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M
unicipal solid waste (MSW) management 
in Ireland is quite advanced in terms of 
environmental performance, but not quite as 
good as the best performing countries in Europe, 

which have no reliance on landfill and very high recycling 
rates. Using the latest Eurostat data, Ireland’s recycling rate 
is 42 percent and disposal of MSW to landfill is 22 percent.

Some European countries lag well behind Ireland in 
this regard and have a high reliance on landfill and low 
recycling rates. Comparing prices and costs in Ireland against 
countries with a heavy reliance on cheap landfill would be 
unfair so, in order to benchmark like with like, we removed 
countries that landfill more than 40 percent MSW and have 
an MSW recycling rate of less than 30 percent.

Labour costs are quite variable across Europe and we 
took the view that benchmarking Ireland against countries 
with very high, or very low, labour costs would be unfair. We 
therefore excluded countries that have average labour costs 
of greater than €46 per hour and also excluded countries 
that have average labour costs of less than €20 per hour. 
Ireland has average labour costs of €31 per hour, according 
to 2017 Eurostat data.

The final shortlist of 14 countries considered in the study 
is as follows: Austria, Belgium, Denmark, England, Finland, 
France, Germany, Italy, Netherlands, Northern Ireland, Rep. of 
Ireland, Scotland, Sweden and Wales. 

SLR’s research team sourced data from each of the 
benchmarked countries. We contacted many of the 
waste management associations in these countries and 
with their assistance we sourced national data on the 
costs of household waste collection and treatment. For 
completeness, we also sent working drafts of our report to 
these associations for peer-review and received some useful 
feedback that influenced our final report.

In order to compare like with like, we removed VAT 
where it applied and we removed the costs associated with 
the operation of civic amenity sites, litter management 
and street cleaning. In some cases, where we believed that 
administration costs were not included in the published data, 
we added four percent to the costs, based on the breakdown 
of detailed data that was sourced from the UK.

The service offered for kerbside household waste collection 
across Europe is very variable and varies quite a lot internally 
in some countries. In our report, we provide details on the 
types and frequencies of collection for household wastes.

Taking the estimated costs of household waste collection 
and treatment in each of the benchmarked countries, the 
lowest to highest costs are listed in Table 1, with some 

relevant comments. The data shows that Ireland is mid-table 
and the cost is below average for the benchmarked countries.

There is a large variation in the ratio of apartments to 
houses across Europe. In Ireland, only 7.3 percent of people 
live in flats/apartments, whereas the EU average is 41.8 
percent according to Eurostat 2016 data. Collecting waste 
from apartments costs a lot less per person when compared 
with collecting waste from individual houses. In Ireland, our 
research has found that the cost of collection per person in 
individual houses is about 50 percent more expensive than 
the cost per person living in apartments. 

Collection Costs
The Irish Waste Management Association (IWMA) commissioned SLR 

Consulting to benchmark the cost of household waste collection 
services in the Republic of Ireland (Ireland) against services offered in 

countries across Europe. Conor Walsh reports on its findings…

Rank Country
Cost per 
capita

Comments

1 Finland €59.54
No recyclables collected 

from single houses.  
Low rural population.

2
Belgium 
(Flanders)

€62.85
Flanders only. High 

population density & very 
low rural population.

3 France €73.00
Biowaste not commonly 

collected at kerbside.

4 England €73.75
Relatively low labour costs. 

High population density.  
Low rural population.

5 Germany €74.00
Costs are for 100 largest 
cities, so urban in nature.

6 Wales €76.80 Relatively low labour costs. 

7 Netherlands €79.63
High population density.  

Low rural population

8
Republic of 
Ireland

€81.50
Low population density.  
High rural population.

9 Scotland €84.63 Low population density.

10 Northern Ireland €101.84
Low population density.  
High rural population.

11 Italy €106.00 High rural population.

12 Austria €107.00 High rural population.

13 Sweden €114.00
Low population density & 

relatively high labour costs

14 Denmark €134.00
High labour costs.  

Relatively low  
population density

Average €87.75

Table 1: household waste collection costs per capita in each country
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Costs Per Capita

IN ORDER to benchmark fairly, we 
normalised each country’s costs 
by adjusting the cost per capita 
based on the percentage of 
people living in apartments 
and the percentage living 
in houses. The adjusted 
(normalised) case is based on 
the EU average of 41.8 percent 
of people living in apartments. 

This adjustment increased 
the benchmarked cost per 
capita of countries such as 
Germany and Italy that have 
a high level of apartment dwellers 
and lowered the benchmarked cost per capita 
of countries such as Ireland, the UK, the Netherlands and 
Belgium that have lower levels of apartment dwellers.  

The adjusted figures are presented in Table 2 below, 
which also provides more detail on some of the factors that 
influence the costs of household waste collection. 

It can be seen from Table 2 that some of the more 
expensive countries, such as Sweden, Denmark and Austria, 
are achieving very low landfill levels and very high recycling 
rates. Austria, Italy and Northern Ireland have a relatively 
high proportion of their population living in rural areas and 
this clearly adds cost.

Belgium (Flanders) and England have very high population 
densities, which may explain the low costs in those countries. 
Finland is low cost for a country with a very low population 
density, but the demographics are helped by the fact that only 
16 percent of the population live in rural areas. This is even 
more of an advantage in Belgium, where World Bank data 
reports that only two percent of people live in rural areas.

The Republic of Ireland is performing well on price, 
but lags behind many of the benchmarked countries in 
terms of recycling rates. We expect that the continued 

roll-out of brown (organic) bins 
will increase Ireland’s recycling rate without having a 
significant impact on the prices charged to householders. 
We expect that the recycling rate can reach 50 percent 
through this ongoing programme, which is the average of 
the benchmarked countries. 

The biggest factors for prices in Ireland are thought to be 
the high rural population and the low population density. 
The prices in Ireland are significantly lower than in other 
countries that have a high percentage of the population living 
in rural areas, such as Northern Ireland, Austria and Italy, 
so the price performance in Ireland is considered to be very 
good in light of the demographics. <

Conor Walsh is a technical director with SLR Consulting in the 
company’s waste and resource management section in Ireland.  

Prior to joining SLR in 2009, he worked in the waste industry for 
seven years and spent 12 years as an environmental consultant. He 

is also the secretary of the Irish Waste Management Association.  

Rank Country Adjusted cost 
per Capita 

Average Labour 
Costs € per hour

Population Density 
(people per km2)

Rural 
Population

Recycling 
Rate 

Landfill 
Reliance 

1 Belgium (Flanders) €58.35 €39.60 480 2% 54% 0.8%

2 Finland €59.08 €32.70 18 16% 42% 3.3%

3 England €66.65 €25.70 420 17% 45% 15.6%

4 Wales €69.41 €25.70 149 20% 61% 9.6%

5 France €70.20 €36.00 106 20% 42% 22.4%

6 Republic of Ireland €72.00 €31.00 69 36% 42% 21.7%

7 Netherlands €73.12 €34.80 498 9% 53% 1.4%

8 Scotland €76.48 €25.70 67 18% 43% 45.3%

9 Germany €78.66 €34.10 233 24% 66% 1.5%

10 Northern Ireland €92.04 €25.70 136 37% 43% 37.0%

11 Austria €108.34 €34.10 106 34% 59% 2.7%

12 Italy €110.58 €28.20 204 31% 51% 27.6%

13 Sweden €115.48 €38.30 24 14% 49% 0.6%

14 Denmark €129.09 €42.50 136 12% 48% 1.0%

Table 2: household waste collection costs per capita, adjusted to account for apartments
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