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Abstract

The waste management system of Nur-Sultan is a large-scale complex that provides
the services like waste collection, sorting, recycling and burying in the landfill. The main
organizations that are directly involved in these processes are the Akimat (municipal
government) for the Saryarka district of Nur-Sultan, LLP Clean City NC (private waste
collection company), LLP Kaz Recycle Service (recycling facility) and LLP Nur-Sultan Eco-
Landfill (a landfill for municipal solid waste and construction waste). Due to both recent
urbanization as well as to a high level of consumption among city residents, the amount of
waste is increasing in Nur-Sultan and the waste management organizations are under pressure
to constantly increase their work capacity. In this thesis, the waste management system of
Nur-Sultan will be examined primarily from the perspective of employees, as well as from the
population of the city. Firstly, the working conditions of the waste management workers will
be analyzed in terms of the decreased economic value of waste management sector and
decreased prestige of the sphere as a result. Secondly, there will be determined how the
workers (legal, illegal and migrant) in the waste management sector confront the
stigmatization of their profession. Finally, the residents of Nur-Sultan will share their
thoughts and beliefs concerning waste and their memories of waste management during the
Soviet period. The concept of value will be a defining term in all three chapters because since
waste is typically regarded to be worthless, but both the employees and residents of Nur-
Sultan have their own perception of the concept. By considering the economic and moral
characteristics of value, | show the changing social conditions of waste and its management in

the city.
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Introduction

-What kind of things do people throw away?
-Everything. The Uzbeks® here astonished, they are amused, “Why do you throw away
bread”? (Marat, personal communication, May 23, 2018)

The waste management in Nur-Sultan? may not be considered as a huge problem due
to its timely collection in the city. However, visiting the landfill® in Nur-Sultan may change
our perception of this environmental issue from different perspectives. A large mountain of
garbage with an area of a small city district is the municipal solid waste of the residents of
Nur-Sultan. This mountain of garbage is already full, and the second landfill pit is prepared to
build a second waste district outside the city. The answer to this environmental problem can
be found in the conversation below. The residents of Nur-Sultan throw away everything into
trash and it can be seen that even food like bread can be found in the landfill. It is
unacceptable to put the bread on the ground or throw it away among the Central Asian nations
because of the historical past and cultural perceptions of labor invested in producing bread. If
people started to neglect cultural and social norms, this may be an indicator of the change in
the value system. In order to understand why people do throw away everything, it is necessary
to examine human values attached to garbage. This study focuses specifically on individuals
employed in the waste disposal industry of Nur-Sultan because the waste management
workers contact it directly by touching it, feeling the odors and shape, and having both
sensual and emotional experience. The concept of value may reveal the relationship between

humans and waste and people’s decisions and choices about the objects that surround them in

everyday life. Thus, the environmental sustainability of the waste management system in Nur-

! By saying “the Uzbeks” a participant Talap means the citizens of Uzbekistan that came to Kazakhstan to seek
employment and better living conditions.

2 The capital of Kazakhstan which was renamed from Astana to Nur-Sultan based on a state decree of March 23,
2019. For more information refer to http://www.akorda.kz/ru/legal acts/decrees/o-pereimenovanii-goroda-
astany-stolicy-respubliki-kazahstan-v-gorod-nur-sultan-stolicu-respubliki-kazahstan

3 A landfill can be defined as “the controlled disposal of waste materials to land; differentiated from waste
dumping in which no control is exercised” (Westlake, 1995, n.p).



http://www.akorda.kz/ru/legal_acts/decrees/o-pereimenovanii-goroda-astany-stolicy-respubliki-kazahstan-v-gorod-nur-sultan-stolicu-respubliki-kazahstan
http://www.akorda.kz/ru/legal_acts/decrees/o-pereimenovanii-goroda-astany-stolicy-respubliki-kazahstan-v-gorod-nur-sultan-stolicu-respubliki-kazahstan

Sultan may be assessed by close examination of the concept of value and its relationship to
waste.
Motivations for the study

My interest in waste management started in 2016 when my family decided to sell our
apartment and move to a bigger one. Since KSK* was always changing and our constant
complaints about the garbage on every floor and outside of the complex were left without any
response, it was decided to clean the area by ourselves. The advertisement was given online,
and my husband was motivated to clean the surroundings of the residential complex for the
potential buyers who would like to come and see our apartment. While throwing away the
daily garbage we did not close the garbage bag because we collect and put all the garbage on
the way to a garbage container. Some Saturdays my husband went outside to clean the area
near the residential complex from bottles and scrap papers. After some time, we observed that
our neighbors from different floors started to show interest in what we are doing but they
were unaware that the initial goal was to clean the area to sell the apartment. One day they
organized a subbotnik® and invited us to join them. This was the moment when we got
acquainted with most of the neighbors and after six months of constant cleaning and
repairing, we finally sold the apartment. During that period, | was always thinking about the
people working in waste management sphere and doing it for a salary. What was it like to
touch the garbage and clean up after someone every day? How do they feel themselves? Do
they have the same feeling of unfairness as me or my family members while collecting the
garbage? These kinds of questions concerned me after doing only an incremental part of

waste workers’ job.

4 Each residential complex or apartment blocks have their own KSK which is responsible to provide services
such as cleaning the area, controlling proper water and heat supply, processing suggestions and complaints about
the living areas and others.

S Saturday gatherings of people to clean the area from garbage that usually were organized in Spring. The
practice of holding a subbotnik came from the Soviet period and are still popular in Kazakhstan.



A vyear later when | was choosing a topic for the thesis, based on my experience and
interest | have decided that it will be connected to an environment and waste management.
The topic of my research was “Waste management system in Astana: The social hierarchy
and self-perception among the employees of the waste management sector”. During the
writing process, the research questions formed in the beginning will change due to collected
data and analysis. Initially, the main aim of the research was to find how waste management
workers of Nur-Sultan position themselves in relation to waste. In order to explore this
relationship, | wanted to find the answers to the following questions:

a) Isthere a social hierarchy among the workers in the waste management sector of Astana?
b) How does working in the waste management sector of Nur-Sultan affect the self-
perception of an employee?

The objectives of the study were to explore waste management system of Astana, to
compare different working conditions and attitudes of waste management employees and find
out the social relationship between humans and waste from the sociological and
anthropological perspective. It was planned to recruit participants by a snowballing method
on their workplaces. The research sites were the landfill of Astana, one of the main garbage
collecting companies, and the Akimat of Astana. There had to be organized in-depth
interviews and focus groups.

