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India Without Waste: Policies and Laws for a Circular Future

This short article is written by Bhavanya E K, a BBA LLB (Hons.) 3™ year student of

Dhanalakshmi Srinivasan University Trichy, Tamil Nadu.

Abstract

India needs to move away from the current “take, make, throw” system and adopt a circular
economy, a model where materials are reused, repaired, and recycled so that almost nothing
is wasted. This paper looks at how India can make this shift through stronger laws and
policies. It studies the existing legal framework and highlights key challenges such as poor
waste segregation, weak enforcement, and the under-recognition of informal waste workers.
Suggesting practical solutions, where, by treating waste as a valuable resource, India can not
only create employment and reduce pollution but also take a major step towards achieving the

vision of a clean, sustainable, and prosperous circular economy.

Keywords: Circular Economy, Waste to Wealth, Solid Waste Management Rules 2016,
Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR), Informal Waste Workers
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Introduction

India is rapidly developing, but this growth has come with a major challenge of managing
waste. Today, India produces about 62 million tonnes’ of waste each year, and this amount
could increase threefold by 2047 if things don’t change. More than 70% of the waste ends up
in open dumps or landfills. This growing problem poses major concerns and risks to public
health, damages the environment, and pollutes water, and our valuable resources if current

trends continue.

In a circular economy, products and materials are reused, recycled, and recovered, so that
nothing goes to waste. This approach helps save natural resources, reduce pollution, and

create new economic opportunities.

The vision of a circular economy supports India’s commitment to the United Nations
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), especially SDG 12° of Responsible Consumption
and Production. 1t aligns with the goal of building a cleaner, smarter, and more sustainable

India.
Current Scenario and Challenges in India's Waste Management System

India is facing a serious waste management crisis as rapid urbanisation, population growth,
and lifestyle changes have led to a sharp increase in solid waste generation. Unfortunately,
over 70% of this waste is still dumped in open landfills* instead of being scientifically

treated or recycled.

A key challenge lies in poor segregation practices at the household and institutional levels.
Most waste is mixed before disposal, making recycling and resource recovery difficult. Even
though segregation at source is mandated under the Solid Waste Management Rules, 2016
implementation remains weak, and municipal authorities struggle with inadequate

infrastructure and manpower.

"Prashant Ravish, Sustainable Management of Landfill Sites in India: Addressing Environmental, Health, and
Socioeconomic Challenges, 20 Curr. World Environ. 19 (2025),

2UNITED NATIONS, SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT GOAL 12: RESPONSIBLE CONSUMPTION &
PRODUCTION (2023).

3CPCB, ANNUAL REPORT ON SOLID WASTE MANAGEMENT IN INDIA 2022-23 (2023).

* Solid Waste Management Rules, 2016, G.S.R. 279(E).

> Ellen MacArthur Foundation, Circular Economy in India: Rethinking Growth for Long-Term Prosperity
(2016).
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Another significant concern is the informal waste workforce, which plays a crucial role in
recycling but often operates without legal recognition, social security, or safety equipment.

These workers handle hazardous waste daily, exposing themselves to health risks.

This ineffective waste handling not only damages public health and the environment but also
causes large economic losses, as recyclable materials and energy opportunities are lost rather
than recovered. If India does not adopt stronger governance and circular economy practices,
the waste burden will continue to grow, threatening sustainable development and urban

well-being.

Research Question and Hypothesis

How can legal and policy reforms help India turn waste into wealth and build an efficient

circular economy?

This research is based on the hypothesis that India needs strict rules, local waste solutions,
and proper recognition of informal waste workers to shift toward a successful circular

economy.
Significance of the Study

This research is significant as it addresses one of India’s most urgent urban and
environmental challenges, rising waste generation and inadequate processing. By
highlighting successful models from Indian cities and identifying policy gaps, the study
contributes to the growing discourse on sustainable development and environmental
governance. The findings are relevant for policymakers, municipal authorities, legal scholars,
waste-sector stakeholders, and community groups. Importantly, this research aligns with
national priorities such as Swachh Bharat Mission, Viksit Bharat 2047, and SDG 12,
demonstrating how a circular economy approach can create jobs, reduce pollution, and

promote long-term resource security for India.

