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The Culture of Recycling, Re-use )
and Reduction: Eco-Activism L
and Entrepreneurship in Central Asia

Aliya Tskhay

Abstract While national governments are setting net-zero targets and drawing up
strategies to reduce CO, emissions and meet their Paris Agreement commitments,
local entrepreneurs are putting words into action. This paper reviews the waste
management situations and national strategies across Central Asian countries in
addition to the various enterprises which have sought to improve their local environ-
ment and change people’s behaviour and attitudes towards the environment through
waste-management initiatives. The case studies include a zero-waste grocery store;
the collection, recycling and re-purposing of waste; and the organisation of events
to encourage the reduction of consumption and associated waste. These enterprises
combine their business models with social awareness programmes to promote more
sustainable lifestyles and environmentally friendly habits. The micro-level focus
provides an opportunity to see how entrepreneurs and activists in Central Asian
cities are filling the gap left by national governments in promoting sustainability.

Keywords Eco-activism + Eco-entrepreneurship - Central Asia - Waste
management * Climate change

1 Introduction

Good waste management is integral to environmental protection and climate change
mitigation. In Central Asia, this issue has not received much attention or priority
(Vakulchuk et al. 2022). For instance, Kyrgyzstan does not have an institutional
structure for waste processing and recycling, and this complicates political change
and the implementation of relevant policies (Vorotnikov 2018). Moreover, with a
growing population in the region, especially in urban centres, the amount of waste
is also growing. Thus, waste management is set to become an even more acute envi-
ronmental problem in Central Asian countries. The waste accumulated in landfills
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produces the greenhouse gases CO, and methane which are responsible for air pollu-
tion and climate change. Air pollution from landfill incineration and water contami-
nation from landfills also result in increased dangers to public health, sanitation and
wellbeing (United Nations Environment Programme 2017). It is therefore crucial to
address the topic of waste management in this edited volume on climate change and
Central Asia.

This chapter looks at the issue of household solid waste management—an area
where Central Asian governments have progressed quite slowly in implementing
change. At the same time, a wide variety of local initiatives by eco-activists, eco-
entrepreneurs and environmentally conscious businesses have spread and provide
services for waste recycling and utilisation, while also promoting a culture of envi-
ronmental awareness in the region. These initiatives are the focus of this paper and
can be categorised as recycling, processing and/or social awareness initiatives.

The chapter provides an overview of national policies and strategies for waste
management in Central Asian countries and discusses related issues. It then presents
case studies of local initiatives led by eco-activists and eco-entrepreneurs to fill gaps
in government provisions based on public reports and online information sources
such as the websites of the companies, open-access reports or documentary films. The
material gathered for this chapter is from secondary sources, and the case examples
were picked to conform with the focus on waste management, education and zero
waste initiatives.

The chapter seeks to demonstrate that waste collection, recycling and re-use, and
associated behavioural change, are possible through bottom-up initiatives, despite
the considerable gap in government action on waste management at the national level
across the region. As governments struggle with funding and institutional bases for
the promotion of waste management, local initiatives pave the way to bring innovative
solutions to waste issues, especially in urban areas.

2 Central Asian States and Waste Management

Waste management is not a new concept in the Central Asian states. Indeed, during
the Soviet era, waste collection and recycling were encouraged and incentivised.
The collection of metal, paper, glass and even food waste was widespread, with
centralised strategies and infrastructure (United Nations Environment Programme
2017). After the collapse of the Soviet Union, this fell apart, collection and recycling
centres closed down, and the culture of waste utilisation was lost.

Current household waste management systems usually involve the collection of
waste in non-segregated bins, with disposal at landfills on the outskirts of municipal
centres.! The growing urbanisation and population growth in Central Asian countries
have put further strain on waste management systems. For instance, in Bishkek alone,

! This is related to household waste only. The management of industrial waste is administered
through a different system, and is beyond the scope of this chapter.
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1,000 tonnes of waste are collected daily, and this figure is growing by 20% annually
(United Nations Development Programme 2021). In 2018, Uzbekistan recycled only
20% of its solid waste, with the remainder going into landfills and total waste in that
year amounting to 80 million tonnes (Eurasianet 2021).

There are two categories of landfill in Central Asia: legal (publicly organised)
and illegal (sporadic and unorganised). It is important to underline such a distinction
as it also indicates part of the problem in waste management. Recycling is mostly
done by private companies and the collection of recyclable waste is limited across
Central Asia (United Nations Environment Programme 2017). Several issues need
to be highlighted to better illustrate the current situation.