During the fieldwork | found that there is also one more important research site is
missing which is a recycling plant situated near the landfill. After visiting all four research
sites, talking to people and making notes about my observations it was evident that the social
hierarchy should not be a focus of the research objectives. All waste management
organizations are equally involved in the process and the social hierarchy became an
irrelevant goal. While the second goal was to learn the self-perception of the employees

working in waste management. The data obtained from the fieldwork allowed to answer this



question. To sum up, the fieldwork in waste management organizations and interviews with
the employees have partly changed the initial research objectives. Instead of studying social
hierarchy it was evident that the most important issue is the waste itself and the concept of
value. After analyzing the data, it was found that the concept of value is significant for the
waste management employees and the residents of Nur-Sultan in terms of how they perceive
waste, consume products, discard waste and identify themselves.

The initial research and interest in the new topic started with reading literature that
could be divided into four main themes such as 1) purity and pollution, 2) waste as a source of
pollution, 3) the landfills, and 4) formal and informal sector workers in a waste management
system. The section "Purity and pollution” is intended to form the theoretical base of the
literature review. "Waste as a source of pollution” provides basic information on major works
about waste management. Also, there is a section about the landfills that discusses the articles
about how landfills are operated and maintained. The sections on formal and informal sector
workers of the waste management system examine the work and contributions of employees

in this sphere.

Purity and pollution

One of the most influential books in the study of waste management can be regarded
Mary Douglas' (2010) "Purity and danger: an analysis of the concept of pollution and taboo".
The book provides the core understandings of how people perceive purity and dirt. Douglas
(2002) states that people want cleanliness because they want to preserve order. Anything that
breaks the system of order should be eliminated and cleaned (Douglas, 2010). The author
states that "dirt offends against order" (Douglas, 2010, p. 2). Mary Douglas' ideas about dirt
and order can explain at least partly why people throw away garbage and their attitude toward
waste. In contrast, Cyrus Mody (2001) challenges the notion of cleanliness and proposes an

opposing view to that of Mary Douglas. According to the author, dirt can be useful in some



cases (Mody, 2001). For example, Mody (2001) presents how laboratory dirt in material
sciences may be helpful in exploring a new phenomenon. The main argument of Mody’s
(2001) article is that cleanliness and purity do not allow people to think "out of the box" (p.
29). While some dirt can help us to think extraordinarily and make new discoveries (Mody,
2001). This is another view on the perception of dirt and how it can be accepted rather than

excluded in the scientific world.

Moreover, pollution may be seen from the political perspective like in Sarah Moore’s
(2009) article which challenges the notion of modernity by tackling the problem of waste
accumulation in Oaxaca, Mexico. She states that modernity is usually associated with order
and cleanliness, but it also results in waste accumulation due to high consumption rate
(Moore, 2009). There can be seen two confronting points of modernity. Moore (2009)
positions her argument on Mary Douglas’ idea about what is clean and dirty. The author
presents how people can protest dumping and claim their “rights to the city” (Moore, 2009, p.
434). In this case, waste can become a powerful political tool in the hands of city residents.
The same idea was expressed by Jessica Winegar (2011) who examines the reaction of
Egyptians in the post-Mubarak era. She states that during Hosni Mubarak's regime Egypt
became a very corrupt country and many people were not content with it (Winegar, 2011).
The problem became even worse when the government decided to exclude the Zabbaleen
(informal waste collectors) from the waste management system of Egypt (Winegar, 2011).
After Hosni Mubarak's regime, the youth of Cairo went to the street and started cleaning the
city as a symbol of "purification” (Winegar, 2011, p. 33). There can be seen that a corrupt

political regime is associated with dirt and filth, while justice is associated with cleanliness.

Waste as a source of pollution



Waste is a source of pollution independently of its origin and its producers and it may
become a sensitive issue for people if waste is not managed properly. Joshua Reno (2011)
explores waste trade between Canada and the US in his paper "Transnational Waste and its
Discontent”. He found that due to neoliberal policies of the 1960s there appeared waste trade
among the US and other countries as a source of finance and efficient market. US landfill in
Michigan which is called Four Corners accepted waste from Canada. Reno (2011) examines
how people perceive waste trade and he found that waste is a very subjective notion and

managing someone’s waste is not pleasing work even on a state level.

Another important perspective to waste is about how people usually perceive waste
while trying to bury in the landfills. The book written by William Rathje and Cullen Murphy
(2001) is a useful guide in exploring the archeology of garbage. The authors tell about the
work done by the Garbage Project that was established in 1971 in Tucson, Arizona (Rathje &
Murphy, 2001, p. 19). They found that biodegradation of the waste in the landfill is a myth
because microbes and other organisms need certain conditions to degrade waste. Also, the
Garbage Project explored many objects that were found in the landfills. The authors think that
waste is not "out of sight, out of mind” but “in sight garbage somehow manages to remain out

of mind” (Rathje & Murphy, 2001, p. 45).

The contribution of each person is not considered as a significant issue until there are
presented some alarming numbers about the human production of waste. Another author
Edward Humes (2013) explores the problem of waste management in his book “Garbology:
our dirty love affair with trash”. According to Humes (2013), every person produces 102 tons
of trash during his/her life (p. 5). The author tries to analyze how people generate trash in his
book. There is a history of waste management in major cities in the United States. Also,
Edward Humes visits big landfills such as Puente Hill in Los Angeles and it becomes a major

site for his book. At the end of the book, he asks how people can reduce waste in their daily



life. As an example, he proposes some basic rules created by Bea Johnson who is an artist
who promotes the ideas of reducing waste at home (Humes, 2013). This book is a good
starting point for those who want to know more about successful waste management projects

and reflect on their own daily waste.

The Landfills

The landfills may be indicative of human nature, history and their willingness to see
their own waste. According to Rassmussen (1992), there are several factors that affect the
construction of prisons, landfills, and incinerators such as lower risk, more advantages than
disadvantages, and low population density (Rassmussen, 1992). There is a form of protest that
the author calls “Not-in-my-backyard (NIMBY)” when people are not supportive of the city
projects that will affect their living conditions (Rassmussen, 1992). If the above-mentioned
factors are present, then NIMBY protest is expected to be weak. From this analysis, the
landfills and incinerators are perceived to be harmful and inconvenient from any perspective.
Also, the author points out that in any case, the construction of prisons is preferable than the
construction of incinerators and landfills (Rassmussen, 1992). Despite this fact, landfills allow
people to see their history and livelihood in terms of consumption. Martin Melosi (2002) in
his article demonstrates that one of the oldest landfills in the United States, Fresno Sanitary
Landfill, can have an ambiguous status. On the one hand, it shows the consumption pattern of
people. On the other hand, it is a good place to see the history of human production and
evolution (Melosi, 2002). The article proved that people prefer to study history through old
objects but not through their own waste (Melosi, 2002). The article is useful in understanding

people’s perception of landfills and history.

