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Abstract 

The purpose of this research paper is to analyze the different landfill communities around the 

world through feasibility reports and highlight the various factors contributing to the lifestyles 

and livelihood of the community members. The research focuses particularly on large garbage 

dump communities in India, Ecuador, Indonesia and Cambodia. The aspects explored in the 

different feasibility reports consist of regional issues, socioeconomic factors, health care and 

education and their impacts in the communities. This paper also addresses the economic, 

political and social needs of the people and how International Samaritan can connect with the 

local non-profit organizations and the governments to find sustainable and long-term solutions of 

development such as building schools, creating mentorship programs, assisting agricultural or 

research centers, building and repairing homes and supporting micro-loans programs. We 

evaluate the different circumstances of poverty within the respective communities in order to 

discover how residents and children there can be provided with sanitation, healthcare and 

education. This would provide them with a broad range of academic abilities and real-life 

experiences for higher education and allow them to sustain the operation of programs introduced 

by International Samaritan. 
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Introduction  

When looking within landfill communities worldwide, it is important to understand not 

only the causes that contribute to the dire circumstances that community members find 

themselves in, but also the effects these issues have on all systems within the area. Although 

each community may have differing needs that relate to specific regional issues, most of these 

communities can be defined as developing populations that live either within or on the outskirts 

of major landfills. Residents spend their days picking through the garbage in search of recyclable 

items. Unless physically unable to do so, individuals of all ages work together in the dump 

hoping to discover valuable recyclables. Children are seen as assets to their families because they 

can work simultaneously among other members to help contribute to the economic stability of a 

household. Due to the push for children to work in the landfill, many do not attend school. 

Through evidence found in our research, less emphasis is placed on the educational system 

because it decreases the potential revenue that can be made by pulling children away from the 

dump. However, for some families sending their children to school is not an option due to 

economic, geographic, and transportation issues. Although education is a major system that lacks 

structure in these communities, is it by no means the only problem. Health care systems, 

sanitation systems, and other processes are all highly affected as well.   

 It is important to recognize the difficulties that may arise when conducting research. 

Because the majority of these communities are less-developed and documented, very little 

evidence can be found that provides updated and precise information. Although a prominent and 

rising issue around the globe, the depth and complexity surrounding landfill communities is still 

highly unknown. Not only does the public lack basic knowledge about this world issue, but 

governments often cover up or do not acknowledge the state in which some of their citizens are 
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living. It is important to shed light on the causes and detrimental effects that come about in areas 

surrounding garbage dumps. In order to begin combating this world issue, we must first educate 

ourselves and others on the true intricate nature of landfills communities. This paper will begin 

to untangle the intricate complexities and identify the violations of basic human rights that exist 

within these regions. Employing the research uncovered, we analyze the steps that can be taken 

both on an individual level and within International Samaritan. These steps can then be 

implemented by International Samaritan to provide education on sustainable techniques that can 

help promote lasting change within landfill communities worldwide.   

 

Literature Review 

As health and sanitation issues worldwide continue to be predominant concerns in 

poverty-stricken communities, the populations garbage-dump communities and populations 

living within and around major landfills grow. In relation to these communities across the globe, 

not only are the basic needs of sanitation neglected but other systems such as education, 

healthcare, and even socioeconomic status are affected as well. After a thorough reading and 

analysis of several scholarly sources and journals, we have come to the conclusion that the lack 

of access to education, healthcare, infrastructure, and available resources all play a major role in 

the absence of basic guaranteed human rights in garbage-dump communities. These direct 

violations against human rights stem from both governments lack of support and aid within the 

areas and community resistance to seeing systems such as education more valuable than wages 

earned while working in the dump. While a lot must be done in order to completely combat the 

issues at large, the help of NGOs worldwide in providing resources, governmental recognition of 
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the violations against their people, and training of community members in the importance of 

education, health, and employment can be a huge start to the process.  