Literature Review

The concept of a circular economy has received increasing attention in policy research,
environmental governance studies, and sustainability literature. Scholars highlight that

traditional linear economic systems based on extraction, production, consumption, and
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disposal are no longer viable for a resource-constrained and rapidly developing nation like
India. According to the NITI Aayog and EU Delegation (2019)%transitioning to a circular
model can reduce material consumption by 40% and generate significant economic value

while addressing ecological pressures.

Municipal waste management systems have been widely studied in Indian environmental
literature. Research by the Central Pollution Control Board (CPCB)’ shows that India
generates more than 62 million tonnes of waste annually, with only one-fourth processed
scientifically. Studies by the Centre for Science and Environment (CSE)* emphasise that
weak segregation systems, inadequate municipal infrastructure, and insufficient monitoring

are major obstacles to effective waste management practices.

Another major strand of literature focuses on the role of the informal waste economy. Works
by Chaturvedi & Gidwani (2011)° show that informal waste pickers significantly contribute
to recycling but remain socially and legally excluded. Reports by UNEP" and the World
Bank stresses that recognising and formalising this sector is essential for equitable and

sustainable circular systems.

While these works explore waste crises, recycling systems, and sustainability transitions,
there is limited legal literature focusing on using circular economy principles as a
governance-driven waste-to-wealth strategy in India. This paper addresses this gap by
analysing existing legal frameworks and proposing policy reforms to support a circular

economic model aligned with India's Viksit Bharat 2047 vision.
Methodology

This research follows a doctrinal and analytical methodology, relying primarily on
secondary legal and policy sources to examine India’s transition towards a circular economy.
The study reviews relevant statutes, rules, and policy documents, including the Environment

(Protection) Act, 1986", the Solid Waste Management Rules, 2016", the Plastic Waste

¢ CPCB, Annual Report 2022-23.

"NITI Aayog & CSE, Waste-Wise Cities: Best Practices in Municipal Solid Waste Management (2021).
8Privatisation in Solid Waste Management Is Impacting Informal Collectors’ Lives and Livelihood, Down To
Earth (Apr. 7, 2025)

°® UNEP, Global Waste Management Outlook (2022); World Bank, What a Waste 2.0 (2018).

" UNEP, Global Waste Management Qutlook (2022); World Bank, What a Waste 2.0 (2018).

' Environment (Protection) Act, 1986, No. 29/1986.

12Solid Waste Management Rules, 2016, G.S.R. 279(E) (India).
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Management Rules, 20167, and the Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR) framework".
Government reports and strategy papers such as the NITI Aayog Circular Economy
Strategy”, CPCB annual waste reports’®, and Swachh Bharat Mission policy updates'’
form the basis for understanding current governance approaches. In addition, academic
literature, journal articles, United Nations environmental publications, and World Bank
reports are examined to identify global best practices. The research also incorporates relevant
judicial precedents on environmental governance. The research looks at what is missing in
current waste laws and suggests ways to improve them. It is based on books, reports, and

policies.
Existing Legal & Policy Framework in India

India has developed a comprehensive legal and policy framework to support sustainable
waste management and promote resource efficiency. The Environment (Protection) Act,
1986 serves as the umbrella legislation that empowers the central government to regulate
environmental safeguards and issue waste-related rules. Under this Act, the Solid Waste
Management Rules, 2016 introduced mandatory waste segregation at source, scientific waste
processing, and responsibilities for municipal bodies and citizens. Similarly, the Plastic Waste
Management Rules, 2016, strengthened in subsequent amendments, emphasise Extended
Producer Responsibility (EPR), requiring producers, importers, and brand owners to collect

and recycle plastic waste generated through their products.

Other specialised rules such as the E-Waste Management Rules, 2022 and Battery Waste
Management Rules, 2022" focus on recycling and safe recovery of hazardous and valuable
materials. The Swachh Bharat Mission (Urban) 2.0 has played a key role in improving city
sanitation infrastructure, promoting decentralised waste management, and incentivising
clean-city rankings. Additionally, the NITI Aayog Circular Economy Action Plans and
National Resource Efficiency Policy (Draft, 2019) provide strategic direction for

transitioning to a repair-reuse-recycle economy. Internationally, India draws inspiration from

BPlastic Waste Management Rules, 2016, G.S.R. 320(E), as amended (2022).