However, it is important to understand that the landfill is not just a collection of

discarded objects, but it may contain many living organisms as well. Myra Hird (2013)



analyzes in her article how landfills are hazardous to our lives and the environment.
According to Hird (2013), landfills are very dangerous to the environment because when
different waste mixes there appear toxic gases and liquids. She analyzes landfills from the
perspective of Actor-Network Theory. Landfills are not the product of only humans, but there
are also invisible microbes that help to degrade it. Hird (2013) describes the landfills as the
workplace of different organisms that interact with garbage disposed of by humans. The
major problem for the Myra Hird with the landfills is that they are dangerous and may be

toxic (Hird, 2013). Thus, it is important to change our habits of discarding things.

Informal sector workers in the waste management system

In most countries, the waste management system is divided into formal and informal
sectors. Informal waste management is more efficient and ecologically friendly than the
formal one (Gutberlet, 2016; Ramos, Vicentini & Ortega, 2012). The formal sector is
controlled by the local governments, while the informal sector comprises of people who are
self-employed (Burcea, 2015). Also, Burcea (2015) states that informal waste management
sector developed due to poverty, unemployment, the urbanization process, demographic
aspects, and others. This person working in the informal sector recycle and collect waste more
efficiently than formal sector employees. It is usually developing countries that have informal
waste management sector. They bring economic, environmental and social benefits to the
public (Burcea, 2015). The main question for Burcea (2015) is that workers in the informal
waste management system are being marginalized and, in most cases, neglected by the

governments.

One of the examples of the informal sector in waste management is demonstrated by
the group of Egyptian waste collectors called Zabbaleen (Kuppinger, Hourani, & Kanna,
2014, Iskander, 2009). The film “Garbage Dreams” produced by Mai Iskander (2009) shows

the life of Zabbaleen in Cairo and how they manage waste. The Zabbaleens are a Christian



community that lives in Cairo and recycles waste. They do their work by hand and sort the
garbage into different materials like metals, plastic, textile, and paper. They recycle almost
80% of Cairo's trash (Iskander, 2009). The Zabbaleen live in poor regions and maintain
livelihood by selling the raw materials to other countries or Cairo’s factories. The main
problem of the Zabbaleen is that they do not get support from the government of the city and
they are perceived by the authorities as backward (Iskander, 2009). There are also garbage
collecting companies that work in Cairo, but they do not recycle garbage as Zabbaleens do.
Garbage collecting companies dump waste in the landfill. The Zabbaleens are losing their
source of livelihood because they cannot compete with the companies in terms of
transportation and equipment. However, Cairo’s society prefers the Zabbaleens because they

are more skilled in sorting and recycling the trash in an efficient way (Iskander, 2009).

The same group of people exists in Uruguay that collects the city garbage and recycle
it by themselves. The article written by Moates (2010) discusses the clasificadores
(“classifiers or sorters”) in Montevideo, Uruguay. These people live in urban areas and collect
trash in order to feed their pigs or sell it to recycling plants (Moates, 2010). The local
governments have problems with clasificadores because it is prohibited to maintain livestock
breeding in the city without good sanitary conditions (Moates, 2010). There were the cases of
the slaughter of clasificadores’ hogs by the local officials. Uruguay experienced a deep
economic crisis in 2002 and clasificadores maintained livelihood by collecting trash for the
hogs. These group of people lives in poverty and they are not supported by the government

(Moates, 2010).

Sometimes the government may be supportive of their informal sector if the residents
of the city support them too. Another example of the informal waste collection can be found
in Buenos Aires in Argentina (Schamber, 2010; Chronopoulos, 2006). Chronopoulos (2006)

examines the paper collectors of Buenos Aires that call themselves cartoneros. These people
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live on the margin of poverty. Before 2003 their work was considered illegal. However, they
were supported by the city residents and the government recognized their work for the
society. In 2001-2002 Argentina also experienced economic crisis and many people lost the
jobs (Chronopoulos, 2006). Most of them became cartoneros because of their desperate
situation. The case of cartoneros can be considered as a good example of how the government

may support the informal waste collecting sector (Chronopoulos, 2006).

In some countries, there is a social hierarchy in the informal waste management sector
(Hartmann, 2012; Ravichandran, 2011; Hayami, Dikshit, & Mishra, 2006). The article written
by Hayami, Dikshit, and Mishra (2006) examines the waste pickers and collectors' situation in
North-East Delhi. According to the authors, waste pickers collect waste from the streets while
waste collectors buy waste from the households and small-scale entrepreneurs (Hayami,
Dikshit, & Mishra, 2006). The formers earn money from selling the waste to dealers,
wholesalers or recycling plant. They live below the poverty level in India. The latter group
sells waste only to waste dealers. They are almost on the poverty level and have slightly better
conditions than waste pickers (Hayami et al., 2006). Both groups have the same job, but it is
almost impossible for waste pickers to become a waste collector and raise their career status.
Most waste pickers come from different regions such as Bengal and do not speak Hindi
(Hayami et al., 2006). Waste collectors are in a patron-client relationship with the dealers and
both collectors and dealers are from Uttar Pradesh. It is easier for a person from Uttar Pradesh
to establish contact with a dealer because they have common ethnic ties. The authors state that
both waste pickers and collectors contribute to maintaining the streets clean (Hayami et al.,
2006). Waste pickers are at the bottom of the hierarchy. It seems like deep poverty among the
waste collectors and pickers is a huge problem because these people do not have the
opportunity to make a career in this sphere. Their hard labor does not increase their income,

but it is beneficial for society (Hayami et al., 2006).
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People working in the informal waste management sector are frequently marginalized.
According to Carl Zimmering (2004), workers in waste management are usually associated
with waste. The author analyzes the scrap dealing business in the United States in the period
between 1870-1930. Zimmering (2004) states that scrap business is considered a good work
because it is environment-friendly and good for the ecology. However, most people in US
associate workers in this sphere with waste and scrap business as dirty work. It is true that
working with waste is not a clean job and it includes some dangerous elements. Moreover,
immigrants in the US were thought to be dirty workers. Jewish and Italian immigrants worked
in the sphere of waste recycling and collected scrap in order to sell it as raw material
(Zimmering, 2004). Associating scrap business with waste and dirt only decreased profits of
those who worked in this sphere (Zimmering, 2004).

