Stream Recycling: 

Explaining the Waste Knot.” Institute for Local 

Self-Reliance, Institute for Local Self-Reliance, 28 

Aug. 2018, ilsr.org/explaining-the-waste-knot/. 

31. Department of Environmental Protection. Florida 

and the 2020 75% Recycling Goal. 2020. 

https://floridadep.gov/sites/default/files/FinalRecy

clingReportVolume1_0_0.pdf 

32. K. Pyzyk, “Lake Worth, Florida Reverting to 

Dual-Stream Collection next Month.” Waste Dive, 

Waste Dive, 4 Sept. 2018, 

www.wastedive.com/news/lake-worth-florida-

dual-stream-collection/531504/. 

33. D. Johnson, “Salvage This: Recycling Gone 

Wrong.” IDEAS For Us, 29 Feb. 2020. 

https://ideasforus.org/salvage-this-recycling-gone-

wrong/. 

34. Texas Campaign for the Environment Fund. How 

Houston‟s Trash Proposal Would Waste our 

Resources, Pollute Our Air and Harm Our 

Community‟s Health. Zero Waste Houston 

Coalition, July 2014. 

https://www.texasenvironment.org/wp-

content/uploads/2015/04/ItsSmartertoSeparate_TC

EZeroWasteHoustonReport_July2014.pdf. 

35. D. Eusebio, “American Wasteland: Which States 

Produce the Most Trash?” BigRentz, BigRentz, 21 

July 2020, www.bigrentz.com/blog/which-states-

produce-most-trash. 

36. “Land of Waste.” Save on Energy, Save on 

Energy, www.saveonenergy.com/land-of-waste/. 

37. Environment Texas. The State of Recycling in 

Texas. Environment Texas Research & Policy 

Center, n.d, 15 Nov. 2018. 

https://environmenttexas.org/reports/txe/state-

recycling-texas. 

38. J. Dell, “157,000 Shipping Containers of U.S. 

Plastic Waste Exported to Countries with Poor 

Waste Management in 2018.” Plastic Pollution 

Coalition, Plastic Pollution Coalition, 6 Mar. 

2019, 

www.plasticpollutioncoalition.org/blog/2019/3/6/1

57000-shipping-containers-of-us-plastic-waste-

exported-to-countries-with-poor-waste-

management-in-2018. 

39. K.A. O'Connell,  “In and Out.” Waste360, 

Waste360, 1 Mar. 2002, 

www.waste360.com/mag/waste_. 

40. S. Goldenberg, and D. Muoio. “Wasted Potential: 

The Consequences of New York City's Recycling 

Failure.” Politico, Politico, 5 Jan. 2020, 

www.politico.com/states/new-

york/albany/story/2020/01/05/wasted-potential-

the-consequences-of-new-york-citys-recycling-

failure-1243578. 

41. M. Galka, “Where Does New York City Garbage 

Go? [An Animated Journey of 3 Million Tons of 

Waste].” Metrocosm, Metrocosm, 27 Oct. 2016, 

metrocosm.com/where-new-york-garbage-goes/#. 



iJournals: International Journal of Social Relevance & Concern 
    ISSN-2347-9698 

Volume 8 Issue 8 August 2020 

 
© 2020, iJournals All Rights Reserved www.ijournals.in 

 

© 2020, iJournals All Rights Reserved www.ijournals.in 
 

Page 93 

42. N. Lapis, “Opinion: California Must Stop 

Dumping Toxic Plastic Waste Abroad.” The 

Mercury News, The Mercury News, 28 May 2019, 

www.mercurynews.com/2019/05/28/opinion-

california-must-stop-dumping-toxic-plastic-waste-

abroad/. 

43. “Calendar Year 2018 California Exports of 

Recyclable Materials.” CalRecycle, 16 Sept. 2019. 

44. C. McMullen, “With Its Landfill Nearing 

Maximum Capacity, Albany, N.Y., Looks Toward 

Solid Waste Alternatives.” Waste360, Waste360, 

15 May 2017, www.waste360.com/public-

agencies/its-landfill-nearing-maximum-capacity-

albany-ny-looks-toward-solid-waste. 