 With regard to garbage dump communities worldwide, very few to no education systems 

are in place to directly benefit children in the area. Many internal factors play into why education 

systems lack significance within these regions. For families, the prospect of losing children to the 

education system rather than working in the dump is unappealing. The loss in wages due to a 

child not working is infeasible in comparison to the educational benefit. Also for children, the 

process of integrating into a system where the majority of students come from middle to upper 

class backgrounds is intimidating. For those families who do in fact want to further educate their 

children, they struggle to do so because of the relative proximity of schools to the dump. With 

many of the better schools being so far away, children would have to rely on public 

transportation. However, with families earning less than five US dollars a day this is not a 

reasonable option. According to theUnited Nations, the Convention on the Rights of the Child 

(CRC) says in Article 28, that “States Parties recognize the right of the child to education, and 

with a view to achieving this right progressively and on the basis of equal opportunity” (United 

Nations). Education is essential to the life of a child, and the lack of stable structures within or 

around garbage dump communities is a violation of human rights around the world. 

Jennifer Hile describes the family pressure surrounding children’s school attendance in 

Cambodia’s biggest garbage dump, Steung Mean Chey. When the first school was set up for 

local children in 1996 by an NGO called Pour un Sourire d'Enfant (PSE), families refused to let 

their children attend, as this would entail having to sacrifice their incomes in order to attend 

school. To compensate for the loss of family income, the school had to donate 10 pounds (9 

kilograms) of rice every week to each family (Hile, 2003). In Olinda, Brazil, older children 
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usually earn around 15 reals (US $1.05) a day and younger children typically contribute no more 

than 1 real a day while many people there do not even earn the minimum wage (Helma, 2003). 

Money matters a lot, and such a gap needs years to be bridged. The education in Steung Mean 

Chey is actually free for children. Nowadays more than 800 students are attending the school 

every day. "It's very important for nonprofit organizations to develop schools in Cambodia," said 

Mom Thany, executive director of the Child Rights Foundation in Phnom Penh, Cambodia. 

The field research done by Kim focuses on the impact of the constraints the garbage 

dump community has on the education of children in Korea. The general findings are not specific 

to the garbage dump community in Korea, as many other garbage dump communities share 

similar characteristics. Kim uses McGee’s theory on strategies the urban poor use to fight 

poverty, which can be classified as “adaptive” or “positive response” (Kim 185). In the adaptive 

strategy, one of the most common forms of fighting extreme poverty is through maximizing 

income, minimizing consumption, and enlarging their social network (Kim 185). In terms of 

education, the maximizing of income and minimizing of consumption has a direct impact. 

Positive response strategies can include intergenerational mobility through children’s education; 

however, this strategy is limited due to structural inequality and lack of resources. Even though 

society values education and sees it as an investment, it is not an important factor of current 

income, leading to less emphasis on children’s education among the urban poor. Labor is directly 

correlated with income for the garbage dump community members. Because the most effective 

survival strategy is to maximize laboring activity, each household can either increase the number 

of hours they put into garbage picking, or they can bring other members of the family to work. 

Garbage picking is extremely strenuous, but it does not require skills or knowledge, allowing a 

wide range of possible workers, including children. In terms of minimizing expenses, the largest 
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expenses the garbage dump families face are food consumption and children’s education. Even 

though education is recognized as a vital component of upward mobility, conditions such as poor 

housing, the negative label put on the children due to their resident location, the lack of support 

by parents due to strenuous working conditions, and financial cost all work against the education 

of children. This in turn reproduces poverty among the garbage dump communities throughout 

generations.  

The value of healthcare in developing countries is generally incomparable to that of the 

West. Countries in regions such as Southeast Asia, Latin America, and sub-Saharan Africa 

consistently remain at the low end of GDP per capita rankings, with their situation prolonged due 

to poor access to healthcare (The World Bank). Of particular health concern is the environment 

surrounding landfill communities, which are often characterized by poor sewage systems and a 

high presence of toxic chemicals (Carpenter et al. 989-991). This directly establishes a harmful 

environment for the surrounding population, which does not have adequate medical resources to 

begin with. 