Formal sector workers in the waste management system

Joshua Reno in his article “The Life and Times of Landfills” describes the image of
the American landfill which is called Four Corners in Harrison of Michigan State (Reno,
2016). The author argues that the landfill is not solely a human creation, but it is a work of
various species from microbes to seagulls. He states that a landfill is a place where human
plans are interfered by different natural forces, flora and fauna (Reno, 2016). This human and
non-human relationship cannot be controlled, and it is usually unexpected. Joshua Reno
(2016) argues that landfilling is not the worst method of managing waste in comparison to
composting and incinerating. The latter two methods also have their drawbacks (Reno, 2016).
He concludes the article by saying that any method of waste management is related to non-
human forces that change our perception of it (Reno, 2016). Thus, a landfill is a place where
human and non-human objects interact in different ways. It seems like his article is written in
defence of the landfills in comparison to other methods of waste management. The author's

work may be useful in terms of describing the landfill and biological processes in it.
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In another earlier article "Your Trash is Someone's Treasure: The Politics of Value at a
Michigan Landfill", Joshua Reno (2009) shares his findings from working in the Four Corner
landfill in Michigan. He analyzes the thoughts, behavior, and work of landfill employees.
Reno (2009) states that almost all workers are involved in scavenging despite it is prohibited.
While scavenging they can "individuate" different obsolete objects and give them a new
identity (Reno, 2009, p. 8). Also, they can show their masculinity to others by remaking
objects into usable ones. In addition, landfill workers scavenge in order to reuse items (Reno,
2009). Joshua Reno (2009) points out that there are also moral concerns among workers. They
are afraid to be associated with waste and hide the fact that they work in the landfill. Also,
some of them live near upper-class houses in order to distance themselves from the
association with waste. Landfill workers’ pay too much attention to being clean after work
because they find upsetting when their children or wives complain about the bad odors (Reno,
2009, p. 18). It is a very useful reading because it provides feelings and concerns of people
who contact with waste every day. The author’s analysis of scavenging shows the interaction
between waste and people. Waste has a huge impact on human’s behavior and way of

thinking. Also, humans affect waste and transform their life cycle.

Methodology
Nur-Sultan landfill

After identifying a research topic and research question | needed to see the fieldwork
site where | will be conducting research during summer 2018. At the beginning of February
2018, 1 found that a team of scientist from the School of Engineering at Nazarbayev
University was visiting a landfill to take the samples and check whether it is possible to get
energy by burning different categories of waste. They allowed me to join their team to see

Nur-Sultan landfill and get acquainted with their research (see Figure 1).
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Figure 1. A photo in front of the building where waste is weighed in the landfill territory
(own photo).

A preliminary visit to the landfill was a useful experience that helped to see the
fieldwork site and my future research participants (see Figure 2). At this stage, | did not take
the interviews but tried to understand whether it is feasible to conduct research in the landfill
of Astana. After gaining some confidence and more interest in studying waste management
system of Nur-Sultan, there was a period of application to the Research Ethics Committee of
Nazarbayev University. After the application to the Research Ethics Committee was

approved, | decided to start my fieldwork at the end of May 2018.

Figure 2. Nazarbayev University laboratory workers sorting the garbage into different

categories with the landfill workers (own photo).
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My fieldwork started at the end of May in Nur-Sultan landfill which was considered as
a state enterprise with a right for commercial affairs®. The landfill was privatized in March of
2018 but there have not been any changes due to bureaucratic procedures that delayed the
transformations of the landfill management. | had the official letter from the university that
explained the reasons of my arrival to the landfill, but it did not have any value because the
landfill management allowed me to enter the landfill territory and assigned a manager who

would help me to navigate around the landfill.

Figure 3. The entrance of Nur-Sultan landfill before privatization (own photo).

Usually, I arrived early in the morning by myself either by car or public bus and left
the landfill on the bus for employees. The manager who was assigned to help me was an
ecologist, a woman in her thirties who worked in the office building. She had good
relationships with most of her colleagues. On the first day of my fieldwork, she introduced me

to other employees working in different sectors and showed all the buildings and the major

® This kind of ownership is called T'KTI na ITXB (Tocynapcrsennoe KommyHnansHoe ITpeanpustue Ha [pase
XossiictBenHoro Benenust) which means that the government allowed a commercial organization to manage the
given land and organize their own enterprise but under state control and corresponding obligations. The more
information on this can be found in a state law on State Property of March 1, 2011. Retrieved from
http://adilet.zan.kz/rus/docs/Z21100000413
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territories for the garbage. The following days | could approach people without her help
because the workers could recognize me.

Most of the workers in Nur-Sultan landfill were elderly men who started working
there since its establishment and were waiting for the retirement. Only one woman was a
cleaning lady in the office building and three or four women worked in the offices and scale
building. | was interested in talking to manual laborers who would contact waste more often
than those working in the offices. Thus, most of the time the interviews took place outside
near the garbage mountain or in the garages with the special equipment and excavators.
During the first days, it was physically difficult to conduct the interviews outside under the
sun and strong smell from the landfill. By the end of the day there was a feeling of exhaustion
and headache despite that | did not do any physical work. It was more comfortable in the
buildings or garages, but it was impossible to escape from the smell.

In the beginning, it was difficult to comfort people especially when they had to sign
the consent forms. However, the interview questions were organized by different sections
such as basic information, questions about their work, the attitude of society, general
questions about other waste management organizations and their thoughts about scavenging
on the landfill. Most of the questions aimed comforting and allowing a participant to talk
more about themselves and their feelings, their job, and responsibilities. Sometimes it was
important for the participants to know more about the interviewer before they would answer
the questions or participate in the research. | had to explain in detail about my research, study
program, family background, and even the hometown. Also, there was planned to make focus
groups, but it was impossible because they could not stop their work simultaneously.

It was decided to conduct interviews by switching the research sites. For example, |
spent two days in the landfill and two or three days in the recycling plant, then two days in the

Akimat. | was two days in the landfill then | had to go to other research sites. In June 2018 |
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was not in the city and could continue the fieldwork only in July. When | came to the landfill
in July, I mentioned that the entrance had changed (see Figure 4). Now there was the name of
the organization and it became a private organization’. During the one-month period the
landfill was transformed due to the privatization process. The main office building had
changed inside: there appeared new rooms with new office workers. | noticed that it became
more bureaucratic and organized in terms of paperwork. There appeared new positions like
economist, human resources manager, head assistant, and an accountant. It became more
difficult to approach the head of the landfill because all inquiries were processed by his

assistants.

Figure 4. The entrance of the landfill after privatization (own photo).

