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Paper for Residual Waste Working Group Meeting 2nd December 2013  

Joint Waste Team 

Waste Management Performance in Europe 

 

As figure 1 below shows there is wide variation in levels of recycling across Europe. 

This report has been prepared to provide an insight into these differences and to 
help understand how policy and systems affect recycling performance, and 
understand this in the context of the JMWMS 60% recycling target. 

Many factors affect waste recycling performance including at national level the 
legislative framework, level of producer responsibility, investment in recycling 
infrastructure and cultural norms.  

Recycling levels within areas of the same country can vary considerably; this often 
depends on the level of autonomy and priority given through regional and municipal 
governance. EU countries typically give more autonomy to regional and local 
Government than does the UK. Typically rural areas perform better than urban 
areas, due to a mixture of social make up, population turnover, predominant housing 
type and levels of household income and investment in infrastructure.   

Table 1 Comparison of EU countries’ waste management performance 2010 
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For example, in Belgium which reported a 58% recycling rate for Municipal Solid 
Waste (MSW) in 2010, there are areas which recycle in excess of 70% (Limburg BE) 
and there are areas which only recycle just over 20% (Bruxelles-Capitale).i 

Similarly in Germany which has an overall recycling rate of 62% there are variations 
between regions with Trier reporting an almost 100% recycling level. This is 
attributable to the fact that all waste sent to MBT is reported as recycled (although all 
MBT schemes produce a low grade composted fraction which can only go to landfill 
and or a dry residue from which only energy value can be recovered). Neither of 
these routes would count as recycled by UK definitions. The city of Hamburg 
reported a 30% recycling rate. 

In addition to the geopolitical factors described above, there appear to be a number 
of key characteristics of higher performing countries.  

Landfill Tax – the application of a tax on landfill has been used to drive waste up the 
hierarchy by making waste disposal more expensive. Some countries applied high 
levels of landfill tax many years earlier than the UK (eg Holland in 1995). The UK has 
only recently reached the higher tax levels seen elsewhere for many years.  

Pay as you throw – Many of the high performing countries have adopted a system 
which charges for waste generated but not for recycling. This is typically applied 
through offering varying container capacity. This gives the householder choice as to 
whether or not to separate waste on the basis that they will pay more for not doing 
so. Such schemes can only work where there is individual control over containers.  

Bio-waste collections – The separate collection of bio-waste has led to an 
improved recycling performance. 

Waste Definitions and impact on actual recycling levels  

The boundary of Household versus Municipal Waste can vary from country to 
country. Municipal waste consists of all waste handled by municipalities even if 
derived from commercial sources as well as households. The extent of the latter can 
vary according to national and local practice.  

Some countries report on MSW targets others report on household waste. 

To further hinder like-for-like comparison, England does not count some materials 
towards municipal recycling targets which are counted in other countries or even the 
UK devolved administrations. The example of Trier in Germany is quoted above. 
Incinerator Bottom Ash (IBA) from EfW plants is another clear example; In Wales 
bottom ash which is turned into an aggregate product is reported as having been 
recycled, whereas this is not counted in England.  Belgium reports almost 100% 
recycling rate of metal packaging (cans) because the majority of those not separately 
collected go into EfW and end up either magnetically extracted from IBA or as a 
melted part of the IBA fraction which is used as an aggregate substitute. Similar 
definitions apply to glass in IBA.  

There can be some perverse anomalies in whether materials are counted as 
recycled or not even within single states.   In the UK for example until 2006 EfW 
operators could issue packaging recovery notes based on glass that ended up in 
IBA. Until this anomaly was resolved, such glass content counted as recycled for the 
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purposes of UK compliance with the Packaging Directive but did not count towards 
municipal recycling targets. 

Producer Responsibility – performance is affected by the degree to which 
residents pay for recycling of materials such as packaging - to meet or exceed 
packaging recovery targets - as citizens through local taxation or as consumers at 
the point of sale. The UK adopts the former approach; most Northern European 
Countries adopt the latter through “green dot” schemes. Manufacturers and retailers 
are obliged to contribute to a fund in proportion to the number of packaging units 
they sell. Such packaging is marked with a green dot. The obligated companies can 
either absorb this cost or apply it to the price of products sold. The fund is used to 
pay local authorities or others to provide the collection. 