45. “DFW Landfill Is Nearing Capacity, Closure 

Expected in 3 Years.” NBC 5 Dallas-Fort Worth, 

NBC 5 Dallas-Fort Worth, 6 Dec. 2019, 

www.nbcdfw.com/news/local/a-dfw-landfill-is-

nearing-capacity-closure-expected-in-3-

years/2269186/. 

46. Christopher. “56 Years Left of Landfill Reserve 

Capacity in Texas.” Re-Mat, Re-Mat, 18 Oct. 

2017, re-mat.org/56-years-left-of-landfill-reserve-

capacity-in-texas/. 

47. A. Geggis, “'Mount Trashmore,' the Landfill 

That's over 20 Stories, Will Grow Bigger and 

Taller.” South Florida Sun-Sentinel, South Florida 

Sun-Sentinel, 13 July 2018, www.sun-

sentinel.com/local/broward/fl-reg-mount-

trashmore-grows-20180712-story.html. 

48. K. O'neill, Waste Trading Among Rich Nations: 

Building a New Theory of Environmental 

Regulation. MIT Press, 2000. 

49. H. Crooks, Giants of Garbage: The Rise of the 

Global Waste Industry and the Politics of 

Pollution, 1993 ed. James Lorimer & Amp; 

Company, n.d. 

50. J. Clapp, Toxic Exports: The Transfer of 

Hazardous Wastes From Rich to Poor Countries. 

Cornell University Press, 2001. 

51. Z. Zein, “In the World of Sustainability, 

Colonialism Is Not Dead.” Sun-Connect-News, 

Sun-Connect-News, 18 Feb. 2019, www.sun-

connect-news.org/de/articles/market/details/in-the-

world-of-sustainability-colonialism-is-not-dead/. 

52. M. Meyer, “Lakeland to Spend $55,000 for 

Recycling Trash Campaign.” The Ledger, The 

Ledger, 5 Sept. 2018, 

www.theledger.com/news/20180905/lakeland-to-

spend-55000-for-recycling-trash-campaign. 

53. C. Rosengren, M. Witynski, R. Li, E.A. Crunden, 

C. Boteler and K. Pyzyk.. “How Recycling Has 

Changed in All 50 States.” Waste Dive, Waste 

Dive, 15 Nov. 2019, 

www.wastedive.com/news/what-chinese-import-

policies-mean-for-all-50-states/510751/. 

54. I. Ocasio, S. Schelecter, and J. Yantis. Increasing 

Transparency and Understanding of Landfill and 

Energy Recovery Practices in NYC‟s Municipal 

Solid Waste Management System in Driving a 

Zero Waste Go. The City College of New York, 

2016. 

55.  “Overview.” Basel Convention, Basel 

Convention, 

www.basel.int/TheConvention/Overview/tabid/12

71/Default.aspx. 

56. “Basel Convention on the Control of 

Transboundary Movements of Hazardous 

Wastes.” United Nations Environment 

Programme, July 2011. 

57.  “The Basel Convention Ban Amendment.” Basel 

Convention, Basel Convention, 

www.basel.int/Implementation/LegalMatters/Ban

Amendment/Overview/tabid/1484/Default.aspx. 

58. S. Kaza, L.C. Yao, P. Bhada-Tata, and F. Van 

Woerden. What a Waste 2.0: A Global Snapshot 

of Solid Waste Management to 2050. World Bank 

Group, 2018. 

59.  “Trash Burning Worldwide Significantly 

Worsens Air Pollution.” NCAR &amp; UCAR 

News, NCAR &amp; UCAR News, 26 Aug. 2014, 

news.ucar.edu/12239/trash-burning-worldwide-

significantly-worsens-air-pollution# 

60. M. Liboiron, “Waste Colonialism.” Discard 

Studies, Discard Studies, 1 Nov. 2018, 

discardstudies.com/2018/11/01/waste-

colonialism/. 

 

 