The privatization of the landfill changed the working days of the landfill employees. In
addition, the manual laborers told me that there was some reduction in the labor force, but |
could not obtain official statistics on this issue. Most of the landfill workers, especially the
manual laborers, were pleased to see me again. It seems like due to my age and gender | was

perceived by the landfill employees as a granddaughter or daughter and most of them were

" In Kazakh language “XIIIC” or “TOO” which stands for Limited Liability Partnership (LLP).
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calling me “xpr3eiM™8. During hot summer days, they would invite me to join the lunch and
even shared the meal with me. Being a female and younger than your research participants
may have both advantages and disadvantages. On the one hand, most of the employees in the
landfill were feeling comfortable to talk and share their life stories. They would recall their
own grandchildren and try to be helpful, caring and polite. On the other hand, this
researcher’s position may limit a study since the participants might not consider the
researcher seriously. For example, one day during the lunchtime | witnessed a quarrel
between a landfill head and two laborers that work on the landfill mountain. The laborers told
me that the migrant citizens from Uzbekistan® working illegally on the landfill complained
that they sleep during night shifts and the landfill boss was furious. They were helpless
because the landfill boss warned them that the next time, he would dismiss them if the
situation repeated. |1 wanted to ask more and record the conversation, but the landfill laborers
were afraid to lose their job and asked me not to interrogate them anymore on this topic.
Overall, I completed five in-depth interviews and produced notes on my observations.
The fieldwork in the landfill was the most difficult part of my research for several reasons: it
was situated far from the city center (approximately 30 minutes on a private car and one hour
by public bus with two transfers); there were a lot of insects, scavengers such as birds and
aggressive stray dogs and the smell of rotting garbage took some getting used to. During the
fieldwork I did not wear any mask or protective clothes. The weather conditions had a huge
effect on the working condition in the landfill. When it was hot summer days the smell was
very strong, and the insects were flying everywhere. During the rainy autumn days, it was

very muddy, but the smell was not so strong as in summer. The best season for the landfill

8 In Kazakh traditional way of communication elderly may approach females as “kpi3biM” which means “my
daughter”. For example, the males can call each other “6aysipeiM” which is usually used between blood
relatives. This type of communication facilitates the conversation and perceived as polite, kind and friendly way
of calling somebody.

® Most of the landfill employees were saying that there work the Uzbekistani migrants who illegally collect the
materials from the landfill to sell it. However, | was not able to see and talk to these illegal Uzbekistanis in
person.
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was during winter because the garbage would freeze, and therefore smell less and attract
fewer scavengers and insects.
LLP Kaz Recycle Service

Another research site was a recycling plant which is called LLP Kaz Recycle Service.
It is situated near the landfill, but they were two different organizations with different owners.
In comparison to a landfill, a recycling plant was a private company that was not so strictly
controlled by the government. In comparison to the landfill, a recycling plant had a security
guards that check and monitor who enter or leave the organization. | had to show the official
letter to the security guards, then it was checked by a safety manager after it was discussed
with a person who had a higher position like a director. When my presence at the plant was
approved, | was assigned a person who would show me the recycling plant. This person was a
safety manager who agreed to make a tour around the plant and explain the company’s
functions. 1 was issued a helmet, mask and protective clothing. Since at that moment | thought
that my primary goal was to focus mostly on the landfill workers I visited the recycling plant
only once.

A safety manager who called himself Farrukh® showed me the plant from the entrance
and explained the working process: how they receive garbage, sort and then recycle. | was
able to enter the plant and see how people work and produce different recycled materials. |
noticed that most workers were without masks and some people on the sorting lines did not
have protective clothes. Also, it should be noted that the workers in the recycling sections
were mostly white Russians or Russian speaking Kazakhs. While on the sorting lines there
were Kazakh speaking Kazakhs and other people of Asian origin. It was very noisy inside the

plant and it had the same acrid smell as the landfill.

10 The real names of the participants of the research were changed to pseudonyms for the purposes of anonymity.
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The machines were unloading the garbage on the ground near the entrance to the plant,
then the workers were selecting larger objects, such as machine tires, furniture or technical
equipment. The large garbage was put aside while all other municipal solid waste was moved
by tractor into the recycling plant. It was deposited into a large pit where it was then divided

into two sorting lines (see Figure 5).

Figure 5. The first two lines that move the garbage into sorting lines in the recycling plant

(own photo).

The garbage was sorted into different categories such as metal, plastic, organic waste,
and paper. Plastic and organic waste was recycled into materials like oil (engine) and recycled
plastic in different forms to produce new plastic materials. Paper was sold to another plant in
Almaty that recycled paper. Electronic equipment is stored in a different building where 5-6
deaf people dismantle them into different parts to sell or recycle it further. They were hired as
an organization’s initiative to support people with disabilities.

In comparison to a landfill, people in the recycling plant are always busy and working
all the time. There is an atmosphere of constant work and noise. While in the landfill the work
pace was slower and calmer. The employees on the recycling plant are younger than in the

landfill and there are women who work both in the offices, sorting lines and cleaning outside
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the plant. I did not conduct interviews on this stage but tried to observe the working
conditions and make notes about the operations and functions of the company.
LLP Clean City NC

The next waste management organization was a garbage collecting company LLP
“Clean City NC” that won in a tender competition organized by the Akimat to provide
services of collecting city garbage. The company is one of the largest garbage collecting
organizations that operate in the city. At first, | visited one of the offices in the city center, but
I was explained that they have several offices for the residents to process the complaints or
suggestions. The main office was in a different place which was also a garage for the garbage
collecting machines. In order to have approval for the interviews, | had to present an official
letter from the university. A person responsible for the communication with the press and
other outside organizations viewed my letter and allowed me to conduct research.

In the beginning, | was asked to go to the human resources manager who would help
me to find the participants for the research. The manager called three workers who came to
the main office to give an interview. These three persons were working together in one team
and they used one machine to service an area in the city. The interviewees were feeling
comfortable and agreed to answer my questions. After the interviews, | made a tour around
the organization by myself. The buildings of Clean City were very old and needed repairs, but
the garbage machines were new and in good condition. Also, there were yellow containers
and they were purchased by the company to install in the cities. The city management was
planning to put yellow and green garbage containers in Nur-Sultan so that people could sort
their garbage into dry and wet waste. The company invested more in technology and new
initiatives rather than their own infrastructure.

In comparison to a landfill and recycling plant, the officials from the Clean City NC

were more friendly and less suspicious. The security guards were also friendly and even
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allowed me to wait in their building with surveillance monitors and other equipment. The
company employed people with different backgrounds and age. There were both young
people and the elderly who worked in one team. However, | could not observe
communication between different groups, and it may be reasoned by their tight working
schedule. During the day all garbage machines were driving in the city and they came to the
main office during the lunch time to change the shift and in the evening to put the machines in
the garage. The fieldwork in Clean City was done in July 2018. There were collected three in-
depth interviews with the workers that collect the garbage in the city.

The Akimat

The Akimat of Saryarka district was responsible for providing garbage collecting
services and the infrastructure of garbage containers. The fieldwork in Akimat was conducted
in July 2018. The department that controls the waste management system in the city consists
of two official workers and one unofficial worker. | had an official letter from the university,
but it was not checked or requested in the Akimat. Before entering the Akimat building the
security guards required my national identification card and a mobile phone. I left them in the
special room and was issued an access card. The staff in the Akimat was friendly and
welcoming but it was difficult to take an interview since they were always busy. | could
organize the interviews with one official worker and one unofficial member. The third female
worker agreed to share with me a report about their work and some accomplishments and
plans.

