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Picking Waste, Preserving Democracy  
Global Recycling and State Instability 
 
 
Once the primary destination of recyclable materials, China recently upended the geography of 
trash by banning waste imports. Changes in the waste market have historically weakened 
diplomatic relationships, undermined domestic political stability, and limited economic potential 
in waste-processing states. In one possible future for the market, democracies with abundant labor 
may take China’s place as waste importers. Without effective policy action, the influx of waste will 
likely lead to environmental degradation, health crises, and corruption in the new importer states, 
ultimately fostering instability. Current efforts to address changes in the waste market shift the 
problem or do not address the root of the issue. American organizations can minimize the negative 
externalities of the waste trade by working with importing states to provide personal protective 
equipment, encourage waste worker unionization, and build capacity for customs enforcement. 
 
 
 
Introduction 
 
Shocks in the international waste market, defined as the transboundary commercial movement of 
waste, have the potential to impact American interests. In 2018, economic growth, domestic 
politics, and international rivalries led China to impose sudden and severe restrictions on waste 
imports. This change in Chinese policy raises the question of where waste will go in the future, 
absent active intervention.  
 
This paper presents a futures assessment of the waste market as a set of interactions between 
regime type and factor endowments. Regime types considered here are authoritarian and 
democratic, while the factor endowments of interest are relative capital abundance versus labor 
abundance. To inform discussion of the waste market, four possible futures are presented, but 
attention should be focused on a scenario in which waste is sent to labor-abundant democracies. 
The influx of waste in these states will likely spark environmental degradation, health crises, and 
corruption, fostering instability and the deterioration of democratic institutions.  
 
U.S. development organizations have the opportunity not only to stave off these dangers, but also 
to turn the waste trade into an economic benefit for importers and exporters. Minimizing harm to 
waste workers through personal protective equipment and support for waste pickers’ associations, 
as well as bolstering customs enforcement capacity, will protect new waste importers from the 
negative effects of waste market shocks and safeguard American interests in this fragile arena. 
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Defining the Waste Market 
 

The way we have been dealing with our waste problem is to export it. It makes our 
[problems] invisible by shifting them. 
               - Carroll Muffett, President of the Center for International Environmental Law, 20181

 
Waste is defined as “unwanted materials left over from a manufacturing process or refuse from 
places of human or animal habitation.”2 A global market exists to dispose of or reuse this waste, 
with waste importers and exporters determined by supply, demand, and comparative advantage. 
For instance, environmental economist Brian Copeland posits that because waste management is 
a land-intensive process, trash will go to states with a comparative advantage in land. This theory 
assumes that the most expensive input for waste management is finding real estate for landfills. In 
this example, states that are sufficiently land abundant import foreign waste in addition to 
processing domestic trash.3 Copeland’s framework highlights the importance of relative 
abundance and comparative advantage in the waste trade. 
 
A critical component of the waste market is the secondary commodities market, which trades items 
or materials that have already been used for further reuse or recycling. As global waste output is 
expected to rise 70 percent by 2050, the international market for secondary commodities is an 
increasingly important component of waste management.4 The waste market is politically 
important due to the dangerous nature of waste and the international integration of the global 
economy. This section outlines types of waste, describes factors that impact the recycling market, 
and explains why China was a major waste importer.  
 
 
Waste Types 

 
Waste can be categorized according to level of hazard and mode of transportation. Non-hazardous 
waste includes plastic, paper, textiles, and metal. Hazardous materials include electronic waste (e-
waste) and toxic byproducts and is specifically governed by the Basel Convention on the Control 
of Transboundary Movements of Hazardous Wastes and Their Disposal of 1992.5 Of the non-
hazardous wastes, metal is easily recycled and highly desired, and therefore of little concern. The 
movement of plastic, paper, and textiles—commonly traded wastes affected by the recent Chinese 
policy changes—is of greatest importance in this context.6  
 
The second key distinction is whether waste is legally traded or illegally trafficked. Illicit 
transboundary trade has primarily involved e-waste and hazardous materials. One type of scrap 
targeted by the Chinese waste import ban was mixed plastic. By altering the legal market, however, 
the ban also incentivized a market for illegally-traded plastic scrap. Either recyclers bought low-
quality, cheap scrap, or exporters paid criminals to dump scrap too low quality to recycle. Hence, 
any discussion of the legal market must also acknowledge and address the illicit market.7 Within 
the illicit market, two key characteristics of waste impact the success of waste smugglers: 
 

• Easily mislabeled.  Exporters face lower customs and disposal fees if they successfully 
deceive importers about the materials they handle. When illegal waste is discovered by 
customs agents, it may be sent back to the exporting country and the exporter may be fined.8 
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Consequently, waste exporters frequently mislead customs agents regarding the contents 
of their imports.9 Recyclable materials, such as plastic scraps and rubber, are often labeled 
as “solid waste” or “domestic waste” to evade seizure by customs.10  

 
• Easily concealed.  Waste in general can be easily hidden in containers, further enabling 

smugglers. For example, plastic is often smuggled with a layer of useful materials on top, 
such as higher quality, recyclable plastic pellets.11 Due to the volume of goods passing 
through each customs checkpoint daily and the size of shipping bales, customs agents 
struggle to thoroughly check each container. 