!4 Press Information Bureau, MoEFCC Notifies EPR Guidelines (Mar. 16, 2022).

5 NITI Aayog & EU Delegation, Resource Efficiency & Circular Economy Strategy (2019).

' CPCB, Annual Report 2022-23

7 Ministry of Housing & Urban Affairs, Swachh Bharat Mission (Urban) 2.0 Guidelines (2021).
'8 E-Waste (Management) Rules, 2022, G.S.R. 801(E).

' Battery Waste Management Rules, 2022, G.S.R. 533(E).

7
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the EU Circular Economy Action Plan and Japan’s 3R (Reduce-Reuse-Recycle) policy®,

adapting global best practices to local realities.

The laws and frameworks exist, but they are weakly enforced. India needs stronger

enforcement and better systems to build a circular economy.
Results and Findings

The analysis of India's waste management system reveals that the country is still largely
operating in a linear economy model where resources are extracted, used, and then discarded.
This approach has led to rising landfill pressure, inefficient resource use, and avoidable
environmental harm. However, India has also begun taking steps toward circularity by

introducing policies that encourage recycling, segregation, and waste-to-resource practices.

Evidence from government reports shows positive progress in cities that adopted
decentralised waste systems and segregation at source. For example, municipalities that
emphasised door-to-door collection, strict segregation norms, and composting systems
witnessed improved cleanliness and resource recovery. Meanwhile, technology-based
initiatives such as digital waste tracking under EPR frameworks have begun to strengthen

accountability for producers.

At the same time, findings highlight major gaps. Segregation remains inconsistent, many
local bodies lack capacity to enforce rules, and informal waste workers continue to operate
without formal recognition. The lack of widespread awareness and citizen participation
remains a barrier to achieving large-scale behavioural change. The findings also show that
although India has strong laws, implementation and monitoring mechanisms need

strengthening for the circular economy vision to succeed.

A circular economy is possible for India if policies, enforcement, technology, and citizens

work together.

2 European Commission, EU Circular Economy Action Plan (2020); Japan Ministry of Env’t, 3R Policy Report
(2021).
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Critical Analysis

India is at a key turning point in managing its waste. Although strong laws and programs
exist, the main challenge is putting them into practice and changing everyday habits. A

circular economy can only succeed if the government, businesses, and people work together.

Many local authorities still focus on collecting and dumping waste, instead of recovering and
recycling resources. Even though separating waste at the source is legally required, it often
doesn’t happen due to low awareness, lack of convenience, and weak enforcement. This

highlights the gap between rules and real-life actions.
Informal waste workers are central to recycling but are often overlooked.

Businesses must also shift away from disposable products and design items that can be reused
or recycled. Stronger enforcement of EPR rules can help drive this change. Finally, public

awareness is crucial, without active citizen support, waste reforms cannot succeed.

Case Study Analysis

1. Indore: Cleanest City & Segregation Success

Indore has been named the cleanest city in India many times because of its strong waste
separation and modern systems under the Swachh Survekshan survey®'. It has achieved almost
100% waste segregation at source, along with door-to-door waste collection and modern
processing facilities such as composting units, biomethanisation plants, and material recovery
centres. The city also uses GPS-enabled garbage trucks, decentralised waste stations, and
penalties for non-segregation, which has sharply reduced landfill waste. Indore shows that
with strong enforcement, public involvement, and technology, a circular waste system can

truly work.
2. Pune: Inclusion of Informal Waste Workers

Pune stands out for recognising the vital role of informal waste workers. Through its

partnership with the SWACH Cooperative” over 3,500 waste pickers receive 1D cards,

2! Press Information Bureau, President Confers Swachh Survekshan Awards 2023 (Jan. 11, 2024).
22 Centre for Public Impact, Pune s SWACH Cooperative Model (2020)

9
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uniforms, training, and safety support. They collect segregated waste directly from homes
and sort recyclables, helping the city save nearly ¥70 crore each year® and divert over 1.5
lakh tonnes of waste** from landfills. Pune proves that dignity, fair wages, and inclusion of

informal workers lead to both environmental and social benefits.
3. Ambikapur: Women Led Zero-Waste Model

Ambikapur in Chhattisgarh is one of India’s earliest zero-waste cities”. More than 400
women from Self-Help Groups (SHGs) manage waste collection and segregation across 20
decentralised centres. Organic waste is composted, and dry waste is recycled, eliminating
the need for a landfill. Ambikapur shows that decentralised systems, women's
empowerment, and community leadership can build a sustainable and fair

waste-management model.
Legal Support & Worker Dignity

Informal waste workers handle almost one-third of India’s recycling, yet they often work

without protection or recognition. Courts have supported their dignity and rights.

