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COMMUNITIES UNDER PRESSURE
Climate change demands greater recycling to save 
resources. This is reflected in the national 
guidelines for elaborate waste sorting ‘fraction 
sorting’ - a crucial part of Danish climate politics.

Approximately 3 million Danes live in housing with 
collective fraction sorting. Such waste facilities are 
typically found in high-rise and social housing. 
These housing types are also where fraction sorting 
is of the lowest quality and waste facilities have 
poor infrastructures for fraction sorting.

This policy brief presents empirical findings from 
two social housing estates to show what we may 
learn from local communities who battle to solve 
the challenges.
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for people living with shared waste facilities. When 
municipal services identify badly sorted fraction 
containers, estates may be fined, or collection fees 
are raised. This means that the rent for all residents 
will have to be raised. Thus, residents depend not 
only on their own knowledge and skills in fraction 
sorting, but on each other's to keep costs down.

Due to collective economic sanctioning residents of 
social housing depend on their shared knowledge to 
bring renovation costs down.

2. Distance from the home to the shared waste
facilities

A major challenge regarding collective fraction 
sorting is the distances residents need to transport 
their waste from private homes to the shared waste 
facilities. Especially to the elderly and physically 
challenged, walking 50-500 meters carrying the 
weight of several fractions of waste poses a severe 
problem. This disadvantage is especially clear when 
comparing with detached housing (villas and parcel 
houses).

As all detached houses have their own sorting bins in 
close proximity, residents have easy access to bins. 
When waste is collected each household simply 
places their bin at the curb side in front of their 
house to be collected by the municipal renovation.

TWO MAJOR CHALLENGES OF COLLECTIVE FRACTION 
SORTING

1. Knowledge of fractions and materials

Today we face rapid changes in our ways of sorting 
which demand that we continuously keep updated 
on requirements and exercise an informed 
knowledge of the materials that compose our waste 
and how we treat them. We need to recognize 
whether plastic is hard or soft, that wet cardboard 
does not belong to the ‘cardboard’ fraction, ect. 

Residents in the investigated estates had difficulties 
keeping up with the requirements of sorting. To sort 
properly they needed to consult apps and webpages 
or ask others. This made proper sorting a difficult 
and time-consuming task, thus often neglected.

However, the problem is not only individual, as 
badly sorted waste has collective economic 
consequences

Pic. 1. Private bins are placed at the curbside in a neighborhood 
of parcel houses 



However, due to the work regulations of the 
municipal renovation shared waste facilities must 
be located on the outskirts of the estates. This is 
to secure, that renovation trucks can easily access 
the various containers that need emptying and to 
prevent work-related injuries of renovation 
workers who would otherwise need to use the 
unregulated path systems of the estates to get to 
the bins and containers.

The issue of distance to shared waste facilities 
disadvantages residents and the municipal reno-
vation has no means of providing a more demo-
cratic service.

HOW RESIDENTIAL COMMUNITIES BATTLE THE 
CHALLENGES

We now turn to three examples of residential 
communities’ own resourceful ways of battling 
the challenges concerning knowledge and 
distance.

1. Sharing knowledge and help

At one estate residents run a voluntarily staffed 
recycling station to help each other sort correctly. 
Guiding as well as helping physically challenged 
residents to lift their waste into the designa-
tedfraction containers, provided an infrastructure 
of help and knowledge-sharing, making sure that 
all waste was sorted correctly. In comparison, 
observations were also made at unstaffed waste 
facilities in both estates, where we found repeatedly 
bad sorting.

2. Collective engagement with benefits

Scrutinizing residents’ newspapers from the two 
estates, we have found an initiative from the late 
90s, to carry out a metal collection contest. While 
ensuring knowledge of metal as a recyclable 
material the contest also resulted in large collections 
of metal. The metal was sold off as scrap using the 
gains as a financial supplement to lower the 
overall cost of renovation services on the estate, 
thus benefiting residents directly.

Pic. 2. The renovation truck struggles to reach the collec-
tive facilities through narrow roads at social housing estate

Pic. 3. Staff advise and help residents to sort mixed waste 
brought to a local recycle station 

3. Appropriated mobility

Battling the distance to waste facilities we 
found residents using shopping carts to trans-
port their waste.  In housing residents used the 
elevator to bring the shopping cart to their 
doorstep, then fill it with waste and bring it down 
and out to the shared facilities. After use they 
would leave the cart at the bottom floor for their 
neighbors to use, creating small communities of 
support for waste trans-portation. Such approp-
riation, use and sharing of carts were found 
extensively on both estates and across building 
typologies.

Pic. 4. Metal collection contest.
Residents’ magazine 1996.



Pic. 5. Shopping cart used for waste storage and mobility in 
terraced housing

RECOMMENDATIONS TO SOLVE CHALLENGES

Based on the outlined empirical findings, we 
suggest learning from local communities not only 
to identify problems but also to identify solutions.

Here are three important learnings:

1. Prioritize staffed waste sorting facilities to
ensure individual help, so that knowledge of
correct fraction sorting reaches all residents.

2. Install small and easy-maneuverable vehicles
for the transportation of waste from the indi-
vidual household to the collective waste facili-
ties.

3. When creating activities to engage residents in
fraction sorting, it may be beneficial to focus
on one fraction at the time and thoroughly
design the activity to benefit residents directly
(ex. economically).



This policy brief is based on an internship project, conducted by Maria Ridder and Katrine Hansen as part 
of the research project ‘Citizenship in the Shopping Cart’, headed by anthropologist My Madsen, National 
Museum of Denmark.

MAPPING THE JOURNEY OF THE HOUSEHOLD WASTE

During our internship we mapped the journey of household waste from private residences to either 
recycling or incineration facilities to investigate the everyday practical obstacles of fraction sorting. With 
a special focus on collective sorting facilities, we began the mapping in two social housing estates, using 
ethnographic methods to follow and record residents’ waste routines from the home to the collective 
facilities.  We then accompanied municipal renovation workers as they serviced collective facilities and 
private bins and we visited the incineration- and distribution plant Vestforbrænding. Additionally, we did 
archival research on residents’ magazines from the two social housing estates going back more than 50 
years.

We found that residents have continuously faced challenges in the intersection of waste handling and 
infrastructure, but also that local communities develop their own strategies from which renovation 
services and urban planners might learn to tackle the challenges.
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