 
 
Recycling Market Considerations 
 
The waste market exists due to global imbalances in waste disposal costs and low transportation 
costs. The types of theoretically recyclable waste impacted by Chinese bans have specific qualities 
that impact cost-benefit asymmetry. Three factors primarily determine the direction of waste 
flows, namely regulation levels, demand, and factor endowments. 
 

• Environmental regulations.  The pollution haven hypothesis argues that environmental 
protection is a normal good; therefore, countries with more money have better 
environmental protections. To circumvent the high cost of disposing of waste in developed 
countries, companies will send waste to the poorest states with the weakest environmental 
regulations. In these countries, companies are not fined for the pollution from improper 
waste disposal.12 When there are more stringent rules for waste management, rubbish will 
be driven abroad. This is the case in places like the European Union (EU), where there are 
high landfilling costs and laws mandating high recycling rates.13  

 
• Demand for recycled materials.  Strong economic growth, particularly in manufacturing, 

incentivizes investments in recycling technology.14 Recycled materials are attractive 
because they require less energy than would be used to produce new materials. Recycled 
aluminum requires 95 percent less energy than refining virgin aluminum; one ton of 
recycled office paper saves 4,100 Kwh of energy, while recycled plastic saves 5,774 Kwh 
of energy.15 However, states with substantial wealth and robust recycling programs will 
avoid accepting groups of materials that are more physically or chemically difficult to 
recycle in order to minimize pre-processing costs. 

 
• Factor endowments.  The recycling process is extremely sensitive to variations in material 

type and formulation.16 As an illustration, the average recycling contamination rate in the 
United States is 25 percent.17 Therefore, it is imperative that recycling streams are 
homogeneous and clean, and care is used to break down goods for recycling. To attain 
purity, recyclers can either severely limit the types of scrap they accept or Material 
Recovery Facilities (MRFs) must purify the waste stream before scrap can be recycled.18 
The first option forgoes profit while the second is costly. 
 
MRFs can use labor-intensive or capital-exhaustive waste processing methods. A 
comparative advantage in land becomes secondary to labor costs, because ideally few 
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secondary materials are landfilled. Because waste streams are so badly contaminated in 
waste exporting countries, it is profitable to send the dirty, comingled mixed waste overseas 
for manual sorting, rather than investing in capital-intensive waste-sorting technology. 
Low wages are therefore essential for maintaining a profit margin.  

 
Figure 1: Drivers of the Recycling Market 

 
 
China’s Role in the Market 
 
In the 1990s and early 2000s, China’s comparative advantage in labor and weak environmental 
regulations increased its willingness to import waste. Strong economic growth, both within China 
and globally, ensured strong demand for recycled materials. Importing waste was made more 
profitable by loading scrap onto ships that brought Chinese goods to the United States, rather than 
letting them return to China empty. This practice of backhauling ensures that ships are always fully 
utilized, thereby lowering transportation costs.19 These factors combined to cement Chinese 
dominance of the waste market.20 
 
 
 
Challenges Arising from Changes in the Waste Market 
 
Historically, changes in the waste market have endangered three pillars of security for importer 
states: diplomatic relationships, domestic political stability, and domestic economic potential. In 
the heavily globalized waste market, changes that impact waste importers threaten international 
stability and therefore U.S. interests. 
 
 
Threat to Diplomatic Relationships  
 
The waste crisis will give rise to new challenges to international rule of law and multilateral 
partnerships, notably by increasing waste crime and multinational disputes.  
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• Increased illicit trade.  Waste crime is an international problem that corrodes trust between 
the unwitting waste importer and the waste exporter. The United Nations Environmental 
Programme estimates waste crimes like smuggling and dumping to be worth 20 to 30 
billion USD per year.21 Legitimate businesses are undercut by the illicit trade of waste, 
perpetrated by both small groups of individuals and organized criminal groups.22 Waste 
crime is difficult to eliminate due to the “near complete lack of monitoring, statistics, or 
reporting” on global trash flows.23 In 2016, the head of the British Environment Agency 
called waste crime the “new narcotics.”24 

 
• More frequent multinational disputes.  The dangerous nature of the waste trade promotes 

international disputes between governments, companies, and individuals on the ground. In 
the case of the Khian Sea, a ship laden with American toxic ash drifted from port to port 
for two years during the 1980s, unable to unload its cargo.25 Eventually, the ship dumped 
4,000 tons of waste in Haiti before it was ordered to leave; clean-up cost hundreds of 
thousands of dollars and took more than ten years to negotiate and enact.26 Of the 12 
countries that the Khian Sea visited, it was turned away at gunpoint from two.27 Protests of 
the ship and its American waste were so common in the states it hoped to dock in that the 
Khian Sea changed its name and the title of its cargo multiple times to try to trick customs 
officials.28 Such backlash against waste-exporting states could be a major problem, 
especially for the United States, as one of the largest waste exporters in the world.29 

 
 
Threat to Domestic Political Stability  
 
The governments of waste importers face internal unrest and disruption to domestic politics before 
and after joining the market. 
 