First, the limited national policies and strategies, or lack thereof, present the first
challenge to sustainable waste management. The approach to waste management
at the national policy level differs between the Central Asian states, which have
varied capacities and legislative bases for waste management. In Kyrgyzstan, waste
management (both household and industrial) is featured in some legislative acts but
without concrete targets, goals or quotas for waste recycling, which has brought
criticism from some activists that the government has not seriously considered this
issue (Eurasianet 2021). In Kazakhstan, waste management has been acknowledged
and is covered in the Environmental Code, which came into force on 2 January 2021
(Ministry of Ecology 2021). The Law on industrial and consumption waste from 2005
regulates Tajikistan’s waste management (Majilisi Oli 2011). Uzbekistan has a range
of normative acts and laws that regulate the management of industrial and household
waste (President of the Republic of Uzbekistan 2020). Turkmenistan is currently
developing a national strategy for waste management together with international
donors (EBRD and UNDP) (United National Development Programme 2021a).

Second, official data on the numbers of landfills, waste volumes and recycling
rates is very limited or non-existent (Wood 2019). This prevents more comprehensive
waste management planning, but more importantly, obscures the picture of the range
of challenges faced by governments and citizens. In addition, the lack of information
and awareness thwarts efforts to educate the public on waste problems. The absence
of any baseline data also challenges the monitoring of recycling rates.

Third, the organisation of waste collection is facing numerous issues in Central
Asian states. With the lack of segregated bins for different types of waste, household
waste goes to common bins, which are then emptied into landfills. The lack of
funding for waste collection is an issue, as it is operated at the municipal level.
For instance, the Bishkek authorities lack the capacity to organise separate waste
collection (Wood 2019). This is also coupled with the social issues arising from
unregulated waste collection. Thus, for example, in Kyrgyzstan hundreds of people
gain their livelihood from regularly scavenging through urban bins and landfills
for plastic, metals and recyclable materials (Rickleton 2010; Eurasianet 2021). The
health hazards of this occupation are highly concerning. In addition, criminal groups
also organise a waste collection to profit from the black market for such materials as
metals and electronics.

Fourth, Central Asian states have limited capacity, knowledge and funding to
modernise their waste management systems, and thus rely on cooperation and support
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from international donors. Regional states cooperate with a range of partners, from
UN institutions to international financial institutions—including the World Bank,
the Asian Development Bank (ADB) and the European Bank for Reconstruction and
Development (EBRD)—and various civil society organisations. Such cooperation is
especially targeted to improve policies, bring in knowledge, support infrastructure
and provide funding (United Nations Environment Programme 2017). International
financial institutions are working on waste management in all five Central Asian
republics, which demonstrates that waste management is a problem shared by the
entire region.

The above-listed issues demonstrate the profound nature of the waste manage-
ment problem in the region. The limitations of government approaches to the waste
problem are indicative of the amount of work that is required. In other words, there
is a critical gap in waste management efforts.

3 National Policies on Waste Management in Central Asia

In general, the approach to waste management in Central Asia is best described as ‘out
of sight, out of mind’. Waste is dumped on land close to the cities, with some land-
fills operating beyond their lifespan. The United Nations Environment Programme
(UNEP) also acknowledges the poor organisation of landfills, ‘with inadequate plan-
ning and engineering, no waste sorting or inventories and lacking in modern measures
to make them safer’ (2017, 16).

National policies on waste management are, however, evolving around the three
principles of recycling, reduction and re-use. This requires sufficient infrastructure to
support the collection of segregated waste and its further recycling, as well as using
recycled materials as part of a circular economy while educating the population to
reduce waste through various behavioural changes. These actions are in line with
international waste management practices.

In 2013, the President of Kazakhstan signed the ‘Concept on the Transition to
a Green Economy’, a policy document that sets out the vision and direction for
the transformation of the economy towards environmentally conscious solutions
and programmes (Decree of the President of the Republic of Kazakhstan 2013).
The division of waste into categories for the collection was legally stipulated in
2016, and the new Ecological Code of 2021 further defines the categories of waste
into wet (food, organic and other waste) and dry (paper and carton, glass, plastic),
with bins labelled accordingly. Yet, although the legislation in Kazakhstan matches
international standards on waste management, the infrastructure to support it is poor
or obsolete (United Nations Environment Programme 2017). Local municipalities
are slow to introduce the required waste bins and provide the necessary training to
local populations in major cities (2021).

