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The small urban capital of Bhutan, Thimphu, is on the rise. 

 

The population is continues to rise as year after year, young Bhutanese living 

in rural parts of the country flock to the capital city in search of jobs.  Thimphu 

is also experiencing a growth in diverse infrastructure development, 

expansion of residential communities, and burgeoning of a busy and crowded 

city center. One of the most serious consequence of this rapid transformation 

has been the increase of solid waste generated by the 100,000 people living 

and working in Thimphu.  

 

Many agencies in Bhutan are working to address waste-related issues, 

especially on creating awareness on waste management. The Thimphu 

Municipality established a waste segregation facility on September this year to 

promote waste segregation. We spoke to two women who live in two different 

parts of Thimphu but work directly with waste to earn a living, raise a family, 

and build a clean and waste-free society.
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Kalawati, 32, works as a waste segregator for the Thimphu Municipality’s waste 
segregation facility. Every day, she sorts through chaotic piles of rubbish collected from 
Thimphu residents. She does not earn a salary but is compensated for her work with the 
provision of a small one-bedroom house that she lives in with her husband and 6 young 
children. She and her husband, a garbage collection truck driver employed by the 
Municipality, earn a moderate income from selling scraps from the segregation. This is 
their main source of livelihood - without it there would be “no food on the table”.  
 
 

How did you start this job and do you enjoy 
the work? 
I have only been working here for 3 months. 
Before that, I was just a house-wife. My family 
and I get to live in this house without rent from 
this job so I am satisfied. The work itself isn’t 
very difficult - we get to keep a lot of items that 
are in good condition like clothes and 
household items, and we’re also allowed to sell 
scraps to make some money. 
 
What are some of the challenges you face in 
this job?
I don’t face any big challenges. However, my 
job would be a little easier if the waste has 
already been segregated at homes. Currently, 
we spend a lot of time sorting through it when 
people are actually supposed to have already 
segregated it at home. We also end up 
dumping a substantial amount of waste in the 
landfill because we simply cannot extract 
enough reusable waste.  

Do you feel proud of the work you do? 
This is my first job and so far, I am enjoying it. I 

have a free house because of it and I am able to 

make an adequate income from selling scraps. If 

for some reason I am not allowed to sell the 

scraps, then I would not continue this job. 

 
How do you manage waste in your life? 
What have you learned about waste 
management from this job?
I bring all of my waste to the segregation facility 

and sort it with the rest of the waste. I recently 

learned about composting and how to make 

manure from organic waste through a training 

that the Municipality provided us. 

 
Do you consider waste to be a problem in 
Bhutan? 
I don’t know if I can say that it’s a problem or not. 

From my work, I see a lot of waste that are 

jumbled together – organic waste, clothes, baby 

diapers, and plastics all mixed in together. If that 

is considered a problem, then I suppose waste is 

a problem.  

 
Do you think women play an important role 
in managing waste?

I am not sure but I have observed that when 

women come to drop off their waste at the 

segregation facility, it is usually better 

segregated.
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Another man’s trash is one woman’s income



The Municipality has recently provided waste segregators like 
Kalawati a training on composting. Soon she will be able to sell 
the manure and make additional income.
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Karma, 43, is a wife of a Warrant Officer in the Royal Bhutan Army. She lives with her 
husband and 3 daughters in a residential community for armed forces and their families. 
Karma heads an association of 150 wives of armed forces. This association advocates for 
better waste management practices in their community. Currently, over 30 women in the 
association make and sell products such as bags, baskets, and accessories made from 
plastic waste. The women were trained by Tarayana Foundation, a public benefit 
organization that works to bring holistic community growth in needy communities. 9 other 
women have also been recently trained on how to make manure from organic waste by 
the Thimphu Municipality. 

How did you start this job and do you enjoy 
the work?
I am just a house-wife who is the head of an 

association of wives of armed forces. As we are 

considered low-income families, we have been 

provided with income-generating opportunities 

by organizations like Tarayana Foundation and 

the Municipality. That is how some of us 

attended a training on weaving bags, baskets, 

and accessories from plastic wastes.  A few of 

us were also recently trained on composting. 

Lately I am not making the plastic products but 

have really been enjoying learning how to make 

manure from organic waste. 

 

What are some of the challenges you face in 
this job?
The production process for making the plastic 

waste products is quite difficult. First of all, we 

need a rigid type of plastic packaging which is 

usually found in packets for milk powder, flour, 

and detergent which are difficult to find. We don’t 

usually buy these products so we have to look 

for these packets outside of our homes. 

Do you feel proud of the work you do?
Of course. I am proud to say that I am 

responsible for a meaningful contribution to 

society. We are turning something like plastic 

which is itself is indestructible but also very 

destructive to the environment into something 

useful. The same goes for the composting – it is 

wonderful to make use of something considered 

useless like organic waste.

 

How do you manage waste in your life? What 
have you learned about waste management 
from this job?
When I first came to live in this community 21 
years ago, the surroundings were polluted with 
waste and everyone in Thimphu criticized our 
community for being extremely filthy. After we 
started our association, we started with 
collecting plastic bottles from households to sell 
to scrap dealers. Money from the sales are 
added to a death and damages compensation 
fund for our community, which we continue to 
contribute to. This was the first move that led 
our community to become more waste-
conscious. Today, we clean our surroundings 
twice a week, segregate our own waste, collect 
plastic bottles from all the homes to sell to 
scrap-dealers, and recycle. You will see that 
our community is one of the cleanest residential 
communities in Thimphu. I have also become 
very passionate about advocating proper waste 
management. I always call-out people who litter 
in the streets, whether they like it or not!
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Secondly, since we produce everything by 
hand it is a very laborious and tedious 
process. Selling them is also very difficult 
since there isn’t a proper market for these 
products.

Leading an army of women to reuse plastics



Do you consider waste to be a problem in 
Bhutan?
Yes I do. Even though I have seen that there has 

been a decrease of in the amount of waste in our 

surroundings, the problem is that people, 

especially young students, continue to litter. That 

is very disheartening to see. It just takes a few 

minutes for a space to become completely 

polluted with waste – all because of our own 

ignorance. People are not aware so I think 

people need to properly educated on taking care 

of their own waste. I think that if you take care of 

your own waste and not litter and find ways to 

reuse waste, we would create much less waste 

and become more self-sustainable.  
 

Do you think women play an important role in 
managing waste?
From my experience, I have observed that 

women have a natural instinct to take care of the 

environment because of our time spent looking 

after our own home. Through cooking and 

gardening, we always come in contact with all 

kinds of waste and from those experiences we 

have educated ourselves on what kinds of waste 

are degradable and what is not and how waste 

thrown outside can even contaminate the water. 

Waste is part of our lives and it is also part of our 

responsibilities. In our community, it is only the 

women who actively advocate for better waste 

management practices. 

 

What do you have to say to Bhutanese 
people who produce a lot of waste? 
Please don’t litter!  Find trash bin to throw your 

waste or take it with you and discard it at home 

in your own trash bin. I also think making sure 

single-use plastics are banned, especially the 

ones who get at the farmer’s market or in shops 

in town. will make a huge difference. I know this 

was attempted a few years ago but we really 

need to follow through with it this time. Another 

action that I heard would be implemented years 

ago was a fine system to penalize those who 

littered. I think that would effectively reduce 

waste in Bhutan.
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