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Introduction 
In this chapter, we demonstrate that waste management companies 
participate in a decisive manner to the design of the socio-materiality of 
waste and that this participation gives them a particularly important role for 
urban development. The socio-materiality of waste refers to the way 
organizations and individuals engage with the materiality of waste in the 
course of their daily operations and everyday life (Gregson, 2009). Socio-
materiality is not fixed. Instead, the socio-materiality of waste is contingent 
on the social understanding that people have of the nature, origins, and 
destiny of waste as material. It encompasses different dimensions as how 
waste is accepted as construction material for new houses (Bahamón and 
Sanjinés, 2010), how it function in art works (Vergine, 2007), or how people 
conceive of their responsibility towards waste (Åkesson and Ohlsson, 2006). 
 
Waste management companies shape the socio-materiality of waste through 
their communicative and managerial practice. Their logistic choices 
determine the minutes, rhythms and paths of waste mobilities. Waste 
management companies form a critical infrastructure that offers a service 
that not only brings a practical solution to the problems experienced by 
waste producers who wish to get rid of their waste. Waste management 
companies also connect the commodity and post-commodity phases of 
products, and bridges design, production, distribution and consumption 
stages to the reuse, recycling or landfill stages of materials (Leonard, 2010). 
In this, they make possible a functional urban life in materialist and pro-
growth economies, not the least by embedding their practices of waste 
management in societal discourses of material scarcity and global 
environmental responsibility.  
 
This chapter has four main components. First, we describe three successive 
Swedish post-WW2 waste governance regimes. Second, we explain how 
each of these regimes entails a specific socio-materiality of waste. Third, 
through a case study, we illustrate how waste management companies 
shape this socio-materiality. Fourth, we discuss the activities of waste 
management companies in terms of providing critical urban infrastructure 
services. We conclude by establishing the centrality of waste management 
companies for the definition of the socio-materiality of waste. 
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Sweden’s efforts to climb the waste hierarchy 
Understanding waste governance is necessary to understand the socio-
materiality of waste. Sweden has developed three successive waste 
governance regimes (Gille, 2007) since the Second World War. In the post-
war period a landfilling regime to accommodate the growing production of 
waste dominated. The increasing amount of organic, paper, and plastic 
waste, but also other disposables and construction material waste, was sent 
to landfills. These landfills were traditional ones, basically holes in the ground 
or artificial hills. However, health-related, social, aesthetic and environmental 
concerns raised in the late 1960’s made decision-makers doubt that these 
landfills could accommodate a long-term growth in waste volumes. A new 
waste governance regime was needed. 
 
The rationale of the new waste governance regime, emerging in the early 
1970s, was to reduce the volume of waste sent to landfills. To reduce this 
volume, the responsibility of waste was entrusted to municipalities. Many of 
them launched ambitious programs of incineration that they systematically 
pursued during the following decades. Essential to this was the concomitant 
development of municipal district heating programs that allowed many 
municipally-owned waste management companies to recover electricity and 
heat from incineration and provided them with a steady source of income 
(Corvellec et al., 2012; Corvellec and Bramryd, 2012). Likewise essential was 
the rapid increase of the tax on landfill introduced in 2000 and the 
restrictions established in 2002 on the landfilling of combustible material, 
two legal measures that redirected much waste from landfills to waste-to-
energy facilities. In parallel with developing waste-to-energy programs, 
recycling programs have been facilitated on a national scale. From 1994, 
systems for extended producers’ responsibility have been introduced for a 
series of waste streams, starting with paper and packaging, but now also 
including batteries, end-of-life vehicles, and electric and electronic waste. 
Moreover, several municipalities have developed biological treatment 
capacities, an effort that the Swedish Parliament encouraged when setting 
the goal that nutrients should recovered from at least a third of household 
biological waste by 2015. 
 
The objective of sending less waste to landfills has been successful. Whereas 
nearly all waste was brought to landfills in 1970, it is the destination of only 
1% of municipal solid waste today if one considers incineration as a form of 
recycling and accordingly classifies incineration ashes as recycled material. 
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Waste-to-energy processing takes care of 49% of household waste, material 
recovery of 36%, biological treatment of 13%, and the management of 
hazardous waste of 1% (Avfall Sverige, 2011b). 
 
A key to the success of the less landfilling regime has been waste 
management companies’ ability to transform waste into a resource. Waste-
to-energy and biological treatment facilities and recycling schemes 
demonstrate not only that it is possible to reduce the amount of waste sent 
to landfill. They also show that waste has economic, environmental, and 
social value. However, a third waste governance regime is emerging, in 
important respects contradictory to the idea that waste is a resource to 
exploit. This regime prioritizes the prevention of waste. The rationale for this 
is that preventing the production of waste is more important in 
environmental terms than extracting economic value from existing waste. 
Central principles include a design philosophy that takes the whole product 
life cycle into consideration, lean modes of production to systematically 
reduce material spill for example in municipal school catering, consumer 
practices that encourage thrift or that prolong the commodity phase of 
products, for example repair, maintenance and second-hand retail (Avfall 
Sverige, 2011b). The waste prevention regime is not yet as systematically 
developed in practice as the regime aimed at reducing landfill. In a way, it is 
still more a matter of ambitions, e.g., Sweden’s national waste plan 
(Naturvårdverket, 2011), than of practical solutions. But the waste prevention 
regime emerges as a new societal narrative of wasting less that challenges 
the established societal narrative of less landfilling (Corvellec and Hultman, 
2012). 
 
The emergence of this third regime is a result of Sweden’s efforts to climb 
the European Union’s waste hierarchy (European Commission, 2008/98/EC). 
The hierarchy ranks the desirability of five different waste management 
options according to their environmental impact. At the top of the hierarchy 
(1) are practices that aim for the prevention of waste, i.e. modes of design, 
production and consumption that do not result in waste generation. This 
most preferred option is followed by (2) reuse of products, which means that 
products circulate in and out of commodity-phase in a way so their function 
can be repeatedly fulfilled. A result of these two options is decreased 
material circulation. The next two steps promote the increased circulation of 
materials to create output with economic value: (3) recycling and composting 
indicates post-commodity material disassembly and sorting after which 
materials can be re-introduced to industrial and biological production 
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processes; and (4) incineration of waste with energy and heat recovery. The 
least desirable option (5) is landfill which results in no significant output with 
economic value (Hultman and Corvellec, 2012) 
 
The post-war waste governance regime of landfilling waste corresponds to 
the bottom and least desirable step of the hierarchy. The less landfilling 
regime corresponds to the steps concerned with incineration with energy 
and heat recovery and recycling and composting. The wasting less regime 
corresponds to the two most desirable steps of reuse and prevention. 
Swedish waste management aims to reach the higher steps of the waste 
hierarchy (Avfall Sverige, 2011a) and such a move involves a transformation 
of the socio-materiality of waste.  
 

The Changing Socio-Materiality of Waste 
In a landfilling regime, the socio-materiality of waste is characterized by 
dissociation, separation and disappearance. The production of waste is 
dissociated from consumption in the sense that consumers and other waste 
producers do not engage with the fate of materials beyond their commodity-
phase. In Sweden – corresponding to the development of the welfare state 
and a consumption-intensive way of life – throwing away things deemed to 
be without value or interest was established as legitimate behavior. The 
responsibility of consumers was limited to bringing waste to a collection 
point where waste cognitively disappeared. The rational of waste 
management under such a regime is to make waste invisible and odourless 
so waste producers can physically and psychologically separate from it. 
Waste is considered as something inert that should be accumulated in some 
(remote) place. 
 
The less landfilling regime builds on waste-to-energy and recycling practices, 
consequently shaping a different socio-materiality of waste. This regime 
brings waste back to those who produced it as heat and electricity. Likewise, 
engaging people in nation-wide recycling practices demonstrates that waste 
not only has a history but also a future. It then becomes the responsibility of 
each individual waste producer to ensure, through adequate and careful 
sorting practices, that the resource potential of waste is realized. Defined as 
a resource, the visibility of waste is legitimized. It is also becomes increasingly 
embedded in local, regional and trans-national economies. Waste 
management companies regularly inform their customers of how much 
paper, metal and plastic they have recycled and how many new newspapers, 
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cars or plastic bottles this corresponds to. For example, all schoolchildren in 
the city of Helsingborg are introduced to the basics of waste management 
and taken on a tour of the municipal waste management facility and old 
landfill. Correspondingly, the city of Malmö takes pride on its website for 
tourists in how it addresses waste by making an issue out the fact that one 
of its recent residential projects has vacuum waste chutes to minimise heavy 
traffic (Malmö Tourism, 2011). The city also underscores the initiative to 
collect all food waste in Malmö for use in the production of biogas for city 
buses (Malmö Tourism, 2011). Under the less landfilling regime, waste is 
subjected to the logic of material effectiveness: it is a resource that should be 
systematically exploited instead of being uselessly wasted. 
 
The wasting less regime rests on yet a different socio-materiality of waste: 
waste is something that should not become, which makes waste a 
problematic materiality. The management of waste is not to make waste 
disappear as in the landfilling regime. It is neither to optimize the use of 
waste as in the less landfilling regime. Instead, waste management is the 
systematic effort to prevent the existence of waste. Waste is a sign of 
inefficiency. It is a failure to be avoided and, as all failures, a possible motive 
of blame (Hawkins 2006). 
 
Increasing quantities of waste, growing concerns for the environmental 
impact of landfills and incineration, intensifying political demands for the 
recycling of waste, and fears of future material shortages have resulted in a 
series of changes in the social and material presence of waste in capitalist 
consumer economies. Waste is no longer a disturbing by-product of 
consumption that waste producers pay to have removed. Waste has become 
an object of both desire and avoidance open for political determination and 
everyday attention. It has become a source of legal and moral responsibility. 
There is a growing recognition that the concept of waste is, in important 
ways, becoming nonsensical: ‘there is no waste’ claims the trade 
organization Swedish Waste Management (Avfall Sverige, 2011a). 
 
Waste management organizations have played a decisive role in these 
successive redefinitions of the socio-materiality of waste from a regime of 
invisibility to one of failure via one of resource. Contemporary waste 
management organizations are diversified organizations that operate a wide 
range of collection and recycling technologies. They systematically market 
the products of their processes, for example energy or materials, and they 
counsel their customers on how to reduce their production of waste and 
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optimise the management of the waste that is nevertheless produced. They 
work to secure their local symbolic and legislative legitimacy in an 
increasingly deregulated and internationalized industry, and they 
systematically embed their management of waste in the emerging discourse 
of sustainable production and consumption. They weave the mobilities and 
transformations of waste tightly into the social and urban fabric, thereby 
connecting waste to contemporary politics of consumption. 
 
The European waste hierarchy requires waste companies to find innovative 
ways to prevent, disassemble, and re-assemble the materiality of waste 
(Hultman and Corvellec, 2012). This leads these companies to develop their 
activities vertically, for example by articulating their services with corporate 
cradle-to-cradle design and production strategies (McDonough and 
Braungart, 2009). They also need to develop their activities horizontally and 
coordinate actions across institutional and organizational boundaries 
(European Commission, 1999; European Commission, 2008b; Watson et al., 
2008). The value creating potential of waste companies rests upon their 
ability to power material circulation. 
 

Designing Socio-Materiality in Practice 
The case of a Swedish municipality-owned waste company illustrates how 
waste management companies influence how waste producers define the 
materiality of waste, how this definition is embedded in larger cultural 
representations, and how it is inscribed in urbanity. NSR (Nordvästra Skånes 
Renhållnings AB [Northwest Scania Recycling Ltd.]) is a waste management 
company co-owned by six municipalities in the region of Northwest Skåne in 
Southern Sweden. NSR has been endowed by its owners with a legal 
responsibility for the collection and treatment of waste in the region. This 
legal responsibility gives the company a monopoly on household waste 
within the jurisdiction of its owners, at the exception of the waste streams 
that belong to the systems of extended producers’ responsibility. NSR also 
has the possibility to bid for the collection and treatment of industrial waste 
up to a certain percentage of its turnover, but then in competition with other 
private or publicly-owned waste management companies (Corvellec et al., 
2012; Corvellec and Bramryd, 2012). 
 
NSR is characterized by its focus on recycling and biological treatment of 
waste. This commitment to recycling and biogas production leads NSR to 
repeatedly inform the public about the benefits for households to sort their 



 9 

waste. The company stresses that sorting waste correctly makes it possible 
for much waste to be recycled, with the subtext that this separation has to 
be performed exactly as NSR instructs. To realize this demand, NSR has 
developed a system of multi-fractions neighbourhood collection system for 
household waste. NSR designs bins that are specially designed for this 
system, and NSR’s rhythm of waste collection. NSR teaches waste producers 
how to look at their waste, how to recognise what belongs to the each 
fraction (e.g., paper as opposed to cardboard, or hard plastic as opposed to 
soft plastic), how to use the brown paper bag to collect food waste, when to 
take out the bins and other technicalities (NSR, 2012a). This system offers 
waste producers a service that fits their (experienced) time limitations, in 
particular by reducing their need for transportation. Simultaneously it gives 
them the possibility to negotiate their environmental consciousness with only 
minimal efforts, leaving consumption practices out of the equation. Along 
with using public transportation, recycling waste is among the contributions 
that urban dwellers think first of when trying to make their way of living 
more sustainable (e.g., Beavan, 2009).  
 
To run its waste management system service with efficiency and thus reach 
its objectives, NSR is dependent on waste producer’s collaboration. Waste 
management imposes collective choices on individual practices. If waste 
producers are to engage in recycling practices, they need to experience 
systems of recycling practices (Gregson, 2009) as reliable and meaningful. 
Backed by its legal monopoly of household waste within the legislation of its 
owners, NSR has a leverage to shape the behaviour of households. NSR is 
systematically working on getting people to subject themselves fully to the 
discursive and practical order of governmentality (Foucault, 1991; Dean, 
1999; Skålen et al., 2006) that the company has designed, with clear sets of 
categories, classification, priorities, moral obligations, rewards and penalties. 
 
NSR keeps reminding waste producers that food waste is nothing to throw 
away with unsorted waste, but something valuable to separate for biogas 
production. Hereby, food waste is designated, framed, priced, and 
embedded in societal narrative as well as everyday practices. NSR transforms 
wasted food items from ambiguously, undefined things into named, 
understood, transparent and performative materialities (Knappett, 2008). 
NSR gives a social life to waste-things (Appadurai, 1986) and turns a thing of 
repulsion into an object of desire.  
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The message about the future social life of food waste as fuel for mobility is 
passed along in brochures, through advertisement campaigns on buses and 
street furniture, and in messages posted on the company’s website. People 
are told that biogas is ‘an environment friendly and renewable fuel’ that is ‘at 
the centre of the cycle’ (NSR ca 2008c), ‘City buses in Helsingborg run on 
NSR biogas’ and ‘[d]omestic foodwaste upgraded to vehicle fuel are the best 
waste dump in the world’ (NSR, ca 2008a). Separating food waste is 
represented as a way to assume environmental responsibility by bettering 
urban life and mitigating climate change. NSR underscores that since it 
produces bio-fertilizers distributed to local farmers, separating food waste is 
also a way to give back to the nearby fields the nutrients that these fields 
have offered and now need back (NSR, ca 2008b). The challenge for NSR is 
to convince the public that it is legitimate to demand from every household 
that it enters and accepts to be locked in the practical order of waste 
handling that the company has designed.  
 
The same is true of NSR’s relationships with companies, except that 
companies are not included in NSR’s monopoly on household waste and can 
freely choose waste manager. They have to be persuaded. To attract larger 
companies or companies with environmental ambitions, NSR has designed “a 
comprehensive waste management contract, with a personal contact, 
closeness to services and an overview of waste management situation” 
(authors’ translation, NSR, 2011a). The service consists in an in-depth analysis 
of the customer’s internal waste producing processes, custom waste 
prevention separation and collection solutions, and information material. 
Smaller companies are offered ‘an effective management of waste streams 
with custom waste collection and proximity to efficient service’ (authors’ 
translation, NSR, 2011b). The service consists of an analysis of the type of 
waste produced, custom waste separation and collection solutions, and 
information material. Moreover, NSR offers to acts as consultant to 
businesses throughout the region for hazardous waste, ‘offering the services 
of its chemists and safety advisers in the classification and handling of all 
categories of hazardous waste, with the exception of radioactive waste’ 
(NSR, 2007: 11).  
 
NSR’s purpose with companies is the same as with households: to encourage 
interest for waste, provide a practical guidance about how to understand 
waste, inscribe waste in the waste producer’s economic and environmental 
concerns, bring practical solutions to these concerns, suggest appropriate 
behaviour to the waste producer including rhythms and places of collection, 
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set up systems of rewards and penalties, and create social, economic, and 
environmental satisfaction. Thereby, NSR tames the force of things (Bennett, 
2004) to endow waste with economic and environmental value. The 
company designs a socio-materiality of waste that answers to its mission – as 
regional economic and environmental infrastructure – to offer the regional 
business community competitive environmental and waste management 
systems (Helsingborg Stad - Kommunfullmäktige, 2005). In its 2008 Annual 
report (Nordvästra Skånes Renhållnings AB, 2009), NSR claim to answer to 
this mission in the following terms:  
 

NSR shall be a company that, in collaboration with private actors and 
the municipalities in Northwest Scania, manages household and 
industrial waste in a way that is cost efficient and service-minded, but 
also environmentally efficient and conceived in accordance with the 
current legislation as well as actual research and development in the 
field of waste management. The company shall also contribute to the 
development of new waste management and recycling methods, 
promote regional growth and development, and create environmental 
improvements, for example through collaborations with universities and 
regional businesses.  

 
NSR embeds services in future-oriented narratives of regional competitiveness 
and of regional development toward sustainability. In its annual report (NSR, 
2012b), NSR is also careful to inscribe its activities in a narrative of European 
efforts at minimizing waste. Waste management has the capacity to bridge 
micro- and macro-societal levels and aggregate individual choices into 
collective achievements or misdeeds. These regional and global narratives 
prolong and develop the micro-narratives about the moral economy of duty, 
responsibility and reward that describe the practicalities of a correct waste 
management for waste producers. Through these narratives, NSR promise 
citizens in the Helsingborg region that they can actually co-create the 
development of more sustainable and liveable cities and regions. The socio-
materiality of waste shaped by a critical infrastructural service connects 
spatial categories, organizational levels and everyday life. 
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Waste Management as a Critical Urban 
Infrastructure Service 
 
From having been end-of-line sites for the treatment of waste in the 
landfilling regime, waste management companies are increasingly involved in 
developing schemes of material circulations that interfere with dominant 
politics of production and consumption. Because they design, offer, deliver, 
price, narrate and develop waste management services to waste producers, 
waste management organizations are an infrastructure that provides a critical 
service for urban life. 
 
Waste management is an infrastructure in that it is part of the ‘the basic, 
underlying structure or character’ of a society (Calhoun, 2002). It is an 
activity that is more important to the economy than its mere turnover and 
how many people it employs, and more important to social life than its share 
of political programs. Like other infrastructures, waste management is an 
‘essential background for other economic activities in modern economies’ 
(Black et al., 2009). It is something that is ‘needed to support commerce as 
well as economic and residential development’ (Black and Garner, 1999) and 
that is ‘promoting optimum opportunities for competition and living 
standards for society and its members’ (Evert, 2011: 324).  
 
More specifically, waste management can be considered a critical 
infrastructure. The notion of critical infrastructures refers to ‘systems that 
provide critical support services to a country, geographic area for a corporate 
entity; when they fail, there is potentially a large cost in human life, the 
environment or economic markets’ (Egan, 2007: 4). In other words, critical 
infrastructure are ‘systems, facilities, and assets so vital that, if destroyed or 
incapacitated, would disrupt the security, economy, health, safety, or welfare 
of the public’ (American Society of Civil Engineers’s Critical Infrastructure 
Guidance Task Committee, 2009). And even though public authorities do 
not usually list waste management among critical infrastructure (Commission 
of the European Communities, 2005), one can easily acknowledge that 
waste management operations belong to the ‘physical and information 
technology facilities, networks, services and assets that, if disrupted or 
destroyed, would have a serious impact on the health, safety, security or 
economic well-being of citizens or the effective functioning of governments 
in EU countries’, which is the European Programme for Critical Infrastructure 
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Protection’s (European Commission, 2006) definition of critical 
infrastructures.  
 
Consumption intensive societies cannot function without waste management 
systems, just as they cannot exist without roads, railroads and airports, water 
supply and sewers, electricity production and grids, and telecommunications, 
but also institutional, social, or recreational infrastructures. The spectacle of 
the collapse of waste management in Naples (Nicola, 2009), scavengers of 
open landfills in third world countries (Walker, L. et al., 2010), or, in a slightly 
different register, the first final repository for nuclear waste (Madsen, 2010) 
all bear witness to the criticality of waste management: it is an activity that 
cannot fail. 
 
As infrastructure, waste management therefore delivers a critical service to 
households, businesses and, more generally, urbanity. In Sweden, 
households and businesses can safely assume that waste collection and 
treatment will take care of the waste they produce in the course of their 
activities. Waste management companies promise, regardless of bad weather 
or other impediments, to assume responsibility for the production of waste. 
They have strategically combined a broad range of distributed resources and 
competences such as a technological and marketing expertise, and unique 
environmental permits delivered by national environmental authorities.  
 
Waste management is thus a service in the lexical sense of doing something 
‘for the benefit or at the command of another’ and ‘in an effort for human 
welfare or betterment’ (Webster and Gove, 1971). People wish to get rid of 
their waste, and waste management companies help them to do so. Waste 
management companies offer also a service to households and industries in 
the more theoretical sense of service marketing literature. Waste 
management is a service in the sense of being processes consisting of a series 
of activities where a number of different types of resources are used in direct 
interaction with a customer, so that a solution is found to a customer’s 
problem (Grönroos, 2000). Likewise waste management is a service in the 
sense of being the application of specialized competences (knowledge and 
skills), though deeds, processes and performances by one entity for the 
benefit of another entity or the entity itself (Lusch and Vargo, 2006).  
 
This service to waste producers is also a service that secures urban life. It is 
not only an urban service in the sense given to the expression by Baer (1985: 
886) of ‘one which serves the public interest by accomplishing one or more 
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of the following purposes: preserving life, liberty and property; and 
promoting public enlightenment, happiness and domestic tranquillity and the 
general welfare’. An urban service is not merely a service to the urban public. 
It is a service to the city per se because it exists for the benefit of the urban 
condition. To paraphrase service marketing literature (Lusch and Vargo, 
2006), an urban service is the application of specialized competences 
(knowledge and skills), though deeds, processes and performances by one 
entity or several entities for the benefit of urbanity.  
 
The social and political organisation of cities rest on the organisation of the 
various flows that constitutes urbanity, for example transportation, water 
supply and sewage, or information (Latham, 2009). Waste is one of these 
flows, and organising the mobility of waste is a condition of urban life. This 
mobility is not limited by city boundaries. The relegation of waste to non-
urban landfill illustrates the domination that cities exert on non-urban 
territories where the demand for food, water and other essentials is doubled 
by external demands for the storage of urban overflow. 
 
The intertwining of urban and non-urban areas through material economies 
is a direct expression of the promise for a better society that characterizes 
modernity (Kaika, 2005). Waste management is part of this promise. When 
the international waste management company Remondis (2012) puts 
banners on its website that state “No crude oil – No modern convenience” 
or “No copper – No cars”, it not only promotes its recycling activities. The 
company also promises that waste management operates to serve modern 
urban society. The European Union does the same when it promotes its 
waste hierarchy (European Commission, 2008) as a governance tool for 
waste management policies: a careful scheme of prevention, reuse, recycling, 
incineration with energy recovery and landfills is to ensure the sustainability 
of consumption intensive urban modes of living. Waste management is at 
the service of cities and it is of critical importance for urbanity. 
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Conclusions  
The organizational practices (Chia and MacKay, 2007; Gherardi, 2009; 
Corradi et al., 2010) of Swedish waste management companies establish a 
socio-material order of waste that materialise an idea (Strandvad, 2011) of 
sustainability. They link the micro-practices of households and businesses to 
the destiny of the region, its cities, and the nation (Swedish Environmental 
Protection Agency, 2005). This socio-material order precedes the circulation 
of waste between people, waste producing companies and waste 
management companies in the sense that it is a condition for this circulation 
to run smoothly. At the same time this socio-material order derives from the 
everyday practices of waste: carrying the brown paper bag for food waste to 
the correct bin, collection trucks regularly criss-crossing the cities and the 
countryside, waste reduction strategies that corporations put into place, and 
the campaigns where waste management companies represent recycling as 
civic-mindedness. One of the main strategic challenges for waste 
management companies is to imprint on the subjectivity of their public, as 
they imagine it (Walker, L. et al., 2010), a rich and diversified socio-
materiality of waste that fits the plans of their owners and their own 
corporate plans. 
 
Waste management companies help design the socio-materiality of waste 
through their planning, communicative, pricing, logistic, marketing, recycling 
and consulting practices. They have the potential to shape a material 
economy that addresses all of the five steps of the European waste hierarchy 
although with significant differences between companies. They articulate 
representations of sustainable ways to handle waste; they point at individual 
and collective responsibilities; they give new names and new identities to 
what traditionally is called waste or garbage; they devise new rhythms and 
routes for waste mobilities, including sales of recycled materials and re-use 
solutions; and they provide waste prevention advices to decouple waste 
production from economic growth. Waste management companies connect 
the production of waste to the politics of production and consumption in 
consumer societies. 
 
How waste management companies devise and combine practices of 
landfilling, incineration, energy-recovery, recycling, re-use and waste 
prevention is central to the politics of consumption and sustainable urban 
development. These companies are not alone to design the socio-materiality 
of waste. Their impact on this socio-materiality is mitigated by a long range 
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of symbolic, legal, political and institutional influences. For example, their 
definition of what is waste and how it should be processed is directly 
affected by claims of environmental injustice prompted by the spectacle of 
illegal export of hazardous waste in third world countries. But waste 
management companies are pivotal in the definition of the socio-materiality 
of waste in that they are the ones that in practice order waste. Considering 
the environmental significance of waste, this is why waste management 
companies are critical to a sustainable urban future. 
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