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TWO-BEDROOM bungalow built 
with sand�lled plastic bottles. 
For a number of months in 2011, 
Sabon Yelwa, a village in north-

ern Nigeria, was the focus of intense interest  
on the worldwide web. In the country, hun-
dreds of visitors, including traditional rulers, 
government o	cials and a blind man who 
did not want to be left out, made their way 
to see what many thought was impossible. 
By the time the house is completed, it would 
have consumed about 14, 000 plastic bottles.
�is is very good news for the environment. 
In Nigeria, safe drinking water is not readily  
available so many people depend on bottled  
water. �is translates into huge amounts of  
plastic waste. �e plastic house deserves the 
attention it is getting, but there is a bigger 
story to tell. 

About half the world’s population now 
lives in cities, with obvious implications 
for the environment. �is is why Munici-
pal Solid Waste Management (mswm) is  
attracting attention. In cities in the North,  
the waste hierarchy, an integrated system 
aimed at reducing the waste that goes for 
�nal disposal, is promoted as an e�ective  
approach to mswm. Waste prevention is 
accorded the highest priority and disposal 
in sanitary land�lls the lowest. In-between 
is waste minimisation through recycling, 
composting and incineration. Much of 
what is happening is the result of partner- 
ships between governments and the private 
sector. In cities in the South, it is more a 
case of a waste hierarchy from below, with 
developments largely driven by informal 
actors. Much of the waste fails to reach 
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�nal disposal sites, largely because of inef-
�cient solid waste management systems. 
However, an appreciable quantity of the 
waste that is “lost” is recovered informally. 
Scrap metal, plastics, glass, paper and 
rubber are notable examples of the mate-
rials recovered. �e informal recovery of 
waste takes place at di�erent sites, from 
o	cially designated points to illegal sites 
such as vacant plots and drainages to the 
communal sites found in residential and 
commercial areas. �e recyclables are sold 
to recycling plants and used to manufacture  

a range of products from toilet paper to buil- 
ding materials for the housing industry. 
It is, of course, important to acknowledge 
that there are environmental problems as-
sociated with informal recycling, including 
littering and the melting down of copper 
wire. However, the sector is making a valu- 
able contribution to resource recovery and 
at no cost to the government. It also has to 
be said that waste pickers are not as poor 
as people think. In many cases, they earn 
more than the minimum wage government 
employees receive. 

 

In cities in the South, much waste fails to reach final disposal sites, largely because 
of inefficient solid-waste management systems. However, an appreciable quantity 
of the “lost” waste is recovered by and supports informal actors.
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   URBAN DYNAMICS

A house being built from recycled plastics in Sabon 
Yelwa in northern Nigeria by the NGO, Development 
Association for Renewable Energies (DARE). 
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