In the UK the scheme relies more heavily on the fact that local authorities have paid 
for the recycling infrastructure and have effectively subsidised the supply of material 
into the system, meaning producers have less money to find to meet their obligation.  

As demand for recycling schemes has increased, UK local authorities have had to 
find the extra resources without significant help from producers. Income from the 
material sold across the whole suite of commonly recycled materials does not come 
close to covering the cost of providing kerbside recycling services. 

Time – There also appears to be a correlation between high performance and early 
adoption of recycling systems across Europe.  The UK has been relatively late in 
developing comprehensive schemes at local level which is partly due to the above 
point and to the relatively low cost of landfill. The recycling habit has been culturally 
ingrained for householders for less time, although the older generations in the UK 
tend to be good recyclers partly because it is return to wartime “salvage” mentality.  

Conclusion 

In relation to the current national policy direction (or lack of) and financial constraints 
within the UK, a target of 60% as adopted in Gloucestershire’s Joint Municipal Waste 
Management Strategy is now more challenging than would have been predicted 
when the strategy was first published.  

Taking into account the decline in availability of some “staple” recycling materials 
such as newspaper and magazines that have historically had a high capture rate 
(often 80% or greater) and the trend towards lightweighting of packaging, further 
small incremental improvements are likely only to help us keep station rather than 
move forwards.    

The concentration on recycling rates can, however, be misleading. The critical 
performance indicator should arguably be the amount of residual household waste 
not sent for recycling and composting.  

To illustrate this, the London Borough of Tower Hamlets has a much lower recycling 
rate than the Borough of Bromley but the amount sent for disposal per household is 
roughly the same.  

Similarly the examples below show that many smaller and/or newer European states 
have low recycling rates but most will have correspondingly smaller overall arisings.  

The EU average figure is 503kg: The UK is slightly higher at 521kg / person per 
year, in Gloucestershire the figure is 464 kg / person. Given the constraints 
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described above it can be concluded that Gloucestershire’s recycling rate, although 
undoubtedly capable of improvement, is respectable compared to many of the better 
performing areas of Europe.  

Summary of Performance in Selected Countries 

Individual reports on countries can be found 
here.http://www.eea.europa.eu/publications/managing-municipal-solid-waste  

Austria 

 Austria has increased recycling of MSW to, approximately 63 % of MSW 
generatedi. This is the highest level in Europe.  

 In Austria, the overall performance in terms of MSW recycling has been very 
stable at a very high level over the last decade in spite of some 7 % growth in 
generation of MSW over the period of 2001-2010.  

 Austria has reduced biodegradable municipal waste landfilled to below 3 % of 
the generated amounts in 1995 already by 2008.  

 Austria has a separate collection policy for biogenic waste all over the country 
since 1995. In 2008, about 105 kg/capita of biogenic waste were collected 
separately.  

 Organic  recycling has been at a high level, reaching approximately 33 % of 
the generated MSW by 2010.  

 Since 1991, all municipal waste incineration plants feature energy recovery for 
district heating.  

 Municipal waste generated (kg per person) 2010 = 591 
 
Germany 
 

 Recycling has increased from 48 % of MSW generated in 2001 to 62 % in 
2010. The EU target for 50 % recycling by 2020 has therefore already been 
met;  

 There was no increase in the recycling level of MSW between 2006 and 2010, 
whereas incineration has increased;  

 The 2016 target for biodegradable municipal waste sent to landfill was met in 
2006;  

 There is a long tradition of national waste strategies and waste management 
plans in the federal states;  

 A ban on landfilling un-pretreated MSW, producer responsibility and a focus 
on separate collection have proven to be important policy initiatives;  

 Waste sent to MBT is reported as recycled (although all MBT schemes 
produce a low grade composted fraction which can only go to landfill and or a 
dry residue from which only energy value can be recovered) 

 The latest initiative is the introduction of the so-called recycling bin that aims 
to increase recycling of plastics and metals from households, and mandatory 
separate collection of bio-waste by 2015.  

