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In the wake of the tragic event in Meethotamulla, there have been multifaceted proposals to 
address the immediate and long term issue of garbage disposal in Sri Lanka. However, 
most these suggestions are at the macro level, directed at the local governments or the 
relevant authorities, concerning techniques and strategies to process solid waste.  
 
It is well established that the State or local governments are responsible for providing 
common goods (and services) such as solid waste disposal. Invariably, along with the 
provision of common goods, come free-riders and issues of under production and over 
consumption of the public good.  

  

 
 

Free riding and over-consumption 
 
Some consumers of this solid waste disposal service do pay an indirect and informal price 
for it. Specifically, those paying taxes to the local governments are indirectly paying for this 
service. However, not everyone pays such taxes and thus the others free ride on those 
paying. Similarly, some pay irregular tips to the personnel collecting garbage, while the 
others free ride. Additionally, the absence of a direct price and the possibility to free ride, 
results in overconsumption of the service in the form of lack of initiative at household level 
to recycle.  

  

 
 

Negative externalities  
 
The absence of garbage from their neighborhood offers many benefits to those who 
consume the services of waste disposal. However, unfortunately for another group – like the 
victims and other residents of Meethotamulla, solid waste disposal by the local governments 
results in negative externalities. As per Census and Statistics of 2012, in the Kolonnawa 
Divisional Secretariat (DSD), where Methotamulla Grama Niladhari Division (GND) falls 
under, only 82% of the households rely on garbage collection by local authorities (see 
Figure 1). Due to the negative externalities of open dumping in Meethotamulla, even the 
households that resort to other methods of solid waste disposal in this area suffer. 

  

 
 

Demand for solid waste disposal services 
 
At the national level only 20% of households rely on local authorities for solid waste 
disposal, while nearly half (47%) of occupants burn their own solid waste. Another 23% 
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dispose within their own premises, while only 7.8 % resort to composting of solid waste. 
Among all districts, Colombo accounts for the highest proportion of households relying on 
local authorities for solid waste (68%) while Kilinochchi has the lowest reliance of 0.9%. 
Within the Colombo district, among the 13 DSDs, Thimbirigasyaya, Dehiwala and Colombo 
account for the highest share of households relying on local authorities for solid waste 
disposal, while in Padukka only 4% of households rely on such services (see Figure 1).  

  

 
 

How much waste?  
 
The World Bank estimates that per capita solid waste generation per day in Sri Lanka is 
5.10 kg. Given the average household size of 3.8 persons, this amounts to 23,028 tons of 
solid waste per day for the 1,077,950 households in Sri Lanka that rely on local authorities 
for this service. In Colombo district alone, on average, 8,419 tons of solid waste is 
generated per day by households for collection by local authorities (see Figure 2).  

  

 
 

Consumer pays 
 
Given the magnitude of solid waste generation for collection by local authorities, and the 
scale of negative externalities in the process, it is only reasonable to expect consumers of 
this service to also become more responsible. One way to succeed with such division of 
responsibility is to charge consumers for the solid waste they generate. Versions of pay as 
you throw are adopted by many municipalities across the world in cities such as California, 
Michigan, New York, Washington, Dresden and Taipei. 
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Pricing 
 
The charges for solid waste disposal by local authorities need not be market prices that 
would fully offset the common good nature of this service, but significant enough to make 
consumers conscious about solid waste they generate and to limit overconsumption of the 
service. For instance, a partial-unit pricing would allow a certain number of bags/bins of 
solid waste to be collected by tax money, and only the additional to be charged. Other 
options for charging include variable-rate pricing, where consumers would be charged by 
the amount of waste they generate, while full-unit pricing would require consumers to pre-
purchase bags/bins in sizes of their choice, and be charged per bags/bins purchased, 
regardless of the amount of waste generated.  
 
Finally, any form of pricing would encourage recycling and related separation/sorting of 
solid waste, and hopefully would work well with other macro level initiatives currently 
considered for processing solid waste. 
 
(Bilesha Weeraratne is a Research Fellow at the Institute of Policy Studies of Sri Lanka 
(IPS). To view this article online and to share your comments, visit the IPS Blog ‘Talking 
Economics’ - http://www.ips.lk/talkingeconomics/) 
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