The quality of health remains extremely vulnerable in the Asian subcontinent, including 

countries such as Bangladesh, Cambodia, and India. Of primary concern are the unsanitary 

conditions that inhabitants live in which causes food to become contaminated andan 

attractiveenvironment for mosquitoes and rats carrying malaria or dengue. Water is also 

contaminated, which often leads to diarrhea and is responsible for the death of over 4 million 

children in Asia (Carpenter et al. 989-991). In Bangladesh, high concentrations of arsenic have 

been found in the water, leaving over 25 million people at risk of developing cancer, which is 

still prevalent today. The Philippines currently faces a mining waste crisis, with one mine 

dumping 40 billion tons of mine waste into the ocean. Due to inadequate government response, 



8 
 

this practice has persisted and has resultantly infected many fish that are eventually sold to 

consumers at multiple markets in the area (Carpenter et al. 989-991). Children are the most 

susceptible to these health hazards because their underdeveloped immune systems do not have 

the strength to fight back against invading bacteria and viruses. Air pollution puts children at a 

high risk of developing asthma, which is more common in affluent areas of Asian countries due 

to the expanded industry in such areas. In addition to mercury, environmental agents such as 

“nickel, diesel exhaust particles, tobacco smoke...and pesticides alter the immune system,” 

putting children at an even higher risk of contracting a deadly illness (Carpenter et al. 989-991). 

Climate change consistently presents itself as a risk to the Southeast Asian population in the 

form of monsoons and typhoons. The storm systems of El Niño and La Niña have intensified the 

“variation of hot and wet climate, leading to droughts, floods, and infectious diseases such as 

malaria and cholera” in the region (Chongsuvivatwong et al. 433). Possible future interventions 

include clarifying risk communication suitably to the public’s reading comprehension level, in 

hopes of inspiring the community to work together to turn around the existing conditions. In 

addition, risk assessment must also be intensified through collaboration from multiple 

disciplines. Chemicals must be tested for toxicity and risk of exposure and contraction of illness 

must be measured to increase awareness of the health hazards to the entire community. These 

techniques are part of a greater model that analyzes the “mechanisms and interactions between 

nutrition, infectious disease, environmental exposures, and genetic predisposition” (Carpenter et 

al. 991). The hope is for such a model to solidify a pre-interventional plan and facilitate internal 

coordination to improve conditions in landfill communities across the world. 

Like Southeast Asia’s, Latin America’s healthcare system suffers from socio-economic 

stagnation.  Haiti has often been cited as an example of ineptitude on a country-wide scale. The 
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government remains one of the poorest in the world, possessing a (USD) $824 GDP per capita, 

easily the lowest in Latin America. Because of the lack of a stable infrastructure, its health 

system is a vulnerable target to externalities, especially pertaining to epidemics and access to 

safe drinking water and quality food. A report conducted by The Lancet investigated malnutrition 

rates in the small island nation and highlighted children under the age of five as its subject 

sample (Ruel et al. 588-595). The case study used a randomized trial to compare two World 

Vision programs for maternal and child health and nutrition which included a behavior change 

and communication component (Ruel et al. 588-595). This presence of widespread malnutrition 

is in large part due to the cataclysmic earthquake that ruptured the already-fragile Haiti in 2010, 

which set the country back into a proverbial medical stone age.  Millions of citizens lack access 

to food because the government simply cannot provide for its people. Additionally, illnesses like 

tuberculosis and HIV/AIDS, diseases that the United States and other Western nations have 

managed, are the most effective epidemics in Haiti, mostly because 80 percent of Haitians are 

trapped in poverty and do not have the ability to acquire feasible medical resources (World 

Bank).  Statistics show that over 5000 people die each year from tuberculosis with increasing 

rates, and over 7000 people perish from HIV/AIDS (Redmond). The Haitian government 

primarily relies on nongovernmental organizations from the United States and other Western 

powers to provide aid, medical assistance, and food charity.  The abhorrent health conditions that 

exist have unfortunately persisted and plagued the country long before the earthquake struck 

Port-au-Prince.  

Guatemala is in a similar situation as Haiti in regards to the absence of a proper 

governmental infrastructure.  A persisting problem in Guatemalan society is inequality in gaining 

access to social programs (Maupin 1456-1463). Guatemala has a history of harboring inequality 
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against its citizens, especially to native populations. According to the World Health 

Organization, the mortality rate of communicable diseases remains high in children under the age 

of 5 (WHO). Furthermore, it is evident that access to health care is a major challenge facing a 

significant portion of the population in rural Guatemala. An initiative by the Guatemalan 

government has been implemented to attempt to reduce the struggles of unequal health care, and 

one method it is using is hiring nongovernmental health organizations to work within the 

countryside (Maupin 1456-1463). Currently, the NGOs are working with rural populations to 

give them better access to quality care but the Guatemalan Ministry of Health is limiting the 

abilities of the NGOs to do so. The biggest area in need of development, despite Guatemala’s 

qualms, are the highlands where much of the native population lives and are victims of inequality 

and social persecution and do not have means of accessing health care (Maupin 1456-1463). 

