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Chuck De, the right way! 
Dean Lobo | TNN | Feb 6, 2017 
 

 
 
There's been growing awareness about garbage segregation across the city, but sanitary 
waste disposal still requires addressing. That's where art can magically intervene. As part 
of its campaign to raise awareness about sanitary waste disposal, SWaCH, India's first 
wholly-owned cooperative of self-employed waste pickers, will collaborate with city art 
enthusiasts today to stencil-paint over 1500 pushcarts with public service messages. 
20,000 kgs of sanitary waste per month.  That's the amount Pune generates, says 
SWaCH's data. Ravi Kumar, outreach assistant at SWaCH, informs, "It is often wrapped 
in paper and disposed. During sorting, waste pickers are exposed to the harmful 
pathogens from such waste, making them prone to disease." Sanitary waste, which 
includes pads, tampons, diapers and condoms, is often made from non-degradable 
materials. These findings gave rise to the 'red dot campaign'. 
 
It's all about the red dot 
Last year, the Ministry of Environment and Forests, made it mandatory for households to 
segregate sanitary waste at source in clearly marked bags. Suchismita Pai, outreach in-
charge at SWaCH, says, "The campaign emerged from the new rule, and to ensure the 
dignity of waste-pickers, of not having to handle public bodily waste. The idea was 
simple; to pack sanitary waste in paper/any material and mark it with a significant red 
dot. This would tell waste pickers that it is sanitary waste that mustn't be opened, kept 
separately and sent for treatment." 
  



 
Awareness via pushcarts 
 
Over 30 students, including women from SNDT Women's University and Cummins 
College, will gather at the Uruli Kanchan waste depot and stencil-paint 1500 odd 
pushcarts used by waste pickers. Street artist Shirin Shaikh will train participants on how 
to stencil-paint educational messages. Anyone interested in volunteering, can visit the 
location between 1 and 5 pm. While the pushcarts can be painted over the entire month as 
per convenience, locations and logistics will be decided after today's meeting. Several 
corporate employees have also expressed interest in the drive. 
"It is encouraging to see so many women come forward. It'll remove the stigma often 
attached to even publicly talking about sanitary pads," says Ravi. 
 
Who the project will benefit 
Suchismita says, "The project will directly reinforce the message among 3000 odd waste 
pickers who will use these pushcarts daily. The public, too, will see the messages of the 
red-dot campaign on these carts. That's the key role art will be playing in the process." 
 
What will be painted onto the pushcarts 
The pushcarts will bear images of, and messages by Sughandhabai, the mascot of 
SWaCH. She will spread word about improving household management of sanitary 
waste. 
 
We process 650 tonnes of waste a day and have to open every packet during segregation. 
Imagine our horror everytime we come across a blood-soaked pad. We talk about 
recycling but what about our dignity and health? 
— Mangal Gaikwad, a waste picker 
 
 
 



http://indianexpress.com/article/cities/pune/red-dot-campaign-launched-across-pune-
4513296/ 
 
Red-Dot campaign launched across Pune 
Express News Service | Pune | Published:February 8, 2017  
 
Pune’s SWaCH wastepicker cooperative, the KKPKP waste-picker trade union and PMC 
kicked off a massive, city-wide “Red Dot” campaign on Tuesday. Aimed at improving 
the way residents dispose of their sanitary waste (diapers and sanitary napkins), 
volunteers are using their creativity to request people to securely wrap their sanitary 
waste in a newspaper and mark it with a red dot. 
 
SWaCH is rolling their Red Dot message across the town by stencil painting Red Dot 
image to the sides of SWaCH pushcarts. 
 
The campaign launched a startling but charming one-minute Red Dot video, which is 
being shared via WhatsApp, Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, Vimeo, YouTube and the 
SWaCH website http://www.swachcoop.com. 
 
The Red Dot campaign is producing an array of creative materials to engage Puneites 
from all walks of life. With its stickers, posters, t-shirts, mugs, and even mini paper 
pushcarts making their way into the public, soon you will no longer be able to avoid the 
subject of sanitary waste disposal. “SWaCH manages 20 tonnes of unwrapped sanitary 
waste every day, which is a serious health risk for us. Now it’s time for citizens to take 
closer look at this problem and show their support by wrapping and marking their 
sanitary waste,” said SWaCH wastepicker Mangal Gaikwad, who is also featured in the 
Red Dot video. 
 
For easy wrapping of sanitary waste, Red Dot paperbags can be purchased from SWaCH. 
SWaCH hopes that other businesses will follow suite and will start distributing their own 
Red Dot bags and educational signs across the city. 
 
Residents who do not support the Red Dot initiative may soon get a knock on their door, 
as SWaCH wastepickers are being trained to conduct extensive door-to-door outreach on 
the subject. The campaign coincides with a year-long training program for SWaCH 
workers to improve their advocacy capacity and awareness of sanitation issues. For 
example, they are learning that unwrapped sanitary waste exposes them to harmful 
pathogens like staphylococcus, hepatitis, E coli, Salmonella, Typhoid, etcetera. 
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Red Dot campaign kicked off by SWaCH and PMC 
ST Correspondent | Friday, 10 February 2017 AT 03:37 PM IST  
Pune, SWaCH, Pune Municipal Corporation (PMC), sanitary pads, 
 
 



Pune: A city-wide ‘Red Dot’ campaign was kicked off by SWaCH, a waste pickers’ 
cooperative and Pune Municipal Corporation (PMC) to spread awareness about the 
disposal of sanitary waste like sanitary pads and diapers. Waste pickers’ groups and 
volunteers are extensively using social media as well to promote the cause. 
  
They are using their creativity to request people to securely wrap their sanitary waste in a 
newspaper and mark it with a red dot to distinguish it from rest of the waste. 
 
On Tuesday, the campaign launched a startling but charming one minute Red Dot video 
informing everyone about better methods of disposal of used sanitary napkins and 
diapers. 
 
SWaCH waste picker Mangal Gaikwad, who has featured in the Red Dot video said, 
“SWaCH manages 20 tonnes of unwrapped sanitary waste every day, which is a serious 
health risk for us. Now, it’s time for citizens to take a closer look at this problem and 
show their support by wrapping and marking their sanitary waste.”  
 
SWaCH will also make available ‘Red Dot paper bags’ meant specially for sanitary waste 
disposal that can be purchased from them at a very nominal price. This will enable the 
waste pickers to distinguish this waste by recognising the bag in the trash. 
 
Residents who do not support the Red Dot initiative will soon get a knock on their door, 
as SWaCH waste pickers are being trained to conduct extensive door-to-door outreach on 
the subject. The campaign coincides with a year-long training programme for SWaCH 
workers. 
 
 
 
 
 



https://wastenarratives.com/2017/02/08/health-and-dignity-to-waste-pickers-recylers-
join-the-red-dot-campaign/ 
 
 
Health and Dignity to Waste-pickers & Recylers! Join the Red Dot Campaign! 
February 8, 2017: Waste Narratives 

 
Today, Pune’s SWaCH wastepicker 
cooperative, the Kagad Kach Patra 
Kashtkari Panchayat (KKPKP) waste-
picker trade union and Pune Municipal 
Corporation (PMC) kicked off a 
massive, city-wide “Red Dot” 
campaign to improve the way that 
residents dispose of their sanitary 
waste (diapers and sanitary napkins).  
Waste-picker groups and volunteers 
are using their creativity to request that 
people securely wrap their sanitary 
waste in newspaper and mark it with a 
red dot. 
 
SWaCH is rolling their Red Dot 
message all across town by stencil 
painting Red Dot imaging to the sides 
of SWaCH pushcarts.  Keep your eye 
out for the newly adorned carts, as 
volunteers and children of waste 
pickers have already begun painting.  
Contact SWaCH if you would like to 
get involved! 