• More frequent domestic protests.  Multinational disputes over the waste trade are 
frequently precipitated by domestic protests, which can strain local and state governments. 
In January 2019, the Filipino Bureau of Customs discovered the second illegal shipment 
of mixed wastes in the Philippines within six months. Both shipments came from South 
Korea. There was an uproar in both states, including multiple protests by the Filipino NGO 
EcoWaste Coalition outside the Korean embassy in Taguig City in late 2018.30 Importing 
waste can throw off budgets for waste management, an issue to which citizens are 
extremely sensitive. Protests against the government, spurred by citizens’ frustrations with 
waste build-up, have played out over recent years in countries as varied as Russia, Lebanon, 
and Italy.31 

 
• Emerging interest groups.  Economic opportunities created by the waste trade will 

empower new groups that advocate policies other citizens object to or are suboptimal for 
the country as a whole.32  These new interest groups will find allies in a number of different 
constituencies; for example, waste workers and facility owners as well as environmental 
activists. Conflict between interest groups and the larger electorate may lead to civil 
disputes or a lack of political will to address fully the impacts of the waste trade. In India, 
for instance, local supervisors are afraid to change the current waste management system, 
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because they fear that the many ragpickers who depend on access to scrapyards could strike 
and disrupt the informal recycling industry or possibly turn violent and riot.33  

 
 
Threat to Domestic Economic Potential 
 
Unmanaged waves of waste can generate negative externalities that limit economic potential. 
 

• Damaging impacts on human health.  For states with lackluster public services, trash can 
be a severe public health threat and importing more can exacerbate the negative health 
effects. Health issues—namely high blood pressure—plagued the area surrounding 
Wen’an, which was the center of the Chinese recycling industry until the 2010s.34 
Respiratory illnesses, rashes, and headaches are common side effects of unregulated 
recycling work.35 Additionally, some companies attempt to purify recycling streams by 
burning plastic, but this practice can release toxic chemicals into the atmosphere that 
eventually become carcinogens. Heightened risks of heart disease and nervous system 
damage is also linked with burning plastic.36 The health impacts of waste mismanagement 
are long lasting and can limit the earning potential of individuals who would otherwise be 
in the workforce.  

 
• Increased environmental damage.  Informal recycling in open dumps, as well as improper 

disposal of unrecyclable waste, leads to serious land degradation. Paying for large-scale 
disposal and remediation projects is expensive and difficult. In Malaysia, for instance, the 
burst of recycling in 2018 contaminated one single site with 4,400 tons of waste. With no 
bidders interested in buying the site at auction, simply transporting the garbage to a cement 
plant for containment would cost nearly USD 615,000.37  

 
The psychology of voters and policymakers also plays an important role in undervaluing 
remediation. The brain processes hypothetical and real decisions differently, so people are 
less willing to dedicate resources to problems whose effects they cannot yet see.38  

 
Collectively, these trends ensure that global waste flows will challenge international stability over 
the next five to ten years. Global municipal solid waste output is predicted to nearly double by 
2025.39 Waste generation rates will double in lower-income states, leading waste disposal costs to 
increase five-fold.40 At the same time as the global amount of waste is growing, environmentalist 
policies will likely push states to commit to higher standards of resource conservation. Stringent 
environmental policies could lead waste exporters to reduce their trash output while reducing strain 
on existing markets. However, the profit incentives companies traditionally receive by recycling 
mean that exporting waste for recycling is more desirable than simply reducing waste.  
 
Without a functioning market for waste, meeting international sustainability targets will be more 
difficult. As net exporters of waste in the global North try to meet their sustainability goals, they 
will keep the waste market alive.41 Incentives to trade trash that are unaffected by the costs of 
negative externalities will push the waste market in a dangerous direction.  
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Disruption of the Waste Market 
 

Large amounts of dirty wastes or even hazardous wastes are mixed in the solid waste that 
can be used as raw materials. This polluted China’s environment seriously. 
        - Chinese waste ban declaration to the World Trade Organization, 201742

 
New Chinese policies recently changed the waste market. Once the destination for much of the 
world’s traded trash, China announced in 2018 that it was on course to ban all waste imports in 
the next two years.43 Changes in Chinese policy have taken the form of customs enforcement 
initiatives and a formal waste import ban. 
 