The staff in Akimat was very loyal to their mission in the department since all of them
told me that they sort the garbage in their houses. Also, they frequently visit the landfill and
organize different events in the city to attract people’s attention to waste management and the
urgency in sorting the garbage. When | asked about the hierarchy in the waste management

system one of the workers replied that they are on the top of this hierarchy. Probably, this was
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a turning point in thinking about the importance of hierarchy in the research objectives. All
collected data and notes were not proving the strong evidence of social hierarchy among the
waste management organizations. However, there was still a feeling of inadequacy of data and
knowledge of the system.

In November 2018 it was decided to conduct follow-up fieldwork in order to know
more about the privatization in the landfill and working conditions of employees in the
recycling plant. The landfill management required an official letter and the sample of my
questions before approving my presence in the landfill. Then, they rejected my application for
the follow-up research, and it seems like the questions about the privatization were considered
as too confidential to share it with me. While a recycling plant agreed to interview its workers
but firstly the management of the company viewed my questions. There was an intention to
talk to deaf people who disassemble electronic waste, but | was not allowed to talk to them.
Also, there was not a chance to interview the workers from Mongolia and other countries. The
management of the recycling plant told me that they would not even understand my questions
since they speak Russian or Kazakh very poorly. | took the interview from three workers from
different sections and one of them was an Uzbekistani migrant who worked in the company
on a legal base. All three workers gave different answers to the same questions and probably
this is because they feared to lose a job.

After transcribing and translating all the interviews and reviewing the notes, it was
evident that the main goal of my research has shifted, and | have collected more information
about waste and its value. Most interviewers were giving the answers that reveal their
perception of waste and their own identity at the workplace. It became evident that the
workers in different organizations in the waste management system do not communicate or
even compete among themselves. There is no such hierarchy to consider one organization

above another one. None of the workers wanted to change their work to another waste
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management organization. Almost all the workers were obsessed about their own
professionalism, technical and personal skills, and income level. In addition, most of them
were worried about the amounts of garbage and their continuously increasing character.
Therefore, it was decided to conduct one more follow-up research to consider the problem
from another perspective.

The third follow-up fieldwork was done at the end of January. My goal was to take in-
depth interviews from the residents of Astana. The participants were recruited by a
snowballing method. | tried to talk to people of different ages to capture the differences or
similarities in their perceptions. Also, one of the goals was to include a historical account of
how waste was managed in the past times. | have collected seven in-depth interviews with
people of different backgrounds and ages. However, almost none of them were aware of the
landfill and a recycling plant in Nur-Sultan, but all of them equally wanted waste to be
managed properly. The younger participants explained new methods of discarding waste,
while the older generations recalled how they recycled waste during the Soviet Union.

There were several limitations during the fieldwork research. Probably, the main one
is related to gender and age. In a Kazakhstani society the male researcher aged thirty or older
perceived differently rather than a female researcher aged under thirty. It took some time to
establish trust in the management of the organizations by showing official letters and
information about the research. In addition, there are still many issues to explore in Nur-
Sultan landfills such as illegal Uzbekistani workers on the landfill, the working conditions
before and after the privatization of the landfill, and the migrant workers in both the landfill
and a recycling plant. These issues need more time and research to examine because they
have political and economic features. Moreover, the recycling plant has recruited deaf people
to dismantle electronic waste. It would be also interesting to interview these people and hear

their stories.
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The data collection process and analyzing it became a difficult process because people
have shared with their life experiences, feelings, emotions, and knowledge. | had a feeling of
responsibility because | witnessed what kind of emotions people had while telling their
stories. Especially, the interviews with the waste management employees in different
organizations made me think about the properties of waste. | felt that there is no social
hierarchy since the participants did not have any motivations to work in other waste
management organizations and they even did not contact people from other workplaces. They
were working in these spheres due to the necessity and inevitability of their life situations, but
they adapted and enjoyed their work. However, the way they were talking about waste and the
way they were talking about themselves made me think about how people value objects and
humans. The concept of value became a prism in understanding the perception of waste.
Theoretical framework and research questions

In order to analyze the new research findings, | was not able to use my previously my
first readings on work hierarchies, because the initial literature only partly captured the actual
dynamics that was observed during the fieldwork, which had more to do with the social value
of waste. The concept of value is better explained by David Graeber (2013) who made a
distinction between the idea of economic “value” and moral “values” and the relationship
between them. According to Graeber (2013), the economic value of the object can be
determined by how it is represented in terms of money. While the moral values cannot be
determined by money, but it can be recognized through different means like the tokens of
honor or certificates and etc. The most important idea is that both economic and moral
notions of value have the same goal of achieving power (Graeber, 2013). The way people
assess the object depends on their personal views. The same happens with humans: human
labor is exploited and depleted during the creation of economic value. In the capitalistic

competition for more resources, people lose their social values (Yates, 2011; Wright, 2006).
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The workers in the waste management organizations must endure poor working
conditions and justify their social values in different ways such as demonstrating their
technical and personal qualities. The population of Nur-Sultan throws away their garbage
relying not only on its economic value but also on their individual perceptions of waste.
While during the Soviet period people had to think about turning in their waste to recycle.
There were fewer things thrown away because of the periods of scarcity and poor economic
situations. This is also an indicator of how the values of people have transformed over time:
people are throwing more things away because — based on their changing social values — more
things are considered to be “trash.” More importantly, this phenomenon has a huge effect on
the accumulation of waste in the landfills and perception of waste as something useless and
valueless. The perception of waste reflects on the waste management organizations, their
working conditions, and the workers as well. As a result, the social phenomenon of
deterioration of values create real environmental problems in the form of waste and difficulty
in appreciating the labor of waste management workers.

The theoretical framework based on the fieldwork data and analyzing more secondary
literature transformed the initial research questions. The purpose of the research is to explore
the waste management system of Nur-Sultan by assessing its residents’ understanding of
waste and its effect on the waste management workers self-perception through the concept of
value. The main goal is to investigate the following questions:

1) In what ways working in the waste management sphere affect the self-perception of
waste management employees and their working conditions, as well as their perception of the
city residents?

