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Introduction


Rather than launch directly into the subject of the seminar today, let me start with some background which will put it into a larger business historiographical context. For a number of years now, myself and other business historians have been interested in exploring issues involving “business beyond the firm”, which was also the theme of the 2010 European Business History Association conference held at the University of Glasgow.
 In my understanding of this, the theme of “business (and business history) beyond the firm” has three distinct senses. The first involves the exploration of the deployment over time of organisational forms, rhetoric, and/or practice drawn (or allegedly drawn from) private firms in other organisations, for example in universities, charities, or state-owned enterprise (SOE). This is an area which is under-researched, although the historiography of SOEs, of course, is more fully developed.
 The second sense of the phrase has been the subject of much more sustained scholarly attention, involving the study of business in context. The examination of business-government relations, especially government regulation of business and defence-related industry, constitutes one highly developed strand of this type of inquiry, although more recently there has been increased interest by business historians and by scholars in management studies more generally in business and social movements, for instance in the development of alternative energy systems or in organic foods.
 The third sense of the phrase also involves the exploration of issues relating to business and its “environment”, although the latter term in this case applies not only to the political or social context, but also to the physical environment. This area, at the intersection of business and environmental history and also involving attention to issues in history of technology as well as social and political history, is perhaps least explored to date.


It is possible to address these kinds of issues in any number of areas, but my personal experience shaped my choice of the comparative history of waste management to do so. Not only myself but many other were affected growing environmental awareness starting in the 1960s and 1970s, something articulated more formally first in the “small is beautiful”/Club of Rome “limits to growth” literature of the early 1970s. This was given added urgency by growing evidence of climate change and its effects in the 1980s and beyond.
 Some people question both the limits to growth and the existence of climate change. I am and was not one of them, and from at least the 1980s environmental issues attracted increasing attention and action from myself and many others. During the 1990s, additional personal experience piqued my scholarly interest and attention. From 1990-1994, I lived in upstate New York when the first attempts at municipal recycling through door to door collection took place. During 1994-1995, I lived in Berlin, where recycling programmes of various sorts were very advanced indeed. When I moved to Scotland in 1995, however, the situation could not have been more different. Recycling rates at that time were no higher than four percent of total waste “production”; there was no door-to-door recycling collection and there were precious few easily accessible containers for recycling of cans, plastics, or newspapers; and the centralised recycling facilities in Glasgow and other cities not only were limited in what they collected (for instance, cardboard boxes were not accepted for recycling at that time), but they were also called “civic amenity facilities”, which certainly baffled this American immigrant.
The history of waste management: Historiographical context and research design


As this project gradually took shape between 1996 and 2006, I decided to broaden my interest from recycling to “waste management” more generally. The term has obvious business/management overtones and thus seemed well especially suited for a business history approach. Moreover, attention to its development through time would allow simultaneous attention to all three senses of the phrase “business beyond the firm” which I identified already. An application for funding was approved by the UK Economic and Social Research Council in 2007,
 and since then myself, Stephen Sambrook, and Roman Köster have been working on it, with the final book manuscript under contract with Cambridge University press for submission this September.

Let me explain the specific historiographical context for the work and the research questions before looking briefly at the research design. Pioneering work in the history of waste began already in the 1980s with work by environmental/public policy historians such as Martin Melosi and Joel Tarr, with social historian Susan Strasser providing a major overview of the history of Waste and want in the United States in 1999.
 More specialised work on the history of recycling has come from Meikle and Zimring.
 The last several years have witnessed a very large growth in scholarship on waste, including Gille’s influential From the cult of waste to the trash heap of history.
 There is now even an Encyclopedia of Consumption and Waste: The Social Science of Garbage.


In spite of this growing attention to the history of waste, however, the literature is best developed in relation to the United States, which is no accident since America was the first country to experience mass consumerism enabled by mass production, which entailed of course also mass waste and its problems. But the fact that the United States was so early in generating and thus having to face the problem of waste, combined with its massive size and generally low population density, make it unusual, perhaps even unique in its experience of waste management, just as it is in relation to energy consumption.
 There is some work on countries such as the UK, Germany, and others, and this literature is growing, but it is still quite limited.
 Comparative studies exist as well, but they are generally limited to cities.
 Finally, the bulk of this work, with few exceptions such as Zimring, does not foreground business and economic aspects of waste, concentrating instead on other aspects, in particular political, social, and cultural ones.


This comparative business history of “waste management” will make fruitful contributions both to business history “beyond the firm” and to environmental history as well. These contributions focus on a number of key issues, including:
· The historical construction of a field of business and economic activity called “waste management” from what had previously been known and understood as “public cleansing”;

· The evolving relationship between the public sector and the private sector: municipal waste collection in the aftermath of the Second World War was usually carried out by the public sector, as it had been in most industrialised countries since the urban public health reforms of the second half of the 19th century; there were, however, exceptions to this, and the number of exceptions grew over time.; moreover, in municipal waste disposal, including landfilling, incineration, and “salvage” (which we now call recycling), the role of the private sector was prominent in many countries throughout the post-war period;
· State-owned (usually municipal) enterprises and their governance and effectiveness;

· Evolving strategies for competition;

· The volatility of the business in particular in relation to salvage (recycling) markets and impact on strategies of private and state-owned enterprises;

· The impact of technology on public cleansing/waste management practice;
· And, the linkage between social movements, economic and technological development, changing governance structures, and structures and practices of business.


There are three key elements to the research design of this study to enable attention to these and other key themes. The first involved the choice of comparators. The comparison here is between the UK and West Germany, mainly because the two differ considerably from the United States along a number of dimensions, are similar to one another in many ways, and yet differed considerably in their respective development over time. The consumer society, for instance, emerged at about the same time in Britain and Germany during the decades after the end of World War II, the starting point for the study. The two were also similar in terms of population density, degrees of urbanization, eventual “Europeanization”, and other factors relevant to the “production”, collection, and disposal of waste. On the other hand, as I have already mentioned, they differ considerably from one another in, for instance, rates of recycling.

A second aspect of the research design seeks to take account of the fact that generation, collection, and disposal of waste have historically been profoundly local, or at most regional, activities, and this remains the case to the present day despite harmonization of practice through national and international legislation, increasing size and multi-nationalization of some waste management companies to take advantage of economies of scale, and growth in national and international “trade” in waste products. The study uses archival material drawn from three cities in each country to capture the local/regional dimension of the topic. The cities are: Birmingham, Glasgow, and Manchester in the United Kingdom; and Dortmund, Mannheim, and Augsburg in West Germany.

The third aspect of the research design involved the decision to concentrate primarily on household waste. This was not done because it is the largest category of waste. In fact, according to a 2008 Financial Times report, in 2004 in the EU-27 countries, household waste accounted for just under 12 percent of all waste generated, an amount dwarfed by construction waste (45.2 percent) and trade and industrial waste (38.8 percent).
 Still, although household waste constitutes one of the smallest parts of the waste stream, it is also the one which is most visible. It is also important in a number of other ways. Coming to terms with it for the purpose of preserving public health was the central impetus behind initial legislation in the 19th century empowering municipalities to collect and supervise the disposal of household waste. If it is not collected, whether owing to inefficiency, lack of funding, or industrial action, public health concerns are quick to follow, often with substantial political fallout. Even if it is collected efficiently and on time, however, other concerns have emerged. This was especially true since the 1970s, when the older public health dimension began gradually to be displaced with a broader conception of “environmental health”, again with social, cultural, and political fallout. Finally, household waste is composed not just of substantial organic waste, primarily from waste food, but also of other materials which have grown in quantity and complexity owing to the growth of consumerism, and which, depending on markets and technologies, might be salvaged and/or recycled. It therefore brings into focus complex interactions among: the public/environmental health dimension of waste; the impact of the consumer society on the waste stream; the effects of changing political and cultural perceptions of what should be done about waste; and the economic and business dimensions of the waste industry. The interaction of all of these elements sometimes taxes the public sector’s commitment to efficiency and financial prudence, but also, on the other hand, has attracted the attention of the private sector. Focusing on household waste enables careful investigation of these complexities.
Some key findings


There is not time today to go into any detail on all of the findings of the book that my co-authors and I are completing, and a simple list of them would not be of much use either. I will therefore instead highlight just answers to just two of the most important questions addressed in the book before coming to some more general conclusions and implications in the concluding section of the paper.
Does it make sense to treat public cleansing/waste management an “industry”, or is it something else? In other words, to what extent does the business history approach add value to the field of history of waste?

In The Competitive Advantage of Nations, Michael Porter states that “An industry (whether a product or service) is a group of competitors producing products or services that compete directly with one another”.
 Admittedly, he is talking about international competition among firms, of which there is little (although some, albeit mostly only fairly recently) in the field of waste management. Still, we can use it as a working definition. If we do, though, the answer to the question is almost certainly “no”. For most of the post-war period in most cities in both the UK and Germany there was no competition to speak of in the area of household waste collection. Furthermore, the municipal public cleansing authorities which by and large monopolised waste collection did not operate along lines of a conventional business: profit and loss were concepts which simply did not apply; instead, efficiency, preservation of public health, and avoidance of political criticism were the watchwords for managers in the authorities, although not necessarily in that order.


Still, business historians frequently deal with situations where competition is non-existent or limited, for instance in “natural monopolies” such as provision of electricity or telephones, or in the history of cartels. The general lack of competition in waste collection in particular for much of the second half of the 20th century would thus not in and of itself constitute a reason for not pursuing business history approach to its history. But is public cleansing/waste management a business? We argue that it was. From the outset, and certainly from 1945 onwards, it was a field in which “business-like” behaviour was in evidence, even in the monopolistic public sector, and in which in selected subfields there was also competition and markets.

The business-like behaviour had a number of dimensions, even in the public sector. For one thing, managers and engineers employed by local authority public cleansing departments participated actively in trade associations, which helped develop scientific knowledge, provided training on refuse management, and transferred best practice. In Britain, this occurred through the Institute of Wastes Management (IWM), which acted as a nationwide discussion forum for practitioners.
 In Germany, the Verband kommunaler Fuhrparkbetriebe (Association of Municipal Public Cleansing Departments, or VKF) was even more important in spreading the latest information about techniques and standards of waste collection among its membership.

Professionalization, of course, occurs in many fields, not all of them involving business directly. Business-like behaviour, however, was most certainly in evidence in the kinds of decisions that public cleansing/waste management practitioners had to make and the duties they carried. From the beginning of the post-war period, they managed large workforces and some equipment. Over the course of the next decades, they undertook programmes involving mechanisation, automation, and rationalisation which entailed a shift towards greater capital intensity, which in turn required more attention to investment and planning of a type not dissimilar to that in the private sector. Greater use of large collection vehicles was one example of this, as was the creation of integrated systems involving standardised garbage containers and specialised vehicles, something known as “dustless collection”. For these professionals, then, their key function during the first decades after the end of the war was essentially logistics, and efficiency of service their key aim. This began to change somewhat in the late 1960s, however, as scientific understanding of, for instance, the potential dangers of “sanitary” landfills and of the by-products of incineration prompted extensive rethinking of existing practice as well as the inclusion of academically trained scientists in planning and design processes.

Household waste collection, moreover, was only one aspect of public cleansing/waste management, and in a number of other areas of the industry, there was much more competition, and clear markets. This is perhaps most evident in the area of salvage, which was eventually recast as “recycling”. Salvage is an age-old activity, and “rag and bone men” plied their trade from even before the late 19th century well into the post-war period. They were of course in the private sector, and they operated in a market (or, more accurately, markets). Municipal public cleansing authorities participated in these markets to some degree. For instance, Glasgow derived considerable income from sales of scrap paper and metal into the 1970s, as figure 1 indicates.
Figure 1
[image: image1.emf]Glasgow: income from scrap metal and waste paper sales
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Source: Annual Reports, Glasgow Cleansing Department 1946-47 to 1971-72, MLG DTC 7/3/1 (5).

Other British municipal authorities were also involved in these markets, but the Glasgow case allows some important generalisations about them. For one thing, as is obvious from the graph, the amount of income fluctuated, sometimes wildly, although not surprisingly since these were relatively free markets governed by the laws of supply and demand. The participation of local authorities in these markets, then, was an uncertain business, one in which the costs of separation and sale of commodities routinely exceeded the going market prices for them. This uncertainty caused municipal authorities in Britain to withdraw from virtually all of them by the early 1970s, a withdrawal eased by the general embrace in the 1960s of large-scale incineration.

The second important point which the graph suggests needs to be highlighted because it is extremely important: salvage markets were separate from one another. The market for waste paper was completely independent from that for scrap metal, and both differed from that for glass, waste food, and other materials. For the rag and bone men of the private sector, this was a challenge, but it was a problem they could deal with to some extent by simply focusing on collection of those things which they knew had market value. Municipal authorities, however, could not pick and choose which things they would collect since they were the “collectors of last resort” owing to their public health preservation mission. They could, of course, decide what to sell, but market volatility combined with health and safety legislation and incineration made them inclined to do less and less over time.


This inclination was intensified beginning in the 1950s and 1960s with pronounced shifts in the waste stream in both the UK and Germany as use of modern thermoplastics came to be more widespread, especially in the form of packaging. (See figure 2.) The massive increase in consumption of plastics—which was, as is clear, most pronounced in Germany—combined with other shifts in society and the economy in both countries during the post-war period (such as the growing popularity of gas or electric central heating) meant that waste became not only more “plentiful”, but also became lighter (since cinders and ash from coal fires were no longer there) and more voluminous. But plastics represented an especially thorny problem for salvage since many of them were difficult to reprocess. For those that were easier to redeploy, the problem was that plastics moved very quickly from being high-price, low production run items to commodities. By the 1960s, “virgin plastic” prices had declined precipitously and, not surprisingly, profit margins for reprocessors faded to nothing. The thorny problem of salvage was thus replaced with an even thornier one: Most of the fast growing plastics waste stream ended up in landfills or being burned in incinerators, with rapidly obvious and frequently unpleasant consequences. Again, the problem was most pronounced earliest in West Germany compared to Britain.

Figure 2: Per capita consumption of plastics in the UK, Germany and USA, 1950-1969 (kg per capita)
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Source: B.G. Reuben and M.J. Burstall, The chemical economy: A guide to the technology and economics of the chemical industry (London: Longman, 1973), p. 35.

The growing problem of what to do with plastics waste was one of the key issues which attracted the attention of the general public, the environmental movement, scientists and engineers, and policymakers and legislators. The interactions among changing waste streams, scientification of waste management, the environmental movement, and, eventually, legislation and regulation eventually resulted by the 1960s in the reconfiguration of one longstanding practice, salvage, into recycling. It was far more than just a change in name, although the two terms are often used interchangeably.
 The new word (used, not incidentally, not just in English, but also in German and many other languages) became essential for several reasons, with important implications for the waste business. First of all, scrap and salvage, in peacetime at least, were activities firmly rooted in the market, i.e. whether they were carried out or not depended on whether or not there were buyers for the waste. Recycling, on the other hand, involved by and large a broader conception, one which, while naturally tied to the market in important ways, also recognized that there were non-economic factors such as concern for environmental well being which should determine whether or not discarded materials should be used again in some form or other. This in turn implied that, in principle at least, there should not be hermetically sealed markets for different types of waste. Instead, these markets should be integrated conceptually and economically, involving cross-subsidisation of the various materials, a shift in thinking which was eventually and increasingly required by national and European legislation and regulation, especially since the 1980s.

Second, and related to this market dimension, there was an important sociological dimension that the replacement of the old with the new term captured to some degree. Those who carried out scrap and salvage work were, for the most part, on the economic fringes of society, although the processors of that scrap might be more mainstream companies. As we have seen, established municipalities were involved in this work to some degree, but the role of the public sector in salvage operations as a whole was quite limited, even during wartime. Recycling operations, on the other hand, tended to be carried out initially for the most part by people on the political fringes of society, i.e. by members of the counterculture and early environmental movement starting in the late 1960s and early 1970s, with activities becoming more and more mainstream as time went on, not least owing to growing national and European legislation and regulation, with an increasingly vital role for city governments and the private sector. More recently, though, they have been joined again in the area of recycling and resource recovery by organisations from the third sector, some of them linked directly or indirectly to the counterculture and/or the environmental movement.

Third, it is probably no accident that the term “recycling”, as it has come to be widely used and understood, had high-tech origins.
 Salvage of traditional materials such as metals, glass, and plastics, may be time-consuming, labour-intensive, and dirty at times, but it had also become relatively low tech and straightforward. Recycling of the new materials coming into the waste stream en masse by the 1960s, however, was and is most definitely not. The expertise and equipment involved in this required even more skill and acumen than had previously been the case in the industry, and it usually involved cooperation between its private and public sectors. 

This is perhaps a good point to turn to another question which the book explores in some detail:
What factors explain changes in the balance between the public and private sectors over time in the public cleansing/waste management industry?


For many years, waste collection and disposal were essentially private sector activities, although they were not necessarily businesses since it was often individual households which dealt with them. Some towns and cities did, though, use private contractors to remove waste. This changed during the mid- to late-19th century when public health reformers identified a number of ways in which urban life could be improved through municipalisation of key services, including water, sewerage, street cleaning, and public cleansing, reforms that were implemented. From that point forward, local authorities, i.e. the public sector, dominated collection, in Britain as well as Germany, although German towns and cities often contracted private-sector firms to deal with this, probably because of relatively late and much lower levels of economic development. In waste disposal, private sector involvement was much more common, at least until the advent of national legislation and regulation of tipping sites beginning in the 1970s. The private sector was also involved in salvage, and cities in both countries also often sold the right to “pick” through rubbish heaps into early 1960s when growing affluence and health and safety legislation ended the practice.


The most important desideratum determining the role of the public sector for most of the century or so between the late 19th century and the 1980s, and even beyond, was preservation of public health. Private sector involvement was (and generally still is) limited to relatively easy, straightforward, and economically viable activities. This continues to be the case, something which explains the widespread presence of private firms in salvage before it became recycling, and in non-household waste collection and disposal, i.e. construction and trade and industry waste management.


When greater legislation and regulation of the industry was implemented from the 1970s onward based on the realisation of the dangers of waste not only to health (some of them invisible, e.g. through contamination of water tables from waste tips), but also to the environment, private sector involvement in waste disposal initially became more limited, but this trend was contradicted to some extent by the privatisation wave which began in the US and UK in the 1980s (indeed it actually started before Thatcher in the UK, in late 1970s), and then spread to Germany in the 1990s. Private sector firms became more involved not just in waste disposal, but also in waste collection, although again the concentration was on non-household waste. There remained and remains, however, a role for public sector as the waste collector and disposer of last resort.


This is an extremely important point. Waste collection and disposal can be lucrative activities—witness the growing involvement of private, profit-seeking firms since the 1980s in both areas in both Germany and Britain. But they are lucrative activities only in very limited subfields, and these are subject to extreme market volatility at times. There will always be a number of aspects of household waste collection and disposal (not to mention hazardous waste and other categories) which do not pay, but which are nevertheless essential to the preservation of public health and civic order. These remain the province of the public sector. Moreover, private sector firms have often been beneficiaries of the reconceptualisation of salvage as recycling, and eventually re-conceiving waste management as “resource recovery”. They benefit because, having mandated broad-based recycling based on the notion of waste management as resource recovery, governments must subsidise the private sector, or in some other way manage markets. In turn, private companies, some of which were operating already in specialised recycling markets and/or in collection and/or disposal of commercial or construction waste, have used government subsidies and market management to develop additional technological and commercial capabilities of carrying this out, something which the government would have had a hard time doing on its own, especially at the local level.
Conclusions

It is not possible in this short talk to present more than a brief overview of some of our findings, with those relating to the emergence and development of the waste management industry and to the balance between the public and private sector among the most important. I want to conclude with a very short set of points regarding the broad overall trends which we identify in the book and to comment briefly on the differences in development between the UK and Germany during the period covered there. I will then move to wrap up by discussing some of the ways in which this book contributes to business historiography on the one hand and to other types of historically oriented social science scholarship on the other.

Table 1 presents an overview of the key developments in and drivers for the emergence of the waste management industry during the second half of the 20th century.

TABLE 1: A typology for the development of waste management in Germany and the United Kingdom, 1945 to present
	Period
	Key driver
	Key provider of waste services
	Dominant conceptualisation of industry
	Key level of policymaking and decision-making

	Late 19th century to 1960s
	Public health
	Public sector
	Logistics/efficiency
	Local/regional

	1970s to 1990s
	Environmental health
	PUBLIC/private
	Logistics/efficiency
	National 

	1990s to present
	Environmental health and climate change
	public/PRIVATE
	Resource recovery
	International



In spite of the fact that both countries have experienced this overall development over the period, however, there have been important differences as well. These differences are not the result of “culture”. Indeed, it was striking to discover that as late as the mid-1960s, Glasgow was continuing its proud tradition of salvage and was also using incinerators to produce electricity, and waste going into the city’s landfills was largely inert and harmless to the environment, thus representing perhaps an early version of “resource recovery”. In Frankfurt from the 1950s to the mid-1960s, on the other hand, virtually all waste collected was going into landfill, and very little salvage was recovered. This changed dramatically from the mid-1960s onwards when Glasgow abandoned previous practice owing to some of the factors we have already mentioned as well as to the fact that sales of electricity to local power companies was no longer possible because of the full realisation of the British national electricity grid which had been completed and natinoalised in the 1950s. Frankfurt moved in the other direction, mostly owing to the fact that the city’s landfill ran out of space, but also because of the greater ability of the environmental movement to influence policy owing to Germany’s federal and voting systems which allowed the election of Green Party politicians, first at the local, then the regional and state, and finally at the national level. These politicians eventually exercised considerable power. Another, by no means trivial, factor which must be mentioned in the case of Frankfurt was the fact that it was possible for the city to “export” some of its problems through paying for some of the city’s waste to be disposed of in the German Democratic Republic, or East Germany.

Just to come back to the points raised at the beginning of this talk, I hope that I have made it clear that comparative investigation of this sort of industry enables the examination of “business beyond the firm” along a number of different dimensions, which is no doubt of benefit to business historiography. But there are benefits of the business historical approach to the history of public cleansing and waste management not only for other scholarly fields, but also for contemporary professional practice in waste management. Let me just single out two examples of this, both with some contemporary policy implications. First of all, it is clear from our investigation that the formulation of waste policy requires active engagement with markets (and market failure) as well as an appreciation of the respective roles of the public and the private sector in waste management. The history of public cleansing/waste management in the UK and Germany after 1945 provides countless examples of both good and bad practice in this regard. Moreover, it is clear from our study that the implementation of policy relating to sustainable waste management through resource recovery relies heavily on the technical, logistical, and organisational capabilities of the private sector, with a simultaneous and equally significant role for the public sector in the form of legislation, regulation, subsidies and other market interventions, and the operation of waste-management services as the collector/disposer of last resort. The private sector is, however, extremely important in all of this even though the concept of “resource recovery” places social and political values well above narrow economic ones. 
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