 Municipal waste generated (kg per person) 2010 = 583 
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Belgium 
 

 Belgium has already met all the diversion targets for BMW of the EU Landfill 
Directive and the 50% recycling target for MSW of the EU Waste Framework 
Directive;  

 Significant historical differences for MSW recycling rates exist between 
Brussels Capital Region, Flanders and Wallonia; Recycling rates for material 
and organic recycling are highest in Flanders throughout the period 2001-
2010 whereas Wallonia has made most progress;  

 Belgium has one of the highest landfill taxes and landfill tax increases in 
Europe, combined with a landfill ban, which seem to have effectively diverted 
waste from landfill to recycling;  

 Use of a portfolio of policy instruments to achieve high recycling rate, although 
not uniformly implemented across the different Belgium provinces;  

 Mandatory waste separation by householders with fines up to € 625 for non-
compliance from 2010 (Bruxelles Capital Region);  

 Mandatory quality thresholds for separately collected waste (Flanders); and  
 Mandatory quantity thresholds for residual waste (Flanders).  
 Municipal waste generated (kg per person) 2010 = 466 

 
Netherlands 


 Recycling is the most preferred option for MSW management in the 
Netherlands. Already lying at 45 % in 2001, recycling of MSW in the 
Netherlands reached the 50 % recycling target given in the Waste Framework 
Directive, by 2009, eleven years ahead of the deadline;  

 A landfill ban covering 35 waste categories was already introduced in 1995;  
 A landfill tax was introduced in 1995 as well, considerably reducing the 

amounts of municipal solid waste (MSW) landfilled. In 2002, there was a 
steep increase of the tax level which kept increasing marginally the following 
years. Finally a sharp increase in 2010 made the landfill tax in the 
Netherlands the highest in Europe. By 2012, the tax was repealed as the low 
level of landfilling rendered the tax administratively bothersome;  

  The first National Waste Management Plan set the framework of future waste 
management in the Netherlands and introduced the control of waste policies 
under a national perspective.  

 The second National Waste Management Plan introduced a target to increase 
the recycling of household waste to 60 % by 2015.  

 Municipal waste generated (kg per person) 2010 = 595 
 
Slovakia 
 

 According to the latest data , 75 % of MSW generated in Slovakia was still 
landfilled in 2011;  

 Around 10 % of MSW in Slovakia is incinerated with energy recovery. There 
are two incineration plants for MSW in Slovakia;  

 Municipalities are responsible for MSW management in their administrative 
territories;  

  There is no landfill tax in Slovakia;  
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 Around 7 % of municipal waste is collected selectively. Existing recycling 
infrastructure is sufficient, but separate collection systems need to be 
improved further;  

 The total recycling rate of MSW is still very low. According to present trends, 
an exceptional effort will be required to meet the EU requirement of 50 % 
MSW recycling in 2020;  

 According to the amended Waste Act the municipalities in Slovakia were 
under an obligation to introduce separate collection for paper wastes, plastic 
wastes, metallic wastes, glass wastes and biodegradable waste by January 
2010  

 Municipal waste generated (kg per person) 2010 = 333 
 
Lithuania 
 

 The vast majority of municipal waste in Lithuania is still landfilled. In 2010, 
1.08 million tonnes were landfilled compared with 1.25 million tonnes in 2007, 
and 1.15 million tonnes in 2004;  

 Currently no landfill tax is in place in Lithuania. A draft law on the introduction 
of a landfill tax has been prepared and it is planned that a landfill tax will be 
introduced when alternative treatment plants come into operation (MBT, etc.);  

 Since 2004, the recycling rate of MSW has slightly increased, but the overall 
recycling level is still particularly low. Even if the favourable recycling trend 
from 2006 to 2010 continues, it would require an exceptional effort to fulfil the 
50 % recycling target by 2020;  