In Safai Karamchari Andolan v. Union of India (2014)*®, the Supreme Court banned manual
scavenging and emphasised safe and dignified working conditions. Earlier, in Bandhua
Mukti Morcha v. Union of India (1984)”, labour dignity was upheld under Article 21.
Similarly, Municipal Council, Ratlam v. Vardhichand (1980)** confirmed that local bodies
must ensure sanitation, while Almitra H. Patel v. Union of India (1996)* encouraged
scientific waste handling. Together, these cases create a strong legal base for fair and efficient

waste systems.

Informal waste workers play a crucial role in India’s recycling sector, contributing nearly

one-third of material recovery. Yet, they often lack recognition, safety, and legal protection.

2 World Resources Institute, Inclusive Recycling in India Report (2023).

2 SWACH Pune Cooperative, Annual Operational Data (2024).

% Princeton University — Chadha Center for Global India, Ambikapur Zero-Waste Model (2025).
%6 Safai Karamchari Andolan v. Union of India, (2014) 11 SCC 224 (India).

2 Bandhua Mukti Morcha v. Union of India, (1984) 3 SCC 161 (India).

8 Municipal Council, Ratlam v. Vardhichand, (1980) 4 SCC 162 (India).

» Almitra H. Patel v. Union of India, (1996) 2 SCC 594 (India).
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Over time, courts have increasingly upheld their rights, strengthening the case for a fair and

inclusive circular economy.
Policy Recommendations and Solutions

Moving to a circular economy in India requires more than just laws, it needs action at the
local level, public involvement, and responsibility from both industries and authorities.

Encouraging people to separate waste at home is a vital first step.

Municipalities can support this by offering incentives and rewards, such as discounts or
digital points, to those who follow waste rules, while also penalizing non-compliance.

Indore has shown that combining incentives with strict rules leads to better waste habits.

Enforcing Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR) is also key. Using tools like QR codes
and real-time tracking can help ensure companies manage their waste properly, and design

products that are easier to reuse or recycle.

Public—private partnerships can help build recycling units, compost plants, and
waste-to-energy systems. But it’s equally important to protect informal waste workers by

giving them training, safety gear, and fair pay.

Government buying policies should promote the use of recycled materials to support the
market. Finally, long-term change depends on raising awareness through education, like
adding waste segregation curriculum to school lessons, forming recycling clubs, and running

media campaigns to build good habits and awareness from a young age.
Conclusion

India’s waste crisis isn’t just about bins and disposal, it’s about how we live, plan, and care
for our surroundings. While the country already has strong laws and promising goals, real
change will only happen when those policies turn into action, and when people are truly
involved. Cities like Indore, Pune, and Ambikapur show that progress is possible when local

governments, communities, and workers come together.

To move forward, we need to stop thinking of waste as something to throw away and start

seeing it as something useful. If we separate our waste, support those who recycle it, and hold

11
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industries accountable, we can build a cleaner, fairer, and more sustainable India, one where

waste becomes a resource, not a burden.

Limitations

This study is primarily doctrinal and relies on secondary sources, such as laws, policy
documents, and published reports. It does not include surveys or data analysis, which makes
it hard to measure the economic effects of circular economy reforms in different areas. Since
waste systems differ between cities, towns, and rural regions, the results may not apply

equally everywhere.

Future Research

Future research should explore how the circular economy impacts jobs, economic growth,
and resource use in India. Comparing India’s efforts with countries like the EU and Japan
can offer useful insights. It’s also important to study digital solutions, eco-friendly products,
and the role of informal workers. Surveys in smaller cities can help create practical strategies.
As circular practices grow across different sectors, research should link legal, technological,

and policy aspects.

12
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