In Kyrgyzstan, the National Development Strategy for 2040 has a provision
on waste management and the minimisation of environmental impacts from local
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businesses (Independent Eco-Expertise). Thus, waste management has been picked
up by the government’s ‘green’ agenda. The country receives significant support from
international financial institutions and donors for the improvement of solid waste
management. The EBRD has been operating a range of programmes since 2013,
through loans to support education, infrastructure and development of a legislative
base for waste recycling in Bishkek and Osh (European Bank for Reconstruction
and Development 2013; Usov 2020). Notably, the EBRD set out to establish the
first landfill in Bishkek that would comply with EU standards. However, corruption
and misallocation of resources have been reported in connection with this project
(Barvinskaya 2019; Wood 2019).

Tajikistan has a similar situation, with a lack of infrastructure, funding and
capacity for waste collection and recycling. The EU and the EBRD are providing
assistance to the government to facilitate recycling and improve landfill infrastruc-
ture (Kukula 2018). The country is also experiencing a problem with the utilisa-
tion of chemical waste, such as from lithium batteries (Karimov 2021). Together
with UN institutions, Tajikistan’s government is taking steps to improve the situ-
ation, and in doing so to comply with international conventions, such as the
Rotterdam Convention relating to international trade in hazardous chemicals and
the Minamata Convention on Mercury (United Nations Environment Programme
2019).

Turkmenistan is to improve its waste management through a joint programme
with UNDP called ‘Sustainable Cities in Turkmenistan: Integrated Green Urban
Development in Ashgabat and Awaza’ (United National Development Programme
2021). As part of this programme, the country is working with its partners to develop
a national waste management strategy. The goals of the programme are to expand
recycling and reduce waste (UNDP in Turkmenistan 2016).

Urban solutions to the waste management problem are also acknowledged as
necessary in Uzbekistan. In 2020, the law on solid and construction waste manage-
ment in Tashkent was introduced, providing a gradual introduction of household
waste bins and the segregation of recyclable and non-recyclable waste (UZDaily
2020). This follows the implementation of the Strategy for solid waste management
during the 2018-2019 period (President of the Republic of Uzbekistan 2020). This
legislation notably provides the foundation for private businesses to operate recycling
services in the country, which will be discussed in the next section.

In sum, the Central Asian states are facing very similar issues in addressing waste
management. Limited financial capacities, obsolete and poor infrastructure, and a
lack of legislation, capacity and knowledge all challenge the functioning of sustain-
able waste management systems and, thus, endanger public health and the environ-
ment across the region. It is not surprising that the international donor community
is currently playing a prominent role in filling these gaps. This has been the case
since the 1990s when environmental cooperation between donors and local NGOs
also provided capacity building programmes on waste management (Weinthal and
Watters 2010).
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4 Eco-Activists and Eco-Entrepreneurs in Central Asia

Although national policies and strategies in Central Asia are targeted at improving
waste management, they have only been introduced in the past ten years and lack
swift implementation. Support from the international donor community has helped to
reduce the bureaucratic and financial limitations that governments face. At the same
time, civil society and entrepreneurs have been actively promoting the culture of
reducing, recycling and re-using household waste and facilitating waste management.
This section will describe some of the initiatives in Central Asia that are dedicated
to the three dimensions (reduce, recycle and re-use), while also educating commu-
nities on waste sorting. It is helpful to define who is included under eco-activists and
eco-entrepreneurs. Eco-activists are people who campaign to promote sustainable
lifestyles and support non-profit organisations dedicated to environmental causes.
Eco-entrepreneurs are people who are involved in commercial projects with an envi-
ronmental agenda, such as recycling businesses. Eco-entrepreneurs can also be eco-
activists, especially if they participate in social projects dedicated to environmental
issues.

This chapter uses the initiatives below as example cases. What is important to
illuminate is the space that these initiatives occupy and the role they are playing
in promoting sustainable and environmentally friendly lifestyles. The initiatives
cover three key areas—educational projects, social (not-for-profit) projects, and
commercial projects—and there is some overlap between these areas.

In order to have a well-functioning waste management system, especially for
household waste, educational programmes are particularly important in explaining
the correct way to recycle materials. In this respect, eco-activists in Central Asia
have developed various projects to explain and assist the general public with waste
recycling. An interesting educational tool is the Tazar app for mobile phones in
Kyrgyzstan, which was developed by eco-activist Aynura Sagyn. The app provides
a map showing the nearest recycling centres in Bishkek, Osh, Karakol, Naryn and
Talas. The user can also book waste collection from their home via the app. The
app also explains various recycling labels, thus serving as an educational tool for the
users to learn more about various types of waste and their proper recycling methods.
Sagyn first launched the application for plastic waste collection, but it currently also
includes information on glass, paper and clothes recycling (Eurasianet 2021). At its
core, the Tazar app facilitates more sustainable lifestyles by connecting consumers
with waste recyclers.

In Tajikistan, a student-led initiative called Green Community, founded by eco-
activist Anisa Abibulloeva, has partnered with USAID to publish a series of books
with short stories on the environment and sustainable living (University of Central
Asia 2019). The books will be used in local elementary schools to teach children
about climate change and environmental protection. This is a significant step, as
climate change and environmentalism are not officially part of the curriculum.

Eco-entrepreneurship is on the rise in Central Asia, and with countries’ green
agendas and commitments to carbon emissions reduction, waste recycling is
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becoming a viable business model. The development of relevant legislation and
investment from international donors have also stimulated the development of a
recycling culture. Yet, the ventures of Central Asia’s eco-entrepreneurs are far more
progressive than government recycling programmes and were launched long before
waste management was on government agendas. For example, ‘Fluid’ a company
that processes organic waste into biogas and fertiliser has been operating in Bishkek
since 2002 (2022). The company is not only the first organic waste collector in
Kyrgyzstan, but also the first one to utilise waste for recycling and conversion into
biogas, which is then used for heating purposes. This venture is reducing emissions
locally and, on a national scale, can contribute to Kyrgyzstan’s Paris Agreement.
‘Fluid’ also participates in knowledge and technology sharing with other countries
in Eurasia and advises the government of Kyrgyzstan and international organisa-
tions. The company’s founder admits that proper separation of organic waste by
local businesses (such as restaurants) remains a challenge (Eurasianet 2021).

Waste management and concerns about the environment unite different businesses
and bring them together to find solutions. Kazakhstan Waste Recycling (KWR) is
the largest recycling company in Kazakhstan. Aside from its recycling business of
glass, plastic, paper and aluminium, KWR partners with other leading companies
to facilitate a recycling culture. It partners with the grocery delivery service Arb
uz.kz, construction materials and furniture seller Leroy Merlin, and a restaurant
chain Parmigiano Group for the collection of recyclable waste (KWR 2022). KWR
is also participating in educational projects to explain to the local population about
different types of waste and how to recycle these through its social media channels
and its recycling collection points. Similar partnerships can be observed as part of
the Hasharweek project in Uzbekistan which engages with local businesses, such as
vendors and restaurants, to popularise and encourage recycling (Hashar 2020).

Initiatives to reduce waste are also being developed in Central Asia. Shops such
as HelloEco in Kazakhstan and Lalavande in Uzbekistan are demonstrating how
it is possible to sell household products with zero-waste packaging, meaning that
customers bring their own refillable containers to shop in these stores (Ybyshova
2022).

5 Conclusion

Waste management is a serious issue in Central Asia and poses multiple threats to
public health and the environment. The growing population of the region is generating
more waste that in general accumulates in landfills. The poor management of landfills
creates a string of environmental issues, such as land, water and air pollution, and
an increase in methane and CO, emissions.

The Central Asian states recognise the problem that waste management poses for
the future of the wellbeing of their populations. Multilateral and bilateral projects
and programmes have been set up with international financial institutions and donors
to tackle the issue and improve waste management. These programmes set out to fill
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the gap and build the capacity of local governments to operate sustainable waste
management systems. All Central Asian states are pursuing national strategies to
improve waste management. However, they are experiencing various degrees of
success and depths of implementation.

Waste management is currently dominated by private initiatives, led by eco-
activists and/or eco-entrepreneurs. The initiatives cover such areas as waste recycling,
waste collection and re-purposing, as well as educating people about waste reduction
and the benefits of recycling. These initiatives also demonstrate that recycling is a
potential industry for development in Central Asia. The eco-activists use various
techniques, from social awareness week programmes to the use of social media and
mobile phone apps, to familiarise the public with the issue of waste management
and its implications for the environment. These initiatives are indicative of societal
shifts and greater preparedness to tackle more prominent environmental issues. While
governments still have to take big steps towards reducing their carbon footprints and
improving air and water quality, at the local level eco-entrepreneurs and activists are
already contributing to this by taking action.

This chapter presented the local initiatives that demonstrate that waste collec-
tion, recycling and reduction are possible and doable in Central Asia. Moreover,
with educational programmes to raise awareness about the importance of recycling,
the correct ways of doing it, and the location of recycling points, the local initia-
tives are contributing to behavioural change and establishing the heading for a more
environmentally conscious Central Asia.
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