 In Lithuania, packaging waste is not included in the figures on the recycling of 
municipal solid waste reported to Eurostat. If a certain proportion of the 
recycled packaging waste from MSW sources was reported as recycled 
MSW, the distance to the MSW recycling target of 50 % by 2020 would be 
smaller;  

 By 2010, the amount of landfilled Biodegradable Municipal Waste (BMW) was 
estimated to be 81 % of the amount generated in 2000, which implies that the 
2010 target of the Landfill Directive to reduce BMW landfilled to a maximum of 
75 % of that generated in 2000 is unlikely to have been met. Considering the 
current situation and past trends, a very large effort will need to be undertaken 
in Lithuania to reach the 50 % and 35 % requirements by 2013 and 2020;  

 The National Strategic Waste Management Plan for 2007-2013 includes 
provisions for the preparation of a draft legislation on recycling, along with the 
elaboration of a Recycling Development Program for 2009-2013;  

 The programme for the use of technical compost was adopted in 2010 
(validated until January 2013). The requirements for the technical compost 
and its usage were adopted in 2012 and came into force in January 2013;  

 Drafts of both the National Waste Management Plan for the period of 2014–
2020, and Waste Prevention program are being prepared and will be adopted 
in 2013.  

 Municipal waste generated (kg per person) 2010 = 381 
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Romania 


 Recycling of municipal waste has started recently and the recycling rate is still 
very low (2 %);  

 Romania does however have a more active glass bottle deposit / reuse 
culture than other parts of Europe.  

 Romania only includes recycled packaging waste from households to a limited 
extent in the reporting of MSW recycled;  

 The main challenge is to develop the infrastructure for recycling of municipal 
waste;  

 An exceptional effort will be required to meet the EU requirement of 50 % 
MSW recycling in 2020;  

 The 2010 target for biodegradable municipal waste sent to landfill seems to 
have been met but the quality of the data is uncertain;  

 So far few policy steps have been taken towards improving recycling and new 
initiatives are required.  

 Municipal waste generated (kg per person) 2010 = 365 
 
Bulgaria 
 

 A very large proportion of the municipal waste is landfilled in Bulgaria. The 
amount of municipal waste deposited into landfills was 98 % of the generated 
amount in 2010.  

 No material and organic recycling of municipal waste was reported in Bulgaria 
from 2001 to 2010. Packaging waste is not included in the reporting to 
Eurostat on the recycling of municipal solid waste in Bulgaria. Even if 
packaging waste would be included under the reporting of MSW recycling, it 
will require an exceptional effort for Bulgaria to fulfil the recycling target of 50 
% by 2020.  

  Considering the trends in the development of the amounts of landfilled BMW 
from 2007 to 2010, substantial efforts will have to be undertaken if Bulgaria 
shall fulfil the 50 % and 35 % targets of the EU Landfill Directive for diverting 
biodegradable municipal waste from landfill by 2013 and 2020.  

 A landfill tax introduced in 2011 is envisaged to rapidly increase until 2014. 
Nevertheless the tax level is still considered as too low to effectively 
contribute to reducing the amount of municipal waste being sent to landfill.  

  Mechanical biological treatment was introduced recently in Bulgaria. A 
National Strategic Plan for diversion of the biodegradable waste going to 
landfills 2010-2020 was adopted of late. The legal framework on bio-waste 
management is being developed under an international project.  

 Municipal waste generated (kg per person) 2010 = 410 
 
 

                                            
i EEA Report - Municipal Waste Management in Belgium http://www.eea.europa.eu/publications/managing-
municipal-solid-waste 
 
ii According to comments from the Austrian UBA, in the reports to Eurostat, the biologically treated output 
from MBT was allocated to the category ‘compost’. In reality this output (271 000 tonnes in 2009 or 7 % of the 
MSW generation) are not compost but waste to be landfilled. Thus, 7 % of MSW generation is deducted from 
organic recycling and added to landfilling for all years in all relevant graphs and figures.   
 
http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/cache/ITY_PUBLIC/8-04032013-BP/EN/8-04032013-BP-EN.PDF 