Because of this, Guatemala remains a difficult society in which to live because of the social 

problems such as drugs, violence, human trafficking, and segregation that prevent charitable 

organizations from making legitimate progress in reversing an unjust institutional system. 

Another factor contributing to the lack of access to resources is the socioeconomic status 

of the people living in these communities. Socioeconomic status refers to a person or family’s 

economic positions relative to others in the area and is measured in terms of education, income 

and health care. Developing countries in Southeast Asia, Latin America and sub-Saharan Africa 

remain at the lowest in socioeconomic status with most people having marginal access to 

education, adequate food, health care, and sanitation. Part of the reason why there is insufficient 

development in the landfill communities is due to the obstacles the developing countries 

encounter with managing solid waste, which has risen rapidly because of an increase in 

population and urbanization. Idris et al., showcase the many internal factors which contribute to 
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the disparity in socioeconomic status such as negligence or lack of waste management, 

inadequately trained human resources, untrained staff, poor pay scales, and lack of exact cost 

determination. The most common occupation of the people in the landfill communities is waste 

picking or scavenging, which involves salvaging reusable and recycle materials and selling them 

for consumption.  

Likewise, Medina provides in-depth information about why scavenging practices should 

be encouraged instead of discouraged, as they are a means of community development. Many of 

the current policies that work to improve the landfill communities, however, only focus on 

decreasing the risks to human health and environment; scavenging is seen as an illegal and 

shameful practice, with most people suffering from persecution, harassment and severe 

restrictions. Medina highlights possible policy changes that could be enacted to aid those living 

within landfills financially and institutionally. Support for scavenging can cause grassroots 

development, reduction in poverty and protection for the environment. Instead of banning 

scavenging and trying to eradicate the practice, it is essential that the government helps the 

poorly equipped communities organize themselves so that they can obtain higher incomes and 

improve their working and living conditions. 

Similarly, a case study focusing on inequality among the slums in Mumbai showed that 

conditions in slums lack many minimum standards such as livelihood, sanitary facilities, 

hygienic conditions, and medical care (“Infant Mortality”). However, due to increased attention 

on poor health services, some slums are better performers than the rest (“Infant Mortality”). A 

large amount of disparity comes with the socioeconomic status of the population in these slums. 

Typically there are two kinds of populations living in these slums: the urban poor and urban non-
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poor (“Infant Mortality”). Overall, the lack of sanitation, hygiene, less per capita space, poor 

housing conditions, and lack of potable water in the slums are responsible for such situations. 

After concluding with our in-depth analysis of garbage-dump communities around the 

globe, it is evident that the major issues surrounding lack of healthcare, education, and low 

socioeconomic status all play enormous roles in the neglect of these communities. Through our 

research using scholarly sources and journals we can now be more clear in providing specific 

details that help identify the root of the problems and also help lead us to solutions. Although it 

will take time to see large-scale changes occur, the help of NGOs both locally and abroad in 

providing resources, the policies of governments providing support and aid, and the 

implementation of stable education and health systems are absolutely necessary as beginning 

initiatives in the process.  

Analysis 

The goal behind our executive summaries is to highlight the garbage dump communities 

across the world that need the most attention and resources from International Samaritan. 

Interestingly, the countries in which these communities are located have similar trends in various 

categories. For instance, in the countries of Cambodia, India, Indonesia, and Ecuador, the gross 

enrollment ratio in primary education exceeds 100 percent, indicating that many individuals who 

are seeking education are generally over-aged or under-aged due to early or late school entrance 

and grade repetition. Almost 20 percent of the population of each of these countries lives below 

the national poverty line, and life expectancy appears to be nearly the same, about 70 years. 

What these statistics show are commonalities among countries that are still in the process of 

developing in significantly large areas outside of the developed urban cities. While the reasons 

for the accumulation of these issues can range from governmental instability to poor community 
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involvement, the issues themselves lead to the common consequence of the development of 

dangerous living conditions for poor individuals. 

  Among the plethora of issues in garbage dump communities in the regions of Latin 

America and South Asia, where our chosen countries are located, water quality remains one of 

the most impactful. In Latin America, 77 million people lack access to safe water, despite the 52 

percent increase in direct access to water from 1960 to 2000. High toxicity is responsible for the 

inadequate water quality in South Asia, along with the presence of feces. By exposing the water 

quality issue in the executive summaries, our hope is that International Samaritan will expand 

their health work to incorporate water management in some of the largest landfill communities in 

both regions. 

Another common problem among global garbage dump communities includes poor 

infrastructure that fails to provide low socioeconomic areas with basic public services such as 

health care. Specifically, in Cambodia, lack of government involvement has been directly 

correlated with priorities being other major problems such as water sanitation as mentioned 

before. As a result, poor communities are less likely to rely on administrative leadership to 

access services such as healthcare. Because of the lack of government involvement, members of 

these communities often seek help from local subgroups or NGOs. According to the World 

Health Organization in 2009, 21.27 percent of health expenditures paid for by the government 

came mainly from general taxation revenues. Furthermore, about 68% of out-of-pocket payments 

are spent for private medical services, with private clinics being the main providers of choice for 

women. The majority of Cambodian health infrastructure is flawed mostly due to the fact that it 

is underfunded.  
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As is the case in Cambodia, Indonesians’ basic needs are not met and many are suffering 

from local and national government oversight. About 8 million Indonesian children under age 

five, 36.8 percent of the population, suffer from malnutrition. However, in 2003, the Indonesian 

Minister of Health Achmad Suyudi officially opened Kartini Health clinic at the dumpsite. The 

clinic provides free health services for scavengers and their families. This much needed clinic 

serves about 140 patients a day where most suffer from skin diseases, respiratory system 

problems and flu. Additionally, it was reported that these sites are forced to operate as an open 

dump due to an insufficient Operation & Management (O&M) budget due to the fact that all 

running costs are covered by local government. Lack of funding perpetuates the poor situation in 

many of these dump site communities.  

Education has been idealized to be one of the most sustainable methods in fighting 

poverty. Although the importance of education is stressed within the landfill community, 

education is seen as more of an ideal goal due to two main reasons: families cannot afford to 

send their children to school and schools are often inaccessible. It has been theorized that one 

common form of fighting extreme poverty is through maximizing income, minimizing 

consumption, and enlarging their social network (Kim 185). Education has a direct impact on the 

maximization of income and the minimization of consumption component of escaping poverty. 

Risk factors such as children being seen as integral members in contributing monetarily within 

the family bar young children in garbage dump communities from pursuing education. The lack 

of education of parents also lowers the chance of children’s attendance rate at school. However, 

even if the parents are educated and are willing to make the investment in sending their children 

to school, the schools themselves are inaccessible due to poor infrastructure and lack of 

investment and support from local governments.  
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Many of the garbage dump communities have schools of their own, as public schools are 

often located further away. Another common trend in the education system of garbage dump 

communities is their heavy reliance on NGOs. This sheds some light on the kind of support the 

government fails to provide for these communities. Some of these outside efforts to help 

community members have backfired; when the life of children in a garbage dump site in India 

was exposed, numerous groups of well-intended tourists reached out to the community to offer 

help. However, to benefit from the popularity, tour groups now take a routine trip to the garbage 

dump and many tourists have given material goods to the children. Instead of sending children to 

school, families in the garbage dump communities are now encouraging children to beg. As with 

many other issues mentioned above, it is important to give these communities means of 

achieving these goals when presenting sustainable methods of fighting poverty in garbage dump 

communities.   

Countries and communities in which International Samaritan is attempting to establish 

itself face poor social conditions. These problems include domestic violence, homelessness, and 

restrictions on personal freedoms. There is no one single culprit for stagnated social progress but 

it can be attributed to cultural normalities that exist in these countries. For example, Cambodian 

culture institutes customs of male dominance in the household and statistics prove the theory, as 

approximately 30 percent of the population believes it is okay to hit a woman. In this way, an 

obstacle International Samaritan and other organizations are going to have to hurdle in the hope 

for bringing social equity is removing the cultural regularities that have been present in an 

individual society. 

The above issues which International Samaritan seeks to alleviate are no easy tasks. The 

lack of institutional development on a broad scale makes it difficult for one organization, even 



16 
 

multiple organizations for that matter, to attack the issues. Governments in Ecuador, Indonesia, 

Cambodia, and India have neither the means nor the resources to provide for their citizens 

completely, hindering some aspects of development. Thus, it is pertinent for international 

organizations to work together with local and national governments to find solutions to put an 

end to these social plagues. Healthcare, water quality, and education can be improved in these 

countries, but only if there is collaboration. Furthermore, because International Samaritan is 

focusing on garbage dump communities, the poorest parts of cities, attention needs to be focused 

on finding ways to empower the local people to pull themselves out of the socioeconomic 

basement. If the poor are treated well, the country as a whole will improve and develop more 

effectively. 

Implications and suggestions for further research 

The combination of education, healthcare and socioeconomic status factors when 

discussing the absence of basic guaranteed human rights as well as poor early childhood 

development within garbage-dump communities merits further research and analysis. The 

interaction of these three factors lets us analyze the impact from multiple angles. Scavenging is 

generally labeled as shameful, low reputation, unhealthy, and dangerous. It has a significant 

influence on children’s early overall development in that they are forced to work on garbage 

dumps from sunrise to sunset without receiving adequate education or basic health care. The 

poor environmental and health status together with low household income form a vicious cycle 

among garbage-dump communities. Nevertheless, we should not ignore the other side of 

scavenging in terms of the community’s socioeconomic status. In developing countries like those 

in Southeast Asia, Latin America, and sub-Saharan Africa, low socioeconomic status is related to 

poor waste management and poor governance in landfills; thus, inadequate and imbalanced 
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attention has been paid to related issues such as education, childhood development, environment 

and health care. Scavenging that emerges in such a society is actually working to meet the 

community’s basic needs as opposed to working against them. According to Medina, support for 

scavenging can cause grassroots development, reduction in poverty, protection for the 

environment through the promotion of recycling, and availability of adequate employment 

opportunities. 

By comparing these two sides of the story, we have learned that when addressing landfill-

related issues, we must work to eradicate stereotypes while addressing the factors that created 

them. Possible future interventions from the government would be to help the landfill 

communities better organize themselves so that they can obtain higher household incomes and 

improve their living conditions instead of merely trying to eliminate the practice. This paper has 

not addressed the full complexities of scavenging work or the social norm related to them. For 

further research, we should pay more attention to the internal stereotypes and social norms that 

exist among researchers, governments, and nonprofit organizations when intervening landfill-

related issues. 

Another critical suggestion for further study is the significance of NGOs. According to 

Mom Thany, the executive director of the Child Rights Foundation in Phnom Penh, Cambodia, it 

is important for nonprofit organizations to develop schools and education systems for children 

living in garbage dump communities. For instance, specially designed schools are more suitable 

for those children not only because of the eliminated pressures for children to attend school but 

also because most of them are free of charge. With less competition between each other, more 

insightful understanding into garbage-dump communities, and the potential for undivided 

responsibilities, NGOs have become powerful mediators between governments and individuals 
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as well as major contributors to the alleviation of this problem. It would therefore be beneficial 

for governments to provide more resources for NGOs.  

Conclusion 

While the geographic locations of the landfill communities studied differ, the factors that 

contribute to the propagation of poor healthcare, unjust socioeconomic factors, and 

marginalization of education opportunities remain consistent.  At the highest level, the lack of 

government involvement in these communities has contributed to the poor infrastructure that 

creates the need and conditions for trash picking. Additionally, the practice of disregarding the 

people in these communities has left them in a position in which it is difficult to break the cycle 

of poverty for both the social and economic reasons discussed.  Without government 

intervention, the people who depend on trash picking as their only means of income are left 

without the resources and opportunities they need to live healthy lives. Poor infrastructure and 

resource distribution, difficulty in gaining an education, and lack of resources all contribute to 

the degradation of basic human rights faced by the inhabitants of landfill communities 

worldwide. Because they do not receive aid from their governments, people in these 

communities often turn to NGOs and other local organizations to satisfy their educational, 

nutritional, and sanitation needs.  It is in these capacities that organizations such as International 

Samaritan can provide the resources necessary to promote the development of these communities 

at the most basic levels.  Once this has been accomplished, the potential for greater organization 

and self-sufficiency can be addressed to begin to improve the economic and social plight that is 

faced by many who call these landfill communities home. 
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