 
Today the campaign launched a startling but charming one minute Red Dot video, which 
is being shared via Whatsapp, Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, Vimeo, YouTube and the 
SWaCH website (www.swachcoop.com).  Visit SWaCH’s Facebook page today to check 
it out. 
 
Tune in to local radio stations to hear interviews with SWaCH and KKPKPimg-
20170207-wa0010 members, and get a deeper understanding of the many issues 
surrounding sanitary waste management. 
 
The Red Dot campaign is producing growing array of creative materials to engage 
Punekars from all walks of life.  With Red Dot stickers, posters, t-shirts, mugs, and even 
mini paper pushcarts all making their way into the public, soon you will no longer be able 
to avoid the subject of sanitary waste.  “SWaCH manages 20 tonnes of unwrapped 
sanitary waste every day, which is a serious health risk for us.  Now it’s time for citizens 
to take closer look at this problem and show their support by wrapping and marking their 
sanitary waste,” said SWaCH wastepicker Mangal Gaikwad, who is also featured in the 
Red Dot video.  
 



For easy wrapping of sanitary waste, Red Dot paper bags can be purchased from 
SWaCH.  SWaCH hopes that other businesses will follow suite and also begin providing 
their own Red Dot bags and educational signs throughout the city. 
 
Residents who do not support the Red Dot initiative may soon get a knock on their door, 
as SWaCH wastepickers are being trained to conduct extensive door-to-door outreach on 
the subject.  The campaign coincides with a year-long training program for SWaCH 
workers to improve their advocacy capacity and awareness of sanitation issues.  For 
example, they are learning that unwrapped sanitary waste exposes them to harmful 
pathogens like staphylococcus, hepatitis, E coli, Salmonella, Typhoid, etcetera 
 
The Red Dot campaign is generously supported by Rotary International, PMC and local 
volunteers. If you would like to get involved, or have a SWaCH waste picker present to 
your society or community group, please contact SWaCH: swachcoop@gmail.com; 020-
65000817 
 
Prepare your sanitary waste for a little more dignity and join the Red Dot campaign! 
 
Join the campaign on facebook, by clicking here… 
 
 
 
 
http://www.thebetterindia.com/86209/red-dot-protect-waste-pickers-health-risks/ 
 
and reposted here: 
http://m.dailyhunt.in/news/india/english/the+better+india-epaper-
thebett/a+simple+red+dot+from+you+can+protect+waste+pickers+from+health+risks+w
atch+how-newsid-63664896?ss=fb&s=dw 
 
 
A Simple Red Dot From You Can Protect Waste Pickers From Health Risks.  
Aishhwariya Subramanian  February 9, 2017  Pune 
 

 
 

The waste-pickers of Pune have a request for the public – respect their dignity and their 
health. The city’s waste-picker organisation called SWaCH, along with Pune Municipal 



Corporation and  KKPKP waste-picker trade union, has launched a campaign called Red 
Dot that urges women to dispose of their sanitary napkins in a responsible and hygienic 
manner. 
 
The key is to – wrap it, mark it with a red dot and dispose of it so the waste-pickers can 
properly identify the material. 
 
The campaign kick-started with a video being circulated through various social media 
platforms such as Facebook, Twitter, Instagram and YouTube that demonstrates how 
sanitary waste can be disposed of correctly. 
 
“Handling sanitary waste is hazardous to our health. Take your sanitary waste like diaper 
or a pad, wrap it in a newspaper. Mark it with a red dot, so we will know not to open it 
and it was be easier to sort and we can make sure it is disposed properly,” says one of the 
waste pickers who is featured in the video in Marathi. 
 
Speaking to the Indian Express, Mangal Gaikwad, the waste picker featured in the video, 
said that SWaCH manages 20 tonnes of unwrapped sanitary waste on a daily basis, 
making it a health risk. She said, “Now it’s time for citizens to take closer look at this 
problem and show their support by wrapping and marking their sanitary waste.” 
 
While this campaign is directed at citizens from the Pune city, this message is one that 
should be taken to heart by everyone across India. 
 
 
 
 
https://www.myindiandream.in/India%27s+Pride/A-Little-Red-Dot-Can-help 
 
A Little Red Dot Can help 
09-02-2017 | Dhruvalakshmi Paithankar | My Indian Dream 

 
More than 3000 waste pickers across Pune city are faced with the problem of handling 
public bodily waste. A red dot campaign will help waste pickers in maintaining their 
dignity. 
 



A citywide ‘red dot’ campaign was launched in Pune yesterday. This aims at creating 
awareness in people about waste disposal. It focuses on segregating diapers, sanitary 
napkins and condoms in a different wrapping and then marking it with a red dot. It will 
help waste pickers to avoid handling it directly. 
 
Waste pickers are exposed to harmful pathogens from this waste. It makes them 
vulnerable to many diseases.  These workers handle roughly 20,000 kilograms of sanitary 
waste per month. SWaCH (Solid Waste Collection and Handling), India’s first wholly 
owned cooperative of self-employed waste pickers, has initiated this campaign. 
 
Ministry of Environment and Forests has introduced new municipal solid waste 
management rules. According to these rules, it is mandatory for every household to keep 
sanitary waste including diapers, sanitary napkins and condoms segregated in clearly 
marked bags, which are to be provided by manufacturers of all these products. 
 
SWaCH Seva Sahakari Sanstha Maryadit has been manufacturing such bags, which will 
be marked for disposal of napkins and other included things. 
 
 
 
 
http://www.downtoearth.org.in/news/a-first-of-a-kind-campaign-in-pune-creates-
awareness-about-sanitary-waste-segregation-57033 
 
A first-of-a-kind campaign in Pune creates awareness about sanitary waste 
segregation 
Richa Agarwal, Saturday 11 February 2017, Down to Earth 
 
The Red Dot Campaign by SWaCH cooperative is sensitising people about the 
importance of proper handling and disposal of sanitary waste 

 
SWaCH is doing basic handling of sanitary waste and pushing the stakeholders for proper 
sanitary disposal systems. Credit: Brodie Lewis 
 



SWaCH (Solid Waste Collection and Handling), a Pune-based wholly-owned cooperative 
of self-employed waste workers, in collaboration with the Kagad Kach Patra Kashtakari 
Panchayat (KKPKP) and Rotary Pune, launched a ‘Red Dot campaign’ to help waste 
pickers avert health hazards due to mishandled sanitary waste. 
 
The campaign is the first of its kind in India and SWaCH is leading the way forward to 
help the waste pickers in Pune. Laxmi Narayan, co-founder of SWaCH, said, “We have 
been trying to get attention of the central government, state governments, municipalities, 
the MoEFCC (Ministry of Environment, Forest and Climate Change) and manufactures 
on the sanitary waste hazard for years but only a little progress was made in this 
direction”. “For years, our team has been trying to make all stakeholders understand the 
importance of this subject, but mostly in vain. A few years back, we started a campaign 
under which sanitary waste was sent back to manufacturers to make them realise the 
menace. But they were not ready to commit any action to resolve this issue,” Narayan 
added. 
 
With this Campaign, SWaCH is doing basic handling of sanitary waste and are going to 
continue pushing the stakeholders for proper sanitary disposal systems.  According to a 
study done by SWaCH, every day it collects 650 tonnes of waste in Pune, of which 3-5 
per cent is sanitary waste (diapers and pads). The waste pickers end up segregating 20 
tonnes (roughly 20,000 kg) of sanitary waste every day, which becomes a serious 
occupational hazard. 

 
The trainer and student volunteers involved in the cart-stenciling training for volunteers held 
recently in Hadapsar. Credit: Brodie Lewis 
 
The idea of the campaign is simple: the waste workers ask the households to segregate 
and mark their sanitary waste packets/papers bags with a visible red dot so that they 
know that it is sanitary waste and that it has to be treated differently. The waste is then 
sent to a waste-to-energy plant. 
 
Laxmi further added that the Pune Municipality had set up an incinerator in the past to 
deal with the sanitary waste but it was not a success. “Because there is no proper facility 
in place to collect sanitary waste, this campaign is an immediate action that we could take 
to protect the dignity and health of the waste workers. The workers understand the value 
of segregated waste and municipalities should, too.” she added. 
 
The training of the waste workers had had started a month prior to the launch. Since then, 
the waste workers have been going door to door to create awareness. The co-founder said 



“Response on social media has been phenomenal but we want people to actually start the 
practice. Laxmi also hopes that the processing facilities for sanitary waste come up in the 
future so that it can be handled separately. 
 
A lot of local artistes are joining this campaign to push for segregation of waste. The 
campaign has gained huge momentum on the social media platforms. The one-minute 
video showcasing the dilemma of the waste workers on handling sanitary waste has been 
widely acknowledged. SWaCH also sells merchandise like disposable bags/ papers made 
by aged waste workers for easy wrapping, available at Rs 1.25, hardly making any profit 
to promote the practice. 
 
According to Narayan, about 80 per cent of the people whom the waste pickers reached 
out to said they would make this a regular practice and a few of them have started it 
already. Many, even if are not marking it with red dots, are handing over the sanitary 
waste separately to the workers. The SWaCH been trying to educate people about 
alternatives to sanitary napkins and are constantly encouraging the manufactures to 
venture into sustainable sanitary products. 
 
 
February 8, 2017 
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http://shethepeople.tv/this-waste-pickers-collective-has-a-solution-for-sanitary-waste-
problems/ 
 
This waste pickers’ collective has a solution for sanitary waste problems 
STP Team / February 17, 2017 

 
The taboo around menstruation ensures that when we buy sanitary napkins, they are often 
wrapped individually while being packed in batches, later covered in newspaper and 
perhaps even an a black plastic bag. This level of precaution rarely exercised when we do 
need it, when it’s time to dispose sanitary waste. Gazal Shekhawat reports from Pune. 
 
This waste, (which includes pads and diapers) poses not only severe health hazards but 
also erodes the dignity of those who handle it. Here is when a Pune based waste-picker 
collective, SWaCH comes into the picture. 
 
Instead of ferociously covering unused pads with layers, let’s instead prepare our sanitary 
waste for a little more dignity. 
Along with the Pune Municipal Corporation and the KKPKP waste picker trade union, 
SWaCH, a waste picker cooperative kicked off the “Red Dot” campaign. The idea is 
simple and calls for people to wrap their sanitary waste in a newspaper and mark it with a 
red dot. By wrapping the waste correctly and putting a mark that identifies sanitary waste, 
waste pickers can then be careful and handle it accordingly. 
 
The cooperative has also come up with creative ways to spread the message. These 
include a one minute video, posters and the pushcarts for waste management which have 
been stencil painted with the red dot imagery. The video, which puts forward the 
question, ‘What if you had sanitary waste in your workplace?’ has been shared across 
platforms such as Youtube, Facebook, Whatsapp and Vimeo and is generating positive 
responses. Along with the Red Dot stickers, t-shirts, mugs, and even mini paper pushcarts 
all making their way into the public, the cooperative hopes that people will no longer be 
able to avoid the subject of sanitary waste. 
 
“SWaCH manages 20 tonnes of unwrapped sanitary waste every day, which is a serious 
health risk for us.  Now it’s time for citizens to take closer look at this problem and show 
their support by wrapping and marking their sanitary waste,” says waste picker Mangal 



Gaikwad, who is also featured in the Red Dot video. Waste-pickers are also being trained 
to conduct extensive door-to-door outreach on the subject.  The campaign coincides with 
a year-long training program to improve their advocacy capacity and awareness of 
sanitation issues.  For example, they are learning that unwrapped sanitary waste exposes 
them to harmful pathogens like staphylococcus, hepatitis, E coli, Salmonella, Typhoid, 
etcetera. 
 
Waste-pickers are also being trained to conduct extensive door-to-door outreach on the 
subject.  The campaign coincides with a year-long training program to improve their 
advocacy capacity and awareness of sanitation issues. 
While the campaign has gathered momentum, the actions of citizens will narrate its real 
success. “A lot of citizens have started giving us sanitary waste with the red dot…The 
video has transpired everywhere but the campaign will make sense when the waste 
pickers start getting waste which has red dots.” says Aparna Sursarla from SWaCH, who 
is behind the campaign. While the Red Dot campaign started as a city wide initiative, 
proactive solutions to deal with sanitary waste are needed across the country. One can 
only hope that the idea is picked up in diverse regions. It not only keeps in mind the 
people handling sanitary waste but also breaks taboo around sanitary napkins. Instead of 
ferociously covering unused pads with layers, let’s instead prepare our sanitary waste for 
a little more dignity. 
 
 
 
http://www.huffingtonpost.in/2017/02/15/these-women-waste-pickers-want-people-to-
mark-their-used-sanitar/ 
 
These Women Waste-Pickers Want People To Mark Used Sanitary Napkins, 
Diapers While Disposing Them: A solution to India's garbage mess. 
 15/02/2017 4:34 PM IST | Updated 16/02/2017 10:03 AM IST 
Sonam Joshi,  Lifestyle Editor 
 

 
SWaCH 
 
Every day, hundreds and thousands of sanitary pads and diapers make their way from 
households to garbage bins and landfills all over India. Unmarked and unsegregated, the 
packages are also a heath hazard for the waste pickers who have to deal with them. 
 



"Every bit of waste is valuable to the waste pickers. When it is not identifiable, they do a 
fine job of opening it, and separating each part into different materials because that is 
how scrap dealers buy it," Suchismita Pai, outreach manager at SWaCH told HuffPost 
India. "Opening sanitary waste is disgusting, and an assault on their dignity and health 
without any financial gain." 
 
SWaCH, a Pune-based cooperative of self-employed waste-pickers led by women, is 
encouraging residents to segregate and dispose off their sanitary waste in a more hygienic 
way. Its Red Dot campaign is the first of its kind in India, and aims at encouraging 
residents to wrap their sanitary waste in a newspaper and mark it with a red dot to help 
waste pickers to identify and segregate it easily. The campaign was started in response to 
a 2016 ruling by the Ministry of Environment and Forests that made it compulsory for 
households to segregate sanitary waste in clearly marked bags. 
 
SWaCH (Solid Collection and Handling) is cooperative of 2,800 self-employed waste 
workers and works with the Pune Municipal Corporation to service 5.3 lakh homes across 
Pune. "SWaCH manages 20 tonnes of unwrapped sanitary waste every day, which is a 
serious health risk for us," SWaCH waste-picker Mangal Gaikwad said. Unwrapped 
sanitary waste puts workers to harmful, disease-causing pathogens such as hepatitis, E 
coli, salmonella and typhoid. 
 
The campaign also aims at raising awareness through stickers, posters, T-shirts, 
pushcarts, radio ads and door-to-door outreach -- and has already reached a lot of people 
through this Facebook video. 
 
In the long term, SWaCH hopes to involve manufacturers like Kimberly Clark and 
Proctor & Gamble into the dialogue on disposing sanitary waste, most of which is non-
biodegradable. "They end up in a landfill because they can't be recycled easily," Pai said. 
"We are fighting for extended producer responsibility to ensure that they are disposed off 
properly and to find a way of recycling them." 
 
http://punemirror.indiatimes.com/others/sunday-read/small-talk-seeing-
red/articleshow/57225120.cms?utm_source=punemirror&utm_medium=Facebook&utm_
campaign=referral 
 
SMALL TALK: SEEING RED 
Small Talk with Taylor Cass Talbott 
By Shweta Kapur, Pune Mirror | Feb 19, 2017 
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Mirror speaks with the American graphic artist and a member of the team that thought up 
the viral video for Pune’s Red Dot campaign 
 
It may be a long way from home, which for Taylor Cass Talbott is Oregon on the US 
West Coast, but the slim 35-year-old seems to have settled in just fine in the middle of 
the modest vasti in Jagdish Nagar. “I’ve been accepted by the waste picker community 
here, getting a glimpse into their daily lives to better understand what challenges they 
face,” said the activist, who only speaks broken, but functional Hindi and no Marathi at 
all. Improving the lives of wastepickers forms the core of the work Cass Talbott is here to 
do, as part of a movement by SWaCH and Kagad Kach Patra Kashtakari Panchayat 
(KKPKP), who have long been mulling this concept of how to dispose sanitary waste in a 
hygienic manner. 
 
The result was the Red Dot campaign, which launched earlier this month. The campaign 
video, released recently, took the digital sphere by storm with its succinct message: Wrap 
up your menstrual leavings properly and mark the package with a red dot, to make sure 
that waste pickers, who come to your homes and pick up garbage for its disposal, don’t 
suffer daily indignities, hygiene worries and exposure to a slew of dangerous pathogens. 
FYI: A whopping 20 tonnes of this category of waste is picked up every day. The debut 
week of this crusade – touted as the first of its kind in India – saw an overwhelming 4 
million views and 2,20,000 ‘likes’ for the video just on Facebook, with 88,000 people 
sharing it within days. 
 
Starring Mangalbai Gaikwad, a local waste picker, the short reel starts with a female 
professional walking into her office and finding a little surprise – used menstrual pads — 
in her desk drawer, much to her shock. Cut to Gaikwad, who dourly informs us that she 
and her peers would very much appreciate not being subjected to such surprises either. 
“We wanted to keep it a bit funny; we’re used to hearing sniggers from the audience – it 
probably helps people identify better with the video’s import,” said Cass Talbott, whose 
husband Brodie shot the shortfilm, and is also living here till August, working for the 
same cause. Childhood friends, the two of them had fallen in love in Bhutan, when they 
went there together for humanitarian work; Brodie as a teacher to monks and she training 
garbage handlers to recycle plastic waste into eye-catching bags. Her earlier stints also 
included similar work in Brazil and Lebanon. 
 
The Red Dot campaign has been coorganised by the Rotary Club of Pune Shivajinagar 
(with whom Cass Talbott was a Peace Fellow a few years ago) and the Pune Municipal 
Corporation (PMC). “At one of our first few meetings as we kicked off the campaign, 
with some 200-300 waste pickers attending, we put forward the artwork we planned to 
use (a sanitary pad with a smear of blood on it) and asked them whether they would be 
comfortable having this imagery on their pushcarts. It was overwhelming to see hundreds 
of them all roar ‘Yes!’ together in one voice — like they really needed it out there, what 
they face every single day,” Cass Talbott shared, a steady smile lighting up her face. 
“And there we had our creative strategy. Pushcarts all over the city toting the Red Dot 
campaign’s message, like hundreds of free mobile billboards!” 
 
A self-taught graphic design artist, Cass Talbott took a few weeks to conceptualise and 
ready the 15 sets of stencils to be used to decorate the pushcarts, and finalised the details 
in coordination with artist Shirin Shaikh. The next phase of operations includes a number 
of training and awareness drives with SWaCH volunteers and ward coordinators, art 
students, the waste pickers themselves, and members of the general public. Red Dot 
paper bags are to be made available at a nominal cost, and waste pickers are also going to 



be trained for a door-to-door outreach drive. “Our pamphlets also promote the use of 
menstrual cups, which is not an issue we can take up full-time, but is certainly a concept I 
have seen gaining traction in India since I’ve been here. These cups could replace 
sanitary pads and tampons as a much more environment-friendly mechanism. It’s 
something of a rallying point for feminism – it’s a feminist act for many to be even 
talking about it,” Cass Talbott said, thoughtfully adding, “The Red Dot Campaign stays 
relevant for the proper disposal of these cups, too.” 
 
The response has been heartening, offers Cass Talbott. “Mangalbai actually said at least 
half of the sanitary waste she now picks up is packed and marked with a red dot! She is 
probably a special case, but still, we hope the word spreads. We’re also toying with some 
different ideas, like involving the waste pickers in comedy skits to disseminate 
awareness, more pushcart painting initiatives, etc. – but what’s missing right now is that 
menstrual hygiene product companies, too, need to step up with better long-term post 
disposal solutions. Maybe this campaign will put some pressure on them.” 
 
 
Mangalbai actually said at least half of the sanitary waste she now picks up is packed and 
marked with a red dot! She is probably a special case. 
 

– Cass Talbott 
 
 
 
http://www.nyoooz.com/news/pune/726661/reddot-campaign-launched-across-pune 
 
Red-Dot campaign launched across Pune 
IE Pune Wed, 08 Feb 2017 
 Red-Dot campaign launched across Pune 
 
 Summary: The Red Dot campaign is producing an array of creative materials to engage 
Puneites from all walks of life. Pune’s SWaCH wastepicker cooperative, the KKPKP 
waste-picker trade union and PMC — kicked off a massive, city-wide “Red Dot” 
campaign on Tuesday. For example, they are learning that unwrapped sanitary waste 
exposes them to harmful pathogens like staphylococcus, hepatitis, E coli, Salmonella, 
Typhoid, etcetera.  
 
SWaCH is rolling their Red Dot message across the town by stencil painting Red Dot 
image to the sides of SWaCH pushcarts. The campaign launched a startling but charming 
one-minute Red Dot video, which is being shared via WhatsApp, Facebook, Twitter, 
Instagram, Vimeo, YouTube and the SWaCH website http://www.swachcoop.com. 
Pune’s SWaCH wastepicker cooperative, the KKPKP waste-picker trade union and PMC 
— kicked off a massive, city-wide “Red Dot” campaign on Tuesday. Aimed at improving 
the way residents dispose of their sanitary waste (diapers and sanitary napkins). 
Volunteers are using their creativity to request people to securely wrap their sanitary 
waste in a newspaper and mark it with a red dot. Watch What Else is Making News 
SWaCH is rolling their Red Dot message across the town by stencil painting Red Dot 
image to the sides of SWaCH pushcarts. The campaign launched a startling but charming 
one-minute Red Dot video, which is being shared via WhatsApp, Facebook, Twitter, 
Instagram, Vimeo, YouTube and the SWaCH website http://www.swachcoop.com. The 
Red Dot campaign is producing an array of creative materials to engage Puneites from all 
walks of life.  



 
With its stickers, posters, t-shirts, mugs, and even mini paper pushcarts making their way 
into the public, soon you will no longer be able to avoid the subject of sanitary waste 
disposal. “SWaCH manages 20 tonnes of unwrapped sanitary waste every day, which is a 
serious health risk for us. Now it’s time for citizens to take closer look at this problem 
and show their support by wrapping and marking their sanitary waste,” said SWaCH 
wastepicker Mangal Gaikwad, who is also featured in the Red Dot video. For easy 
wrapping of sanitary waste, Red Dot paperbags can be purchased from SWaCH.  
 
 
http://swachhindia.ndtv.com/learned-drive-keep-city-clean-5116/ 
 
She Learned To Drive To Keep Her City Clean 
Women's Day Special 2017  | Written By Gopi Karelia | Edited By Priyanka 
Bhattacharya | February 22, 2017    

 
She Learned To Drive To Keep Her City Clean 
 
Meet Manisha Bhandare, Pune’s female truck driver, who goes from door to door to 
collect garbage before handing it to municipal authorities. 
 
New Delhi: A typical day for Pune resident, Manisha Bhandare begins at 4 am with 
household chores. At 7am she begins her daily Swachhta run. She gets behind the wheels 
of a truck and drives from house to house collecting garbage. Every day, Manisha and her 
fellow volunteers make about 6-7 rounds in south-eastern stretch, Pune, and collect 
approximately 1 tonne of garbage. At the end of her rounds, she hands over the garbage 
to the ‘ghanta gaadi’- the Municipal Corporation’s truck. After her Swachh duty, she 
goes back to her daily household chores and waits for her children to return from school. 
 
It is hard to believe but Manisha did not even know to drive until 4 years back. It was her 
mother, a ragpicker with a waste management cooperative SWaCH (Solid Waste 
Collection and Handling) who encouraged her to go learn a new skill and go beyond 
being a ragpicker. 
 



 
 
SWaCH works in collaboration with Pune Municipal Corporation (PMC). It was formed 
in 2000 after government passed the Municipal Solid Wastes (MSW) laws to improve 
sanitation conditions by processing waste segregation. 
 
(image of segregation poster including segregation of sanitary waste) 
 
Out of a workforce of 2,800 members, 75% of its members are female workers who 
provide door-to-door services of collecting waste in several parts of the city. Manisha is 
the first among them to be employed as a driver. 
 
When asked if she faces any biases being the only female driver, she proudly said 
“Pratyekjana Salaam Thokte (everyone salutes me). There is absolutely no problem being 
a female driver. In fact, many girls have joined the organization and now aspire to 
become drivers.” 
 

 
For Manisha, segregation of waste can solve a large part of health related issues. She 
believes it is a long way before every Indian household adopts the system of separating 
the dry and wet garbage. 
 



The Swachh Warrior also gives awareness lessons on waste management to the citizens. 
While giving the service, Manisha ensures she gets adequate feedback from every 
household for improvisation purposes. 
 
Citizens of Pune are now used to the front end waste management services of SWaCH  so 
much so that they cannot do without Manisha and her team. of Swachh warriors. 
 
Today, life has taken a new turn for her. Apart from being financially independent, she 
has earned respect from her family, her co-workers and the citizens of Pune. 
 
She signs off by saying, “Sagdejana Swachh Raha! (Be clean, everyone!)” 
 
 
https://telanganatoday.news/all-it-takes-is-a-red-dot 
 
All it takes is a red dot 
Pune’s SWaCH cooperative initiative of marking sanitary waste maybe the solution. 
 
By T Takuangla Jamir   | 
Telagana Today 
27th Feb 2017   11:00 pm  
 
SWaCH, a Pune based cooperative of self-employed waste-pickers led by women started 
their ‘Red Dot campaign’ and we cannot help but appreciate and think about joining the 
movement. 
 
What’s it about – It’s a first of its kind, a very simple solution to lessen the burden of 
waste collectors in segregating sanitary waste. Here, residents are encouraged to wrap 
their sanitary waste, which include menstrual pads, diapers, incontinence pads and 
condoms. Not just wrap it with an old paper but mark it with a red dot so that the waste 
pickers will not bother opening it. 
 
We have all seen waste-pickers in and around the city who take the trouble to open 
plastics and covers in order to segregate if not to sell it off to scrap dealers. “If sanitary 
wastes are not disposed properly which carries bacteria it can expose the workers to 
infections like urinary tract infections and cervicitis,” says Dr Vinay, MBBS research 
fellow. Likewise, Dr Raini, wellness consultant, Apollo Hospitals, also says, “Basically E 
Coli bacterial infection thrives the most in improper disposal.” So, it’s not just about a 
matter of their dignity but also their health concerns. 
 
We should understand that citizens’ involvement is as important as the civic bodies that 
work towards keeping the city clean and healthy. And though this was initiated by one of 
the neighbouring States, it would be a great step to tag along and take up this simple 
gesture to keep everyone healthy and safe. “I think it’s an amazing solution to curb the 
issue and along with GHMC even we the citizens should follow this seriously,” says 
social worker Ushna Rani, director of Sannihita. 
 
So, how about starting it from today? After all it’s just a matter of a red dot. 
 
 
http://mypunepulse.com/latest_news.php?regid=110 
 



SWACH, PMC starts Red Dot campaign 
Pune’s SWaCH wastepicker co-operative, the KKPKP waste-picker trade union and 
PMC kicked off a massive city-wide ‘Red Dot’ campaign. 

 
Pune’s SWaCH wastepicker co-operative, the KKPKP waste-picker trade union and 
PMC kicked off a massive city-wide ‘Red Dot’ campaign to improve the way residents 
dispose of their sanitary waste (diapers and sanitary napkins). The Red Dot campaign is 
producing growing array of creative materials to engage Punekars from all walks of life. 
With Red Dot stickers, posters, t-shirts, mugs, and even mini paper pushcarts all making 
their way into the public, soon you will no longer be able to avoid the subject of sanitary 
waste. “SWaCH manages 20 tonnes of unwrapped sanitary waste every day, which is a 
serious health risk for us. For easy wrapping of sanitary waste, Red Dot paper bags can 
be purchased from SWaCH.  The Red Dot campaign is generously supported by Rotary 
International, PMC and local volunteers. 
 
 
 
http://swachhindia.ndtv.com/employment-education-empowerment-rag-pickers-
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Employment, Education, Empowerment: The Ragpickers Collective Changing 
Women’s Lives 
Women's Day Special 2017  | Written By Gopi Karelia | Edited By Priyanka 
Bhattacharya  | March 1, 2017 
 
With a poor technique of waste composition there is a rise in landfills and contaminated 
land in Indian cities. Municipalities are struggling to effectively handle the waste due to 



lack of expertise, man force and technical know-how. Find out how this rag picker’s 
organization is aiding the Pune Municipality and driving out waste 
 
SWaCH-India’s first fully owned self-co-operative of waste picking 
Children of the workers have received formal education 
Every SWaCH member also get a monthly user fee 
 

 
Had you asked a few years ago, Supriya Bhadakwad, a rag picker from Pune’s Yerwada 
slum could never have imagined she would be able to afford a higher education for her 
three children. In fact, until a few decades back there were more children out on the 
streets as rag pickers than in schools, across slums in Pune. 
 
Today, most children are back in schools, and even have access to higher education 
thanks to easily accessible education loans and scholarships. Supriya Bhadakwad still 
works as a ragpicker, but earns a a steady income that has helped her educate her sons till 
Class 12. 
 
Pune’s slums have today become an example of how, with the right guidance and 
backing, women can take charge of their lives and make a better future for themselves 
and their children. 
 
This social change can be traced to a co-operative movement called SWaCH, an acronym 
for Solid Waste Collection and Handling – formed by the members of Kagad Kach Patra 
Kashtakari Panchayat, a Trade Union of waste pickers in Pune. 75% of the members here 
are women, who volunteered to learn waste-segregation and create a grassroots level 
waste management team in exchange for facilities like medical insurance and education 
loans and scholarships. 
 



 
 
It is India’s first fully owned self-co-operative waste picking cooperative. Here, the 
women are not just workers but also leaders making decisions about their own lives. 
 
“We made sure that these women handle operations at all levels from decision making to 
collecting waste,” said Lakshmi Narayan, a social worker and the brains behind SWaCH. 
The model they adopted has been so successful that membership doubled from 1500 
workers in 2007 to a workforce of 2,800 waste pickers today. 
 
SWaCH delivers a door- to-door waste collection service to nearly five lakh houses in 
Pune, covering almost 50 per cent of the city’s households. Now, it has launched a Red-
Dot campaign to educate citizens on the proper way to dispose sanitary waste. 
 
The government joins hands with SWaCH 
 
In 2000, the Indian government passed the Municipal Solid Waste (MSW) rules pushing 
municipalities to ensure efficient and effective waste segregation, collection, transport 
and disposal. The SWaCH model tried to fill in the large chasm that existed between the 
MSW mandate and the capacity and strength of the Pune Municipality. 
 

 
 



It also filled the gap between the household – the point of waste generation, and the 
community bin- the first point of its deposit, by stepping in to offer a service. 
 
In 2007, the SWaCH members approached Pune Municipal Corporation (PMC) to carry 
out door-to-door collection of garbage within city limits. The PMC signed a contract with 
the organisation and in return, members’ were given an insurance cover by the PMC. 
 
How does SWaCH function? 
 

The SWaCH member gets paid per 
kilogram or per item for each 
material type sold. 
 
In addition to this, every SWaCH 
member also gets a monthly user free 
based on how many houses she 
covers. On an average, one member 
serves 150 families and with a user 
fee of 50 rupees, she earns about Rs. 
7,500 every month. 
 
Notably, the PMC does not pay any 
salary to SWaCH workers, saving the 
corporation a whopping !33,600,000 
every month. 
 
 

 
A Win-Win Swachh Model 
 
This socially inclusive model of waste collection has been a total win-win for residents of 
Pune. 
 
It has provided steady empowerment, and has improved the financial conditions of waste 
pickers. Children of these workers are enrolled into formal school, many of whom go on 
to pursue higher education. 
 
“Children of the workers have received formal education. They (members) are securing 
their children’s future by investing in their education,” said Laxmi Narayan. 
The Pune Municipal Corporation has also benefited, as this low-cost doorstep collection 
model has fulfilled the dual responsibilities of waste management and raising the 
standard of life for the people living in slums. 
 



 
 
And lastly, the campaigns and services of SWaCH on waste management have made the 
citizens of Pune more aware and participatory in the waste segregation system. 
 
“The composting services that SWaCH offers have benefited our building. At the end of 
month, we get fine soil which we use in our garden areas. Through SWaCH, I am 
contributing my bit to the environment and it feels good,” said Varsha Chitale, a resident 
of Pune. 
 
 
 
https://www.thequint.com/health/2017/03/10/swach-red-dot-campaign-waste-
management-disposal-pune-slums-women-swachh-bharat 
 
In Photos: These Women Are Changing Lives, 1 Garbage Bag At A Time 
Sameeksha Khare 
March 10, 2017 
 
Prime Minister Narendra Modi hopes to bring about a “Swachh Bharat” (clean India) by 
2019. While many are cynical about the idea, a group of women in Pune have decided to 
take it upon themselves to help make a clean India a reality. 
Solid Waste Collecting and Handling (SWaCH) is India’s first wholly owned cooperative 
of about 2,800 self-employed waste pickers. Women constitute a whopping 75 percent of 
the workforce at SWaCH. 



 
A waste picker stands atop a pile of garbage at one of the landfills. (Photo Courtesy: Lakshmi 
Anantnarayan) 
 
Unsegregated waste is an environmental hazard, not to mention the adverse health effects 
it can bring about. This is where SWaCH comes in. The members of the organisation 
have been tirelessly working to educate residents about effective and hygienic waste 
disposal methods. 
 

 
SWaCH is India’s first wholly owned cooperative of about 2,800 self-employed waste pickers. 
(Photo Courtesy: Amit Thavaraj) 
 
The Red Dot Campaign 



SWaCH workers deal with mounds of waste every day, including truckloads of used 
sanitary pads, diapers, tampons and condoms. These items are all made of non-
degradable material and have to be separated from the recyclable and the wet waste. 
During sorting, waste pickers are exposed to the harmful pathogens from such waste, 
making them prone to disease, such as hepatitis, E coli, salmonella and typhoid. 
Currently, people tend to simply wrap up these items in paper before disposal. And this is 
what SWaCH’s Red Dot campaign hopes to educate against. Under the campaign, 
residents are encouraged to wrap up the sanitary waste in a newspaper and mark it with a 
large red dot in order to help waste pickers identify and segregate without being exposed 
to it. 
 

 
As part of their Red Dot campaign, these women are trying to educate people about sanitary 
waste disposal. (Photo Courtesy: SWaCH) 
 
In 2016, the Ministry of Environment and Forests made it compulsory for households to 
segregate sanitary waste in clearly marked bags. 
 
People often cringe when forced to deal with their own sanitary waste. Can you imagine 
what a waste-picker goes through while having to deal with truckloads of such, poorly 
packaged waste from households? 
 
“Opening sanitary waste is disgusting, and an assault on their dignity and health without 
any financial gain,” says Suchismita Pai, outreach manager at the organisation. 
“SWaCH manages 20 tonnes of unwrapped sanitary waste every day, which is a serious 
health risk for us," says waste-picker Mangal Gaikwad. 
"We process 650 tonnes of waste a day and have to open every packet during 
segregation. Imagine our horror every time we come across a blood-soaked pad. We talk 
about recycling but what about our dignity and health?" she says. 
 



 
These women are taking charge of their lives to make a better future. (Photo Courtesy: SWaCH) 
 
Through the Red Dot campaign, these women hope to spark a conversation and 
subsequently eradicate the stigma surrounding menstruation. 
 
A Day In the Life of a Female Waste-Picker 
SWaCH is helping these women take control of their lives. The women volunteer to learn 
waste-segregation, in exchange for facilities like medical insurance and education loans 
and scholarships for their children. 
 

A SWaCH member’s normal work day begins at 6 am or earlier. (Photo Courtesy: Lakshmi 
Anantnarayan) 
 



Between 9 am and 1 pm, she goes from door to door to collect waste from citizens. (Photo 
Courtesy: Lakshmi Anantnarayan) 
 
Sometimes she climbs the stairs so as to collect waste from high rise apartment buildings. 
Around three or four hours after collection, the garbage is segregated into wet and 
organic and is handed over to the Pune Municipal Corporation’s truck. The recyclable 
waste is sent to the scrap dealers. 
 

 
Around three or four hours after collection, the garbage is segregated into wet, organic and 
recyclable waste. (Photo Courtesy: Lakshmi Anantnarayan) 
 
Many of these women live in Pune slums. I never imagined I could afford higher 
education for my children. I was worried they would end up on the street as well, one 
woman says. 
 



A woman sits with her child at one of the workshops at SWaCH. (Photo Courtesy: Amit 
Thavaraj) 
 
The collective has helped a number of women in Pune’s slums take charge of their lives. 
And their efforts will lead to a cleaner India, one replete with opportunities for their 
children. 
 
 
 
 
http://www.indianmomsconnect.com/2017/03/23/red-dot-campaign-pune/ 
 
 
The Red Dot Campaign in Pune 
 
Indian Moms Connect 
March 23, 2017 
 
SWaCH waste pickers collect around 650 tonnes of Pune’s waste each day. They hand 
segregate to recycle more than 140 tonnes. Sanitary waste (diapers and pads) comprise 
3% of household waste collected. This means that the workers handle 20 tonnes of them 
every day. 
 
Waste Disposal Today 
 
Many of us think dusting houses clean, tying up our wastes in plastic bags and throwing 
them right in front of our own compound is perfectly sane. Oh! Some of us do walk the 
distance to the dustbins and throw our waste just outside the bin. Mainly because, we 
think it’s too “unhygienic” to walk near a trash bin . 
Sadly,what happens to the garbage once it is out of our home is not a matter of concern of 
many. 



Having grown up with the stench of garbage on every road corner, we have got used to 
tolerating undisciplined disposal of waste. It’s high time we start respecting the 
surroundings. Cleanliness starts from home. 
Read on to find out what we can really do! 
What is SWaCH? 
 
SWaCH (Solid Waste Collection and Handling) is India’s first co-operative of self-
employed waste pickers and waste collector and other urban poor. SWaCH is authorized 
by the Pune Municipal Corporation (PMC). 
The Predicament 
 
SWaCH waste pickers collect around 650 tonnes of Pune’s waste each day. They hand 
segregate to recycle more than 140 tonnes. Sanitary waste (diapers and pads) comprise 
3% of household waste collected. This means that the workers handle 20 tonnes of them 
every day. 
Unwrapped sanitary waste exposes waste pickers to harmful pathogens like E.Coli, 
Hepatitis virus, Salmonella typhi, Staphylococcus. Exposure to sanitary waste, also 
undermines the degree of waste collection and recycling work. 
What is Red Dot Campaign? 
 
It’s a call for domestic waste disposers to discard the sanitary wastes sensibly by 
wrapping pads and diapers in paper and marking them with a red dot. Red dot is an 
indication of hazardous waste. This will ensure that the packet is not opened. 
SWaCH bags are also available for this purpose. This makes wrapping easy and they cost 
at Rs. 1.25. 
Any day, waste prevention is a better alternative to this problem. So it is highly 
recommended that we use reusable silicon menstrual cups, cloth pads, and cloth diapers 
to help make a greener India. 
Call for Empathy 
 
I know, I have emptied bottles of hand wash while changing my son’s diapers. If we 
could put ourselves in the garbage collectors’ shoes and imagine having to work in 
insalubrious conditions, I’m sure we will segregate/reduce the sanitary waste. 
Isn’t it fair that we treat them with dignity? Is it too much to ask of us? After all, they are 
humans too…! 
 
 
 
 
http://maharashtratimes.indiatimes.com/maharashtra/pune-news/pmc-organised-red-dot-
campaign/articleshow/57819056.cms?utm_source=whatsapp 
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wWhen asked their impressions of the 
SWaCH waste picker cooperative, a handful 
of well-heeled residents of Pune, India had 
a quick reply: “Can somebody train those 
women to be less arrogant?” 

It’s a jarring request in a country still hob-
bled by the enduring injustices of the caste 
system. Nearly all of India’s estimated 1.5 
million waste pickers populate the bottom 
rungs of the country’s rigid caste hierarchy, 
so it’s surprising to hear that some Pune 
waste pickers are known for holding their 
heads up high.

Then again, the SWaCH cooperative has 
reason to be proud. The group’s roughly 
2,800 members, most of whom are women, 
operate a door-to-door waste collection 
network that is municipally supported. Each 

A cooperative recycling collection model 

in one major Indian city shows the power 

of grassroots organizing around the infor-

mal sector. The effort is a valuable case 

study for leaders looking to move waste 

systems forward in developing countries.

By Taylor Cass Talbott
Photography by Brodie Cass Talbott
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day, they service around 500,000 households 
(half of Pune city) and handle up to 1,000 
tons of waste, 22 percent of which they sell 
for recycling. 

What’s more, as SWaCH and its mother 
trade union have evolved over the past 20 
years, they have brought health benefits, 
education, and economic and personal pro-
tection to individuals who would otherwise 
be among the most vulnerable in Indian 
society.

The labor organization effort stands out 
as an enlightening case study for other large 
municipalities in developing corners of the 
world, where concepts like waste-to-energy 
are increasingly jeopardizing informal waste 
and recycling structures. 

 “SWaCH is a social, environmental and 
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FEMALE LEAD

In India, almost 80 percent of waste 
pickers are women, and the coop-
eratives and trade unions that have 
developed in the country around the 
informal waste sector help support 
the advancement of women in Indian 
society as a whole. 

“Before, my husband wouldn’t even 
let me choose which vegetables to 
cook for dinner,” said Suman More, 
the democratically elected president 
of the SWaCH picker group. “When 
I started organizing with KKPKP 
[SWaCH’s parent organization], I also 
started going home and putting my 
foot down about my treatment there.” 

KKPKP and SWaCH have always 
towed a firm gender line: When 
couples or siblings work together 
for the organizations, bank accounts 
and checks go to the woman. “We’ve 
found that women simply put their 
earnings to better use,” explained 
Lakshmi Narayan, one of KKPKP’s 
founders.

hauling large buckets up and down stairs as 
they collect waste door-to-door. 

According to academic research published 
in 2013, in Pune, the informal waste trade 
provides jobs for 630 people per 10,000 
annual tons of material, compared with just 
one job that would be created by incinerat-
ing or landfilling that weight. Comparing 
the cost of their services with what the 
municipality would spend if transporting 
materials and hiring workers on minimum 
wages for the same work, SWaCH calculates 
that their model saves the Pune municipality 
about $8 million annually.

But bringing waste pickers to the city’s 
doorsteps hasn’t been easy.  

In the late 1980s, Poornima Chikarmane 
and Lakshmi Narayan, then social workers 
from Pune’s Department of Adult Education, 
started working in the city’s slums to devise 
income generation projects for women who 
were essentially homemakers. They were left 
with the nagging discomfort that the women 
who most needed support were not those 
they found at home, but those out working 
in the streets scraping through dumpsters 

economic boon for our city,” said Pune’s 
municipal commissioner, Kunal Kumar. “We 
expect this model to not just sustain, but 
expand.”
GAINING GLOBAL SUPPORT
As a nation, India produces roughly 6.8 mil-
lion tons of waste per day, and 17 to 22 per-
cent of that total is collected by the informal 
sector, a segment that includes scrap dealers, 
specialized dealers, recyclers and waste 
pickers. The working conditions for pickers 
run a wide spectrum. Some individuals for-
age through landfills and urban dumpsites; 
others work as part of organized doorstep 
collection cooperatives such as SWaCH.

Not surprisingly, Indian waste pickers have 
traditionally had little say when it comes 
to the direction of municipal solid waste 
management systems. However, the status 
and inclusion of waste pickers is starting 
to be supported in national and interna-
tional solid waste regulation, thanks in part 
to the unifying force of global networks 
like WIEGO (Women in Informal Em-
ployment: Globalizing and Organizing), 
the Global Alliance of Waste Pickers, and 
GAIA (Global Alliance for 
Incinerator Alternatives).  

Those organizations have 
helped institutions worldwide 
understand that waste pick-
er-based solid waste manage-
ment systems can help save 
government money and reduce 
greenhouse gases by increasing 
recycling via largely non-pol-
luting forms of transportation. 
They’ve also made the argument 
that structures using pickers 
provide employment for those 
who need it most.  

Those upsides of informal 
organization are certainly on 
display in Pune, a city of just 
over 3 million people that’s lo-
cated on the western edge of the 
country around 90 miles south 
of Mumbai.

Today, Pune is home to about 
8,000 waste pickers. The KK-
PKP waste picker trade union, 
which is the parent of SWaCH, 
has an estimated 5,000 active 
members. In any given neigh-
borhood, one can find SWaCH 
workers pushing their orange 
carts through traffic, or deftly Members of the KKPKP waste picker union in Pune, India connect at a monthly meeting.
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and dumpsites to earn a meager income selling waste. 
There was little precedent for waste picker organizing. So Chikar-

mane and Narayan built relationships with local waste pickers 
and rallied a small but committed group of women who set out to 
convince local government and the unions that waste work was in 
fact a profession. In 1993, they amassed the numbers and conviction 
needed to start a trade union for waste pickers that they called the 
Kagad Kach Patra Kashtakari Panchayat (KKPKP).  

When the young union first summoned waste pickers for an 
open forum to discuss issues the union should address, a whopping 
1,500 people attended. KKPKP went on to eliminate child labor 
from Pune’s waste picking, protect pickers from police harassment, 
provide scholarships for children of waste pickers to ensure retention 
in formal education, and secure health insurance, welfare benefits, 
pensions and a credit cooperative society for its members. Those 
support structures allowed Pune’s waste pickers to recover great-
er amounts of recyclable materials, and the workers were able to 
assemble themselves into small waste collection groups serving select 
neighborhoods. 
A ‘PRO!POOR’ PARTNERSHIP
By 2004, Indian cities received directives to implement the coun-
try’s Municipal Solid Waste Rules of 2000.  KKPKP saw this as an 
opportunity, and the group lobbied the Pune municipality to support 
a doorstep waste collection pilot that KKPKP eventually called 
SWaCH (Solid Waste Collection and Handling).  The municipality, 
which initially provided pushcarts but paid nothing, was happy with 
the outcome and in 2008 signed a five-year contract with SWaCH. 

Now considered a pro-poor public private partnership, the 
2,800-member cooperative is managed by four zone coordinators, 
15 ward coordinators, 76 division coordinators and a handful of 
administrative organizers. The municipality is required to provide 
equipment and safety gear, maintain an office and resource recovery 
centers, provide welfare benefits and funding for management and 
operational costs, and give a subsidy to help cover collection in the 

Mangal Gaikwad starred in SWaCH's viral video promoting its Red Dot campaign, which asks Pune residents to clearly label items such as diapers 
and menstrual pads that could be dangerous to the health of materials handlers.

Though 80 percent of Indian waste pickers are female, men such as 
Gorakh Chabu Gaikwad are also part of the informal system.
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slums. In exchange, SWaCH is to provide 
daily doorstep collection of segregated (wet 
and dry) waste.  

SWaCH collects monthly user fees of 
50 rupees (about 75 cents) per household 
to supplement what members make from 
selling recyclables. Over the years, SWaCH 
has expanded its services to include on-site 
composting, used clothes collection and 
resale, e-scrap collection, and a handful of 
specialized services like the provision of 
recovered plastics for conversion to 3-D 
printer filament. The group is also develop-
ing plans to open shops that recover, repair 
and resell electronics and appliances.

There’s no question that KKPKP and 
SWaCH have brought major gains to the 
lives of waste pickers and Pune’s urban poor. 
“When I used to pick from the roadside, I 
always had problems with the police,” says 
Sindhubai Galfade, a longtime member of 
both organizations. “The union helped pro-
tect us, but SWaCH gave me a new identity. 
I wear a uniform, I no longer suffer harass-
ment and I have a reliable income stream.”

Still, though SWaCH is known for its Ujuala Bhalero sells cardboard at KKPKP's scrap shop.
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collaboration with the relatively progressive Pune municipality, the 
relationship has never been entirely smooth. After letting its first 
five-year contract with SWaCH lapse for more than two years, the 
municipality recently signed another five-year contract. This was 
only after waste pickers launched a major campaign denouncing the 
municipality for failing to dole out more than half of the funds and 
implements promised under their first deal. The municipality did 
ultimately make good on those provisions, but is already delaying 
funds under the new contract.

During the gap in contracts, SWaCH coordinators were laid off by 
the dozens and their salaries dropped well below the income of an 
average SWaCH waste picker, which can range from 3,000-25,000 
rupees (about $50 to $400) monthly.

Knowing that the groups will likely face similar battles moving 
forward, SWaCH and KKPKP have begun organizing monthly em-
powerment trainings for waste picker leaders covering subjects like 
public speaking and organizing, solid waste management systems, 
feminism, health and economics. A Rotary International grant cov-
ered the costs of the first year of trainings, and SWaCH and KKKPK 
are seeking funding to expand the trainings to include subjects such 
as science, math, history and sociology. 

Putting members’ advocacy skills to the test, SWaCH and KK-
PKP recently launched a major “Red Dot” campaign promoting 
the implementation of new state and national rules mandating the 
segregated disposal of sanitary waste, such as diapers and menstrual 
pads. To protect their own health, waste pickers are asking that Pune 
residents wrap and mark their sanitary waste with a red dot. The 
campaign has received a tidal wave of publicity and support, with its 
PSA video drawing more than 4 million Facebook views and 90,000 
shares in the first week.  

Waste pickers now want to take the Red Dot campaign further by 
pressuring companies to establish long-term solutions to the problem 
of sanitary waste. Procter & Gamble has developed a technology for 
autoclaving sanitary waste and extracting valuable super-absorbent 
polymers (SAP) for recycling. Though the consumer goods giant 
has been discussing the technology with SWaCH/KKPKP and the 
Pune municipality for months, the company has still not established 
a facility in Pune.

Other companies, like Kimberly-Clark, have also been consulting 
with SWaCH/KKPKP to better understand the realities of sanitary 
waste disposal in India.

 “The poor are the first to feel the brunt of middle class excesses 
since emerging economies – and the slums within them – are ‘safe’ 
places to dump the consequences of such excess,” said Malati Gadgil, 
a long-time KKPKP and SWaCH organizer. “Yet … it impacts the 
health of the poor and puts a strain on health care and the govern-
ment. So the middle class should care. And, by extension, companies 
will begin to care.  The movement has started.”

The movement of organized waste picker groups 
has had profound implications. Members of the 
SWaCH cooperative, several of whom are shown 
here collecting segregated waste in Pune's 
Ramnagar slum, service around a half a million 
households daily. More than 20 percent of the 
1,000 tons of material they handle each day is 
sold for recycling.

Continued on page 32
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A BATTLE WITH BIG BUSINESS
The SWaCH model has captured the 
attention of circular economy champions 
with the Ellen MacArthur Foundation, who 
occasionally call on Gadgil for her pro-poor 
perspective on development. But in India, 
pickers are increasingly in competition with 
larger material management efforts from both 
the public and private sectors. 

Indian leaders are currently looking to 
incineration as a solution to the country’s 
waste. For instance, Prime Minister Modi’s 
Clean India initiative is said to be promot-
ing waste incineration while merely paying 
lip service to the upgrade and protection of 
India’s waste pickers. And India is not unique 
in that waste-to-energy facilities are typically 
situated in poor communities.

In Pune, small and large businesses pro-

moting gasification and pyrolysis are cropping 
up regularly, with little regulatory oversight 
or emissions testing. Other businesses vying 
for access to waste are also flourishing. Pune’s 
municipally sponsored My Pet project en-
courages residents to “be green” by depositing 
their plastic bottles in public bottle crushing 
receptacles, overlooking the reality that those 
bottles would otherwise serve as income for 

waste pickers.   
International groups 

supporting waste 
pickers argue that 
private waste-to-en-
ergy systems, which 
are commonly funded 

by Western countries through international 
development initiatives, are one of the most 
significant and growing threats to recycling 
livelihoods around the world.

“It’s a mistake for countries like India to 
always look to Europe and the U.S. for waste 
management solutions,” Gadil said. “Our 
reality is very different here.”

And it’s clear that waste picker organiza-
tions will continue to use their skills mobi-

"It's a mistake for countries like India to always 
look to Europe and the U.S. for waste management 
solutions," said one Indian waste picker organizer. 

"Our reality is very di!erent here."

lizing and building public support to make 
the segment’s voice loud and clear to Indian 
policymakers. In recent years, in collaboration 
with the Alliance of Indian Wastepickers, 
leaders from KKPKP and SWaCH success-
fully lobbied for a slew of new national waste 
management rules supporting the inclusion 
and rights of waste pickers. 

In Pune, waste pickers have claimed their 
place in India’s labor history, but their place in 
India’s future is very much dependent on their 
ability to self-advocate every step of the way.  

“Our members have so much history with 
organizing,” said Aparna Susarla, a seasoned 
SWaCH director. “I learn from them every 
day.” 

Taylor Cass Talbott is an artist and waste 
reduction specialist from Oregon. Long interested 
in the informal waste sector, Cass Talbott secured 
funds to help design and implement SWaCH’s 
Red Dot campaign. She and her husband, Brodie 
Cass Talbott, recently spent nine months working 
with SWaCH/KKPKP in Pune. Learn more 
about her projects at livedebris.org and contact 
her at livedebris@gmail.com.

Saru Waghmare (with microphone) and other SWaCH leaders speak to the press about their Red Dot campaign.