2) How does the concept of “value” (both social and economic) help to explain the

understanding of waste of the residents of Nur-Sultan?
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In order to answer these questions, there will be an analysis in three chapters based on
the primary data such as in-depth interviews, ethnographic notes and secondary data such as
the literature explaining the concepts. The first chapter presents the working conditions of
four major waste management organizations that operate in Nur-Sultan. There will be
examined how people work, what kind of equipment they use, the infrastructure and the way
they adapt to the given working conditions. The second chapter will explore how the concept
of value can assist an explanation of the self-perception of waste management workers along
with the increasing amount of waste in the landfill. Also, the chapter will cover how the waste
workers defend their work choice by demonstrating personal and technical skills and
recognition by the city administration. There will be examined the future for migrant workers
in waste management organizations. The third chapter will present an analysis of how the
residents of Nur-Sultan understand waste and what kind of beliefs they have related to waste.
Moreover, in order to show the changing social values due to economic regimes in the
country, there will be determined the waste management system during the Soviet period. The
three chapters will help us to understand more about the waste management system in Nur-

Sultan and the people that live in this city.
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Chapter I

Introduction

The waste management system Nur-Sultan is a largescale structural system that
organizes timely waste collection and its disposal in the territory of the city (see Figure 6).
The map below shows that Nur-Sultan is divided into four regions such as Yessil, Saryarka,
Baikonur and Almaty and the waste is collected according to the territorial divisions (“Clean

City NC”, n.d.).

Figure 6. The map of cleaning area of Clean City NC LLP in Nur-Sultan (“Clean City NC,”
n.d).

Waste management system is a complex web of interaction between people and waste.
In order to have harmonic work of the system there must be mutual understandings and
movement in both directions. One of such directions is about considering waste management
from human perspective. By considering working conditions of humans, we may deduce
multiple ideas about waste and what it represents. Thompson (2017) claims in his Rubbish
Theory that waste is comprised of the objects with no value. All the objects have either
transient value, durable value or no value which is between the former two (Thompson, 2017,
p. 4). Different working conditions in four waste management organizations may reveal the

relationship between economic and social values in this sphere from the perspective of waste

itself.
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In this chapter there will be examination and analysis of working conditions in Nur-
Sultan Eco-landfill LLP, Clean city NC LLP (garbage collection), Kaz Recycle Service LLP,
and the Akimat (municipal government) for Saryarka district. All four of these organizations
which are involved in the waste management system try to provide their workers better
working conditions depending on their available resources. However, not all of them are
equally interested in supplying necessary services for their employees to maintain their health
conditions. In this chapter | will analyze some aspects of conditions at work including the
presence of security guards, grounds and infrastructure, transportation, medical checkups,
uniforms, and the relationships with the employers. | also pay attention to the interaction
between employees. Overall, | will argue that working conditions in the waste management
system as an economic value may have a negative effect on the social value of its workers.
The way how the workers are treated and in what kind of surroundings they work may
determine the prestige and status of their work in the society. The reason for this phenomenon

may be tightly related with the properties of waste as an object with no value.

Workers’ health and well-being at the Nur-Sultan Eco-landfill LLP

Nur-Sultan Eco-Landfill LLP is the major city landfill that is responsible for municipal
solid waste and construction waste burial. Depending on the type of work, the working
conditions and buildings differ substantially. As a newcomer | found that the workers can be
divided into three divisions depending on their main working building. The workers in the
office building have different organizational and bureaucratic responsibilities that help to
manage all the functions of the landfill. They establish communication and collaboration with
governmental and other private organizations, monitor the landfill’s human and financial
capital, and control environmental issues related to waste management. Another set of
workers occupy the garages and this group of people contact waste more often than other

employees. They are responsible for keeping clean the territory of the landfill, burying and
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ordering the waste on the landfill pit, and controlling all the machines. Finally, there are
workers who work in the scale building. They spend the day keeping records of the trucks that
enter the landfill territory and measuring the amount of received waste. However, such
difference in the work type does not separate the workers from each other because they have a
lunch together and share a company’s private bus to drive home. Each group of workers had
their own small community that worked in the corresponding building. The communication
between these group were related to the amount of work they had. Office workers often talk
to landfill workers, but scale workers could not talk to them because they could not leave their

work places.

The working atmosphere was different in three buildings but there was an impression
of an abandoned place because a territory of the landfill was empty and clean. The attitude of
all the workers in the landfill to cleanliness and neatness is very significant. It can be noticed
from the entrance of the office building. There is a poster!! on the door of the main building
which says “Dirt” and “Please wash and clean your footwear” in Kazakh and Russian

languages (see Figure 7).

Figure 7. The posters on the office building door (own photo).

11 After privatization of the landfill the poster was removed.
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Despite that this is the landfill which can be perceived as the dirtiest places in Astana,
the territory of the landfill is very clean. There is always a person who clean the territory by
hand and collect the waste which was dropped from the garbage machines. Also, there were
small flower beds near the office building. The flowers were growing in the machine tires (see

Figure 8).

Figure 8. Flower beds near the office building in the landfill territory (own photo).

In addition, the landfill workers even cut the lawn around the landfill with special
lawn mowers. There was a feeling of ambiguity because of the attitude to cleanliness because
the neatness of the working place does not mean that it is tidy. It can be seen from these
examples that the concept of cleanliness is very ambiguous and subjective. Each person has
his own definition and understandings of the cleanliness. Mary Douglas (2010) states that
“uncleanness is matter out of place and we should approach it through order. Uncleanness or
dirt is that which must not be included if a pattern is to be maintained” (p. 50). Theoretically,
the landfill’s main responsibility can be paralleled to Douglas’ abovementioned idea: landfill
workers are trying to put all city garbage in a place in order. Physically, the garbage is being

put where it must be, but it is still there. It will not disappear and despite that the order is
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maintained the place will not become clean. As a firstcomer to the landfill, it was difficult to
escape from the feeling of ambiguity and indeterminacy. One had to make clear distinctions
for himself what is clean and what is not. On the one hand, logically the landfill was neat
because the waste is buried, and the territory was constantly cleaned. On the other hand, a
huge mountain of waste was too close, and the odor was too strong that a person may feel
dirty even if he/she does not touch anything. The constant smell of waste from the landfill,
walking stray dogs, flying gulls, ravens, pigeons and insects may leave an impression that it is
impossible to be tidy on the landfill. It seems like cleanliness for the landfill workers was a
form of a manifestation about their work. Probably, it was not important for them how much
it was clean, but the process itself of constantly keeping neat and clean the area. Roughly
speaking, the main responsibility of the landfill workers is to dispose and eliminate waste.

Thus, they care about cleanliness of their workplaces to show that they can do their work
properly.

The landfill workers care not only about the cleanliness of their workplaces but also
their own personal hygiene. There is a shower room in the main office building where the
workers can have a shower after work. Also, each worker is given a locker to store clothes

and equipment (Fig. 9).

Figure 9. The lockers of the landfill workers (own photo).
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According to Joshua Reno (2009), there is a “rituals of purification” so that the landfill
workers draw a line between their work and home (p. 17). In the case of Nur-Sultan landfill,
not all the workers have a shower in the end of the working day. It seems like for Nur-Sultan
landfill workers, having a shower in the end of the day is more like being content about the
end of a work and accomplishment of the given task. Before the shower they joke, talk to
each other and collect their clothes. Also, | had an impression that a ritual of purification can
be applied to those people who first came to the landfill, while the landfill workers got used to
the landfill odors. Even though the workers were provided with the opportunity to have a
shower every day, not all the workers used this service in the office building. Thus, it can be
inferred that the landfill workers do not find problematic the odors and dirt from the landfill,

and it is something one can get either get used to or overcome if need be.