• Customs enforcement initiatives.  Chinese action on waste began in 2013 with the “Green 
Fence” customs initiative, which led to more intensive inspections of scrap material and 
importer practices.44 In February 2017, “National Sword” was announced as a replacement 
program that focused more on halting smuggling operations not targeted by “Green Fence.” 
The new policy was characterized by heightened enforcement on criminal activity, 
especially permit fraud, as well as intermittent raids, arrests, and scrap confiscation.45  

 
• Waste import ban.  In July 2017, China filed a notice with the World Trade Organization 

announcing its intent to ban imports of 24 different types of waste, including recovered 
mixed paper, several types of scrap plastic, and textiles. China justified this ban, effective 
January 1, 2018, on the grounds that “large amounts of dirty waste or even hazardous 
wastes” were mixed in with imports.46 An increasingly stringent contamination standard of 
0.5 percent accompanied the ban, which many waste exporters in states like the United 
States, United Kingdom, and Japan cannot meet.47 

 
There is no indication that China will lower these trade barriers in the future. In March 2018, the 
“Blue Sky 2018” program replaced National Sword as the primary waste import restriction 
customs initiative.48 Three months later, China declared its intent to impose a “full recyclable 
import ban by 2020.”49 The future of the market is still extremely uncertain.50 
 
 
Motivations for the Ban 
 
The Chinese waste import ban took many in the waste industry by surprise; although the Chinese 
had been increasing customs restrictions and enforcements initiatives, few industry journalists or 
executives thought that China would actually enact a ban. The Chinese policy changes can be 
traced to rising concerns about economic growth, international rivalries, and domestic politics. 
 

• Economic growth.  Chinese economic growth has led to higher wages, undercutting the 
viability of manually separating low-quality, impure imports of recyclable materials. 
Growing consumerism in Chinese cities increases the generation of domestic waste and the 
materials for recycling facilities.51 Economic strength also lowers manufacturers’ need to 
save money by purchasing recycled rather than virgin materials. 
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• International rivalries.  Beijing marketed China’s policy change as a stand against “foreign 
garbage.”52 This rhetoric plays into nationalistic and anti-foreigner sentiment, especially in 
regard to the current antagonism between China and the United States.53 Chinese citizens 
question why domestic workers are processing waste for “American imperialists,” rather 
than focusing on improving Chinese recycling.54 Furthermore, China has displaced the 
United States as a more assertive defender of the global environment, cracking down on 
fishery abuse and promoting the Paris climate accords.55 Among recycling industry experts, 
it is rumored that Chinese officials were embarrassed into action by negative international 
coverage of Chinese recycling in media like Plastic China.56  

 
• Domestic politics.  The waste import ban is a low-cost method for Chinese leaders to signal 

their concern for environmental issues, particularly because environmental and health 
issues stemming from improper recycling have caused an outcry in the past. In the town of 
Guiyu, for instance, the recycling boom of the 1990s spurred 5,000 households to engage 
in amateur recycling.57 These improper recycling methods led to elevated lead levels in 
children’s blood and high concentrations of cancer-causing dioxins.58 Chinese leaders 
argue that the ban will help the Chinese environment by reducing the strain on domestic 
waste management.59 Lastly, the ban on foreign trash helps solidify Chinese President Xi 
Jinping’s environmental legacy with the public.60 

 
 
Evidence of the Initial Impact of Chinese Policy Changes 
 
The Chinese waste ban has already heavily influenced customs policies within the region. Many 
Southeast Asian states, including Thailand, Vietnam, and Malaysia, initially were eager to serve 
as alternative markets for waste. However, they were quickly overwhelmed and have since 
followed China’s lead in restricting waste imports and announcing future foreign waste bans. 
Given that Asia imported 81 percent of U.S. plastic scrap in the first half of 2018 alone and “an 
estimated 111 million metric tons of plastic waste will be displaced […] by 2030,” the waste 
market must rapidly evolve.61 
 
Chinese policies also caused changes in the illicit waste market. Within months of the ban, 
organized criminals in Poland began openly burning plastic wastes transported from the United 
Kingdom. More than 60 fires were started by waste criminals covering their tracks at Polish dumps 
in the first half of 2018.62 Most of this British waste would have otherwise gone to China. 
Similarly, the Philippines is considering filing a diplomatic protest of South Korea after Filipino 
authorities charged that Korean trash was smuggled into the country in late 2018.63 Authorities 
also discovered Canadian garbage in the Philippines, prompting further outrage.64 As more 
ambitious waste regulations go into place from Malaysia to Turkey, it is clear that the changing 
waste market is an emerging crisis that demands action. 
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The Future of Trash 
 

A high level of uncertainty exists in the recycling market today. No one has a crystal ball 
to see or predict what is going to happen tomorrow, next week, next month, or next year. 
                                - Robert Reed, Recology spokesman, 201865

 
If left unaddressed, the changing waste market will exacerbate the six challenges identified above, 
with negative impacts on development, governance, and global stability. American development 
and governance organizations, such as USAID and the Millennium Challenge Corporation, 
therefore have a fundamental interest in guiding the future of the waste market. 
 
 
Variables of Interest 
 
Predicting future waste flows is difficult. The market is extremely volatile in the wake of the 
Chinese policy changes and existing flows are not well understood or modeled.66 To help make 
sense of the market, a 2x2 scenario matrix is offered to explore different possible futures. This 
analysis is particularly concerned with economic development and governance objectives for new 
waste-importer states. Both near- and long-term predictions are offered. The two variables 
considered in the model are regime type and factor endowments.  
 

• Regime Type.  The horizontal axis of this model contains a dichotomous choice between 
authoritarian and democratic regimes. Regime type is included in the model because the 
waste market affects various groups differently, meaning the costs and benefits of 
importing waste vary by regime type. For example, the negative externalities affect the 
poor but not the elite, while the profits accrue primarily to the elite and not the poor. In a 
democracy, popular pressure to ban will affect the legislative agenda. However, in an 
authoritarian regime, the government is unlikely to act in response to popular pressure 
unless the waste market negatively impacts the elites.  

 
• Factor Endowments.  This analysis considers whether states are either relatively labor-rich 

or capital-rich along the vertical axis. Low-cost, unskilled labor currently dictates the 
profitability of recycling and the waste trade, as waste moves from high-wage states to 
low-wage ones. Gross Domestic Product (GDP) per capita can also be used to assess factor 
endowments. Poorer states are typically labor-rich rather than capital-rich.67 Wealth also 
has other manifestations in the waste market. For example, the Environmental Kuznets 
Curve documents the correlation between wealth and demand for and provision of sanitary 
landfills and clean waste disposal.68 Wealth is also associated with the ability to enforce 
customs regulations, such as a waste import ban.69 Land endowments are not included in 
this model; although factor endowments matter, per Copeland, as land matters far less in 
the recycling market than in the general waste market, where more material is landfilled. 
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Figure 2: Matrix of Alternate Futures 

 
 
Scenario 1 (authoritarian, capital-abundant)  
 
Authoritarian, capital-abundant states do not currently import waste due to the importance of labor 
in the contemporary waste market as well as minimal need for the economic benefits of the waste 
market. An example of these types of countries are the Gulf states.  
 

• Near term:  It is possible that this category of states could import waste to decrease reliance 
on virgin materials, foster economic connections with other states, or gain some sort of 
cost-imposition leverage. Importing waste may help countries achieve these goals in the 
short run.70  
 

• Long term:  However, these states are unlikely to import waste because they do not need 
an economic boost. For example, the Gulf states do not need the limited economic growth 
that the waste trade would encourage, nor are they major manufacturers that would benefit 
from cheaper recycled materials. China was able to ban the waste trade because, as its 
economy grew, waste sector employment and lower prices for materials became less 
important. For authoritarian regimes like China, not importing waste is a low-cost way of 
signaling to citizens that the regime cares about the environment.71 
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Scenario 2 (democratic, capital-abundant) 
 
Currently, there are some democratic and capital-rich states that import limited amounts of waste 
for uses such as waste-to-energy (WTE) conversion. States in this category include northern 
European countries like Sweden or other capital-abundant democracies like Australia.72  
 

• Near term:  Citizen resistance and low capacity may stymie a significant increase in waste 
imports. Democracies are unlikely to import meaningful amounts of waste because citizens 
would likely impose pressure on their lawmakers not to do so, as has frequently been the 
case in the Not In My Backyard (NIMBY) movement.73 For example, in Australia, 
government officials concluded that the best way forward is to use more WTE 
incinerators.74 However, locals protested and the planned incinerator was scrapped in 
2018.75 Citizen resistance will likely be strong in the face of an overwhelming wave of 
waste that exceeds the capacity of domestic processing facilities. 
 

• Long term:  Nevertheless, it could be advantageous for these states to import waste in the 
long term. These states could potentially import waste if they were required to comply with 
ambitious environmental goals for recycling rates and greenhouse gas emissions.76 
Alternatively, sustainability goals could raise the cost of landfilling, increasing the amount 
of regional or global waste exports and creating a potential waste buyer’s market. These 
capital-rich democracies might be more likely to embrace the recycling industry because 
they can more easily enforce purity standards and negotiate better prices. Capital-rich states 
are also better equipped to utilize sorted waste than labor-rich states. For example, Sweden 
imports waste to feed its sophisticated WTE incinerators.77 Nonetheless, the same problems 
that arose in the short run, such as citizen resistance to waste imports, could also arise in 
the long run. 

 
 
Scenario 3 (authoritarian, labor-abundant) 
 
This scenario is one that American governance organizations have less leverage over, but that 
could contribute to poor development and governance outcomes for the importer states. States in 
this category are comparable to China in the 1990s, in that they have low labor costs and are 
minimally responsive to citizen input. Turkey is one contemporary example of an authoritarian, 
labor-abundant state with a role in the waste trade; it increased waste imports from the United 
Kingdom by 225 percent over the last year.78 
 

• Near term:  The elites of the authoritarian regime are insulated from the effects of the waste 
trade. Thus, there is little incentive to limit waste imports or strictly enforce environmental 
regulations.79 Environmental degradation will occur, and possibly crime as well, as firms 
try to cut corners while importing, recycling, and disposing of waste. However, the existing 
mechanism for stifling protest would most likely limit the political ramifications in the 
short run.80 

 
• Long term:  The costs of the environmental degradation will accrue. Remediating waste 

sites and managing the inefficiencies generated by corruption will become increasingly 
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expensive.81 These financial burdens would slow down the economy. It would be 
challenging for the importer states to ever evolve into a democracy; if they did, failure of 
the new government to address the expensive, dangerous challenges of the waste trade 
would increase the likelihood of falling back into authoritarianism.82 

 
 
Scenario 4 (democratic, labor-abundant) 
 
States that are democratic and labor-abundant are likely to import waste and be harmed in the 
process. U.S. policymakers have the opportunity to minimize and avert serious threats to stability 
through intervention by influencing this scenario. Without any intervention, this future poses 
significant threats to the new importer states. A high-volume influx of waste will have deleterious 
effects on the environment, health, and corruption, which may lead ultimately lead to domestic 
unrest and state instability. Policy action by American governance and development groups can 
limit the dangers posed by the waste trade and make the waste market more profitable.  
 

• Near term:  In this scenario, labor-rich democracies import waste due to internal and/or 
external pressures. External pressure to import waste could come from the exporters in the 
global North, while internal pressure could come from business interests and/or a desire 
for economic growth.83 Waste imports begin, but due to underfunding of regulatory 
agencies, there is less stringent enforcement of laws regarding the volume imported or the 
methods of recycling or disposal. The states are overwhelmed by imports, prompting 
dangerous environmental and health outcomes.84 In the international waste market, 
corruption is a serious problem. Bribes could influence the decision to import and permeate 
the actual import, recycling, and disposal process. Such corruption undermines faith in 
regulatory agencies and democratic institutions and leads to crony capitalism.85 Dangerous 
economic and health outcomes, combined with demonstrable institutional failures to 
protect citizens and limit corruption, will lead to public protests.  

 
• Long term:  Responsive democracies may issue a waste ban as a result of protests. As 

mentioned previously, however, there is weak enforcement capability in this scenario. 
Therefore, the ban will simply lead to crime, as the same activities continue despite their 
nominal illegality, thereby worsening corruption problems.86 If such states recognize that 
they cannot enforce a ban and do no pursue one, protests of the regime will increase. As in 
scenario 3, the cost of remediating waste sites will be immense, and especially daunting to 
countries with fewer resources.87 All of the above—crime, protests, environmental 
problems—limits the states’ ability to grow as an economy or as a democracy, ultimately 
pushing the states toward authoritarianism and away from functional democracy. 

 
In summation, scenarios 1 and 2, in which capital-abundant states become dominant waste 
importers are unlikely. As mentioned above, the most important factor endowment for the 
contemporary recycling industry is low-cost labor. Industry experts indicate that it would take at 
least five years for automated machinery that separates waste to become operational and 
implementable.88 Retrofitting MRFs would be extremely expensive and time consuming; private 
industry is unlikely to accomplish construction quickly, and public industry is constrained by 
budgetary concerns.89 Either of these scenarios in which capital-rich states process waste could be 
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desirable. These types of states could enforce environmental regulations better than labor-rich 
states, thereby limiting the impact of negative externalities. Scenario 3, while worrisome, offers 
U.S. governance and development organizations little policy leverage and many logistical 
challenges. Scenario 4 is both extremely likely and the best opportunity to intercede and break the 
dangerous causal chain set in motion by the introduction of the waste trade. 
 
 
Examples of Countries at Risk in Scenario 4 
 
Two states well-positioned to fall into scenario 4 due to their low labor costs and proximity to 
major waste exporters are Albania and Honduras. These countries should be monitored carefully 
as they have existing problems with crime and corruption.  
 

• Albania.  There is already pressure on the Albanian government to import waste to 
stimulate economic growth in the recycling and manufacturing industry. Importing waste 
could also be an attempt to appeal to the EU, as Albania attempts to join the union. The 
country already imports waste from Italy and the Balkans, as of 2016, and its geographic 
proximity to a region with strict regulations and ambitious goals for decreasing landfilling 
make it an attractive destination to ship waste.90 GDP per capita is approximately one 
fourth the level of the EU—therefore, low labor costs are a strong benefit of operating in 
Albania.91 The manufacturing sector weathered the Great Recession well, despite 
averaging 2.48 percent GDP growth from 2010 to 2017.92 There have been numerous 
attempts to increase waste imports for economic reasons, as recently as September 2017, 
although none have been successful so far.93  
 
However, waste imports would be problematic because Albania has no domestic recycling 
programs.94 Recycling rates have not only failed to grow in recent years, they fell between 
2013 and 2015.95 Environmental crime is a serious concern for Albania, due to extant 
smuggling by organized criminal groups and corruption enabled by minimal independent 
oversight.96 Albania is known as a transshipment point for narcotics, arms, and 
contraband.97 There are accusations that “waste mafias” dump Italian trash in Albania.98 
As the country has opened up over the past two decades, environmental risks posed by 
rapid globalization have become more severe.99 

 
• Honduras.  Currently a destination for scrap textile imports and the site of a German PET 

(polyethylene terephthalate) recycling facility, Honduras is poised to enter the market as a 
waste importer.100 Geographic proximity to and existing trade connectivity with the United 
States, one of the world’s largest waste exporters, ensure low transportation costs.101 
Honduran environmental regulations do not limit corporations and the country has the 
unfortunate distinction of being the deadliest in the world for environmental activists.102 
The regulatory difference means that more dangerous industries would move to Honduras, 
in line with the pollution haven hypothesis. Low labor costs further ensure that Honduras 
is a competitive waste processor. Honduras currently imports a large amount of industrial 
raw materials that could be replaced with recycled materials.103 Alternatively, the recycled 
materials could be sold to any of Honduras’ neighbors with strong manufacturing sectors. 
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Extreme inequality, violence against environmental activists, and unsustainable land use 
are existing problems that would be exacerbated by the failed introduction of Honduras to 
the global recycling market. Land degradation and water pollution from forestry and 
mining would be compounded by the introduction of large amounts of scrap.104 

 
 
 

Recommended U.S. Policy Actions  
 

When we talk about recycling, the concept is good and the objectives are good. But if the 
recycling industry is good, why do America, Europe, Korea and Japan have to export to 
other states? Can you answer me that? 
                    - Penchom Saetan, Thai NGO leader, 2018105

 
The international waste trade is a complex system with overlapping effects on domestically-
generated waste and pollution. Policies that attempt to minimize pollution, such as campaigns for 
less single-use plastic, more corporate responsibility, and greater environmental awareness reduce 
the negative externalities of the waste trade.106 There are also some groups that will benefit from 
the Chinese waste ban, such as recyclers who can set higher prices and thus have more money to 
invest in high-tech MRFs. Before these innovations can take hold, however, the negative effects 
of the disruption to the waste market will be felt in the developing world. Proactive policies for 
managing the dangers to new waste importers, especially those states that are democratic and 
labor-abundant, are critical to international stability.  
 
 
Limitations of Existing Policies 
 
There are some policies that have been proposed or pursued by states grappling with the effects of 
the waste market shock. However, these policies all have significant shortcomings, as they either 
fail to target all types of waste or shift the problem of waste elsewhere. 
 

• Fails to target all types of waste and scrap.  One proposal would subject plastic scrap to 
the Basel Convention.107 The amendment would require all 186 parties to the Basel 
Convention to consider plastic scrap a material “that requires special consideration, which 
would oblige states exporting plastic waste to get the prior informed consent of the 
receiving party.”108 This policy is primarily meant to decrease maritime plastic pollution, 
but it would also more heavily regulate the scrap industry.  
 
One of the shortcomings of the proposal to amend the Basel Convention is that it does not 
address other kinds of scrap that have been displaced by the recent policy shock. Therefore, 
although the proposed amendment is a good first step, it is far from a complete policy 
solution. Additionally, amending the Basel Convention requires strong customs 
enforcement. If waste enters a country and its origin is clear, the Convention provides an 
arbitration framework and allows the unwilling importer to return the waste. But given the 
ease of smuggling waste, if it enters a country and is dumped without any identifying 
characteristics, that country cannot take action, despite the Basel Convention’s protections. 
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• Shifts the problem elsewhere.  Following the Chinese policy changes, some states have 
simply banned waste imports. Southeast Asian countries imported far more waste than 
average in 2018. For example, Malaysia experienced a 611 percent increase in plastic waste 
imports and Thailand underwent a 2,000 percent increase in U.S. plastic imports response 
to China’s waste ban.109 These Asian states were quickly overwhelmed by the sheer volume 
of trash redirected from China. They restricted import quotas and even set timelines for 
banning all waste imports. Malaysia has already banned scrap plastic imports, while 
Thailand set a goal for complete scrap plastic bans by 2021.110 Bans are tempting because 
they can shelter a country’s market from being flooded, show that the government is acting 
to protect citizens and the environment, and allow waste processors at the global level to 
be choosier about the quality of waste that they purchase. 

 
Banning the waste trade is an imperfect solution for both the institutor of the ban and the 
world. Waste crime has arisen in states with bans because waste can easily be transported 
illegally. For instance, Malaysia restricted waste imports in 2018 in preparation for a full 
ban. Since then, the government has discovered and shut down 140 illicit recycling 
operations throughout the country.111 Moreover, banning waste imports redirects problems 
to other states that may be less prepared for such issues. As with any good, the maximum 
benefit derives from free trade.112 If there is a profit to be made, waste will move 
internationally, following “the path of least resistance.”113 

 
 
Policy Recommendations 
 
U.S. development and governance agencies can mitigate the impacts of the waste trade on labor-
abundant democracies in three arenas. The first is at the individual worker-level, the second is at 
the group worker-level, and the third is at the national-level. Each of these policies disrupts part of 
the causal chain endangering labor-abundant democracies that import waste. 
 

• Ensure personal protective equipment availability for individual workers.  Waste workers 
have one of the most dangerous professions in the world. Even in a developed country like 
the United States, refuse collection is one of the top five most dangerous jobs.114 The risks 
to workers include injury from heavy equipment or sharp and heavy waste materials, or 
illnesses including respiratory disorders from smoke inhalation from fires common at dump 
sites.115 Personal protective equipment (PPE), such as gloves, boots, overalls in bright 
colors for visibility, and respiratory tract protection, is a simple way of protecting 
workers.116 Employer provision of PPE and employee adoption of PPE is a standard 
requirement for waste work, set by government agencies like the U.S. Occupational Safety 
and Health Administration as well as plans of action by groups like the UN Development 
Programme (UNDP). Nonetheless, it is an element that is frequently missing from waste 
processing operations that are poorly regulated or that contract work out to informal 
workers like waste pickers. 

 
American organizations should invest in PPE provision programs in newly waste-
importing countries because it is a simple, immediate way of protecting those most directly 
exposed to the health risks of waste processing. If enacted in tandem with a program that 
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promotes the safe disposal of waste that cannot be recycled, this policy will help address 
one of the largest negative externalities in the waste industry. The goods provided could 
come from American companies interested in partnering with development agencies, or 
provide the basis for growth in PPE manufacturing in waste-importing countries. 
Improving worker safety would help secure global compliance with industry standards, 
rather than allowing one standard for formal workers in the developed world and another 
for vulnerable workers in the developing world. This policy solution is a starting point for 
limiting the environmental and health problems that could lead to protests and instability. 

 
• Support recycling workers’ associations.  One reason the environmental and health 

consequences of the recycling industry devastated China was that entire villages were 
devoted to processing waste.117 With the whole community involved in the recycling 
industry, diversification and alternative employment options were minimal, increasing the 
potential for abuse. The informal element to waste picking and processing leaves workers 
without legal recognition and protections. In many places around the world, waste pickers’ 
associations protect workers from the pitfalls of informal work.118 Such associations often 
partner with development organizations like the UNDP for projects including educational 
initiatives, health programs, and contract standardization.119 Members of waste picker 
associations benefit from collective bargaining to formalize their work and achieve greater 
protections and profits. Some of the common goals of these associations include on-site 
facilities such as toilets, social protection schemes for workers and their families, and more 
equity in the distribution of profits.120  

 
U.S. organizations should support the formation of recycling workers’ associations based 
on the waste pickers’ model because it centralizes decision making and gives waste 
workers more bargaining power. It is easier to disseminate other goods, such as the PPE 
recommended above, if there is a central authority to hand it out to a list of members. Waste 
workers’ organizations would help multinational corporations as well as local and national 
governments. These stakeholders would benefit from more unified input from individuals 
who traditionally struggle to have their voices heard. Clearer demands are easier to meet. 
The proposed organizational mechanism will help reduce environmental and health issues, 
in addition to channeling worker frustration into conversations instead of protests. 

 
• Promote customs partnerships between waste exporters and importers.  Improving the 

capacity and efficiency of customs offices is a well-recognized goal in international 
development.121 Two of the largest challenges to enforcing customs are corruption and lack 
of funding or equipment. Previous programs that improve customs enforcement have 
helped smuggling investigators by providing informational technology equipment and 
training on “anticorruption, anti-tax evasion and anti-smuggling techniques.”122 Limiting 
corruption is an important initial step for attracting private investment, a significant 
positive side effect of this policy.123  
 
This customs partnership program offers many benefits to stakeholders. Governance 
organizations value reducing corruption, which is targeted by this policy. Multinational 
recycling companies would benefit from this approach because they would avoid media 
linkages to crime, exploitation, and perhaps protests of those very same problems. Lastly, 
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customs partnerships would help importer states improve customs capacity by providing 
funding and technical assistance. By enacting this policy, development and governance 
organizations can limit the corruption, protests, and institutional deterioration challenges 
associated with waste imports. 

 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
The recent changes in the global waste market pose a distinct threat to international stability, as 
well as development and governance objectives. Without policy action, labor-abundant 
democracies risk being overwhelmed with trash. Ensuing environmental degradation, health 
crises, and corruption challenge the stability of these importer states. While there may be 
opportunities in the long term for minimizing waste production in general and improving recycling 
systems globally, there is a significant danger in the short run of waste continuing to be sent abroad. 
Current policies to address the market shock include regulating the scrap plastic trade and banning 
waste imports. These ideas, however, either do not address the root of the issue or shift the problem 
to more vulnerable states. U.S. organizations can minimize the negative externalities of the scrap 
trade by ensuring PPE provision and use, supporting recycling workers’ associations, and 
promoting customs partnerships between waste importers and exporters. 
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