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Mountains
Waste(ing)

Side Event at the World Mountain Forum, Uganda

Pelican Hall, Mbale Resort Hotel

Tuesday 18 October, 18:45–20:15
Includes refreshments

As the human footprint on mountains continues to grow globally, 
so does the amount of waste, which affects the health of mountain 
communities and ecosystems, tarnishes stunning landscapes, and 
endangers clean supplies of water for large downstream populations. 
There is a strong need to increase knowledge and awareness on 
waste issues in mountain regions, and possible solutions.  

The ‘Waste(ing) Mountains’ side event will present key preliminary 
findings from the Waste Management Outlook (WMO) for Mountain 
Regions and provide a platform for discussion.

Please join us at the side event to share your views and 
experiences and help guide the further development 
of the Outlook including its recommendations!

The Waste Management Outlook (WMO) for Mountain Regions identifies waste 
management challenges and solutions for mountain regions to guide policy 
makers and the international mountain community. It places particular emphasis 
on mountain regions outside Europe and North America. The Outlook is currently 
under preparation and will be launched on International Mountain Day in 
December 2016.



Geographic Challenges
The physical and socio-economic characteristics of mountains, including steep and hilly terrain, 
poor transport infrastructure, high operating costs and municipalities and communities with low 
financial resources, pose significant challenges to collecting, managing and securely disposing of 
growing amounts of waste.

Open Burning
Formal institutional systems for solid waste management in remote mountainous regions are 
largely non-existent in developing countries. Open burning of waste is one of the most common 
ways through which small and remote mountain communities manage their waste. Open 
burning is a source of air pollutants and particulate matter and is associated with a variety of 
health impacts. 

Increasing Non-Organic Waste in Remote Regions
The composition of waste streams even in remote mountain regions is changing and the 
proportion of plastics, glass, metal and e-waste is increasing. In touristic areas, the choices of 
tourism operators and the tourists themselves have a large impact on the composition of waste.   

Human Waste in Remote Regions
Mountaineering, trekking and pilgrimage activities have significant localised and seasonal 
waste implications. Human waste is one of the most common waste problems associated with 
mountaineering and pilgrimage tourism. Risks associated with such waste relate to bacteria, 
viruses and other pathogens that contaminate waterways and surfaces such as soils. 

Open Dumping in Densely Populated Areas and Cities
In more densely populated mountainous areas of the developing world, the prevalent waste 
management strategy is to dispose the waste in open dumpsites. Although open dumping of 
waste is by no means unique to the mountainous regions of low- or middle-income countries, 
the harmful effects of this practice are amplified in mountainous regions by the sensitivity of 
mountain ecosystems. Furthermore, the effects of dumping waste in river gorges has the potential 
to impact large human populations downstream. 

Pros and Cons of High Altitudes
Aspects related to high altitudes can confer both advantages and disadvantages for waste 
management in mountain cities. Higher altitudes can aid waste management because of the 
slower decomposition of organic matter, which allows longer storage of wastes and lower 
collection frequencies, reducing pressure on services. However, rates of biodegradation of 
waste, the burning of waste and meteorological conditions all carry mountain-specific risks, 
which need to be taken into account. 

Urbanisation and the Risks of Disaster Waste
Expanding urban populations and a lack of space is increasing urban growth on steep slopes, 
increasing the risk of urban disasters and associated waste as a result of climate or non-climate 
related hazards. 
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Mining
Mining is the most common heavy industry within mountainous regions of developing countries 
and has significant waste implications. Impacts can start with landscape distortion through to 
extreme cases of surface and ground water pollution, destruction of vegetation/deforestation, 
and damage to human health. Climate hazards including mudslides, landslides and flooding 
create additional risks to existing mining activities and the management of hazardous waste.

Toxic Waste & Hazardous Substances
Mountain regions can be sites of illegal dumping of harmful and toxic waste. Current and legacy waste 
issues also exist from military activities in certain mountain regions. Mountain regions and particularly 
the cryosphere (snow and ice) are also recipients of the long-range transport of persistent organic 
pollutants, which can later release into water bodies threatening human health and the environment. 

Roadmap for the Future
Many information gaps exist across all the sectors and issues, both of the problems and also in 
assessing available solutions and their effectiveness. For policies and instruments to be effective, 
they should be based on a solid understanding of the peculiarities of mountain regions, the 
local conditions (including socio-economic, political and cultural aspects), and the interests and 
preferences of all stakeholders.

Good practise examples exist that have overcome the various mountain-specific challenges 
to waste management. For example, some communities in remote mountain regions have 
succeeded in putting in place effective modern solid waste management systems. The key to 
their success is to rely on technologies and equipment that are adapted for local use.
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Opening Remarks 
Mushtaq Memon, Programme Officer, UN Environment – 
International Environment Technology Centre (UNEP IETC)
Eklabya Sharma, Director of Programme Operations, ICIMOD
Matthias Jurek, Programme Officer, UN Environment

Presentation of key findings of Outlook
Larisa Semernya, Technical Expert, UN Environment
Björn Alfthan, Programme Leader, GRID-Arendal

World Café – Clean Up Your Mountains
Interactive solution-oriented discussions on approaches to waste 
management in

• Remote Mountain Communities
• Mountain Cities
• Tourism
• Industry

Contacts
Larisa Semernya: larisa.semernya@unvienna.org, +43 699 1459 7120
Matthias Jurek: matthias.jurek@unvienna.org
Björn Alfthan: bjorn.alfthan@grida.no, +47 907 34 432

Waste(ing) Mountains
Progamme of the Side Event