It seems like wearing protective clothes and facial mask must be obligatory for all
landfill workers since this place contains all the municipal solid waste of the city as well as
construction waste. One cannot be sure what kind of waste has been thrown away to the
garbage container: it can be dangerous or toxic for human health. For example, the landfill for
municipal solid waste contains organic waste which after degradation produces leachate. The
substance such as leachate is dangerous for the environment and humans (Read, Hudgins, &
Phillips, 2001, p. 235). Thus, the workers may wear masks to protect themselves from the
hazards. However, none of the workers prefer to wear masks because they find it
uncomfortable. The landfill workers are provided with special equipment and machines to
receive the city garbage and bury it in the landfill. However, it is difficult to say that the
machines are new and do not need any repairs. They are also given special uniform and

footwear to protect the body from injuries.

The landfill has its own bus that transport both the office and landfill workers. Almost

all the workers live on the right bank of Astana. They live in the outer areas of the right bank
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which is closer to the landfill. The transportation to the landfill is difficult for the landfill
workers but they do not feel worried about it. Some workers come to the landfill on a private
car, while others use public bus by making several transfers. There is also a company’s bus
that drive in the right bank of Nur-Sultan and transport workers to the landfill. The company’s
bus driver has a friendly relationship with all landfill workers. It can be also noted that both
the workers in the office building and workers on the landfill itself use company’s bus to
drive home. In the end of the working day they gather in one bus, joke and talk to each other.
There was an impression that each person has his own role: one person always tells jokes, one
person helps a driver to find the best way, some people keep silence but seem to enjoy the
company. All the workers respect each other despite the age, job responsibilities and gender.
It seems like providing a company bus was a good idea to keep friendly atmosphere in the
collective and to help saving time, money and energy of the workers for transportation
purposes. There is no a canteen or cafe in the landfill, but the workers can go to the canteen of
the recycling plant which is not so far. However, in most cases they bring food for lunch from
home and have a meal in the kitchen of the main office building. The women in the office
building take responsibility for the kitchen and they may prepare a tea for the head of the
landfill even though it does not seem to be in their job duties. In addition, women can be sent
to buy additional furniture or choose technology: | witnessed how a woman from the office
was sent to buy a refrigerator for the office workers. She was accompanied by a company
driver to transport refrigerator to the landfill. However, there was not any complaints or
discontent from the women’s side, and they created a friendly and respectful atmosphere in

the office by performing such domestic gendered labor on the workplace.

It is also important to note the condition of the buildings because it may have an effect
how people feel at their workplaces. There are two main buildings on the grounds of the

landfill: an office for paperwork, and a scale building, where manual labor happens. The
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office building and the scale building are painted green outside, a color which may be meant
to invoke the idea of nature or clean energy. The buildings both look good outside, but the
inside interior is not comfortable for the workers. Both buildings require repair works because
they are very old, filthy and uncomfortable. The offices in the main building are situated in a
chaotic order, and the workers have lunch in poor conditions. All the furniture in the office
building is very old. The garages are empty buildings to leave the machines and do some
repair works. There are also a small room in the garages where the landfill workers can sit and
have lunch. It seems like the office building could be more comfortable and cleaner in
comparison to other buildings because people have lunch there and take a shower. The office
workers spend the whole day in the building, and they had to work in a very old structure. On
the one hand, the owner of the landfill may think that the repair works in the buildings are not
needed because it does not increase the efficiency of the landfill itself. On the other hand,
there might be a financial reason such as lack of budget for the repair works in the buildings.
In any case, the buildings are also a part of working conditions of the landfill workers and

they could be better if their owner was willing to do repair works.

Since all sorted garbage of the city is buried in the landfill pit, it becomes a dangerous
place where many different toxic elements can explode or leak. During the summer periods,
when there is a very hot temperature outside, there can be explosions and fires on the landfill
itself. The landfill workers told me that they can extinguish small fires by themselves, but
when the territory of fire is large, they must call fire brigade to extinguish it. Also, to
minimize such risks of explosions and fire they put pipes inside the landfill pit so that toxic
gases may go to the air. The landfill pit is a very dangerous place which may cause harm to
workers’ health in any moment. Despite all the dangerous effects and toxic gases, the workers
do not use masks while working on the landfill pit. During the conversation with the workers

they told me that the company does not provide any services to recover their health
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conditions. The workers are not economically valued by the landfill employers as a result they
are not supplied with better equipment, machines, social insurance and other benefits of the

workplace.

Another important point about the working conditions of the landfill workers is related
to issuing milk. During the conversation with workers they told me that the company provides
each worker with 0,5 liter of milk for each working day. The workers say that the milk is
issued because of the toxicity of their working place. This practice is called “monoxo 3a
speonocms” which means “milk for toxicity”. According to the order of Ministry of health
and social development (2015), the milk or the same amount of other product is issued for the
workers who contact toxic elements in their workplace (Labor Code). This practice of issuing
milk was observed during the rulership of Lenin. He signed an order to issue milk for the
starving workers of Putilov’s company in 1918 (Izmerov, 2011, p. 761). Since then, this
practice has been on a legal level even when Russian and Kazakhstan became independent
states. The usefulness of milk in the toxic workplaces is a debatable topic and the workers of
the landfill have doubts that it may help to sustain health in such toxic conditions (Izmerov,
2011). Some workers confessed that they do not drink milk. In addition, it has not been
proved that milk helps to keep the organism from the toxic effects of the waste. There might
be a possibility that it is cheaper and easier to provide milk. However, there could be found
some alternative methods to sustain workers’ health instead of continuing such ambiguous

practice which has been used since the Soviet period.

Another structural aspect of working conditions that directly effects workers’ health
and well-being is about working schedule of some of the workers in the landfill. Before the
privatization, the office workers and the landfill workers had six workdays: Monday - Friday
from 9 am till 5pm and on Saturday from 9 am till 3pm. After the privatization, all workers

have changed their schedule and now they have 5 work days Monday - Friday from 9 am till
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6pm. The workers who call their position as “macrep” (“expert”) climb to the landfill and
show the garbage trucks where to leave the garbage. The working schedule of the experts is
different from rest of the workers because they must work for 24 hours per one shift. Then
they have two days to have a rest. During the interviews the experts told me that they work
for 24 hours, then they use one of the two days to sleep and have a rest and the other day they
can do their daily routines. Considering that the experts had to control the whole territory of
the landfill pit alone, it seems to be exhausting and difficult to work for 24 hours without
having a rest. They also told that when they have a lunch, the landfill is left unