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[-] Abstract and Keywords

There is a European Union directive that calls for daep cuts in the amount of household waste sent to landfill
sites in Britain—currently about 1400 of them. “The EU Landfll Ditective requires the UK to reduce the
volume of biodegradable municipal waste sent to landfill by 2010, with farther reductions in 2013 and 2020
Failure to mest these targets could result in fines of up to £:80 million per year’ (Strategy Unit 2002: ). This
leaves the British government with the tricky task of working et how best to wean the public and its
institutions off the habit of throwing stuff away, Downing Street has a Strategy Unit charged with snggesting
answers to such questions, and in November 2001 Margaret Backett, Secretary of State for the Environment,
Food, and Rural Affairs, announced a ‘Stratesy Unit Waste study’; to be completed within a year. The Unit's
proposals shed interssting light on the prevailing view of how to get people to do environmentally beneficial
things when their inclination is not to do them.

The report notes that honsshold wasts is growing at 3 per cant anmally—faster than GDP—and the anthors
wonder why (Strategy Unit 2002: B). The answer offersd is that there are faw (p.3) financial incentives in
place for sither industry or householders o sssk alternatives to landfill {Stratagy Unit acoz: 8). With this
premise established, the solution to the problem is obvious and the repost predictably recommends ‘Greater
freedom for local authorities to develop new d incentives for householders to reduce and recycle their
waste, Householders currently pay the same Council Tax no matter how much waste they produce or whether
they recyele or not, This means that they have no incentive to manage their waste in mors sustainable ways'
(Strategy Unit 2002: 13), A concrete sugzestion floated in the summer of 2002 was to charge paogle for taking
over-quota sacks of rubbish away—say £4.00 (£0.6) per sack, or £5.00 (£3.0) per month.

From one point of view the logicis impeccable: peaple will want to avoid paying the rubbish tax and so-will
redncs the amount of waste they throw away. The is rooted in the ‘salf.i rational actor’
model of human motivation, according to which peapla do things sither for some gain or to avoid some harm
to themselves, Critics of the proposed scheme immediately pointed out that this model contains the sesds of its
own demise. People uncommitied to fhe idea behind the schame will take the line of | istance in 2 way
entirely consistent with the modsl of behaviour on which the scheme depends, but sntirely at odds with its
desired outoomes. As a Guardian newspaper leader pointed out, ‘Rather ihan pay up, ihe public are Likaly to
vote with their cars and take their rabbich and dump # on the pavement, in the countryside ot in someone
else's backyard’ (12 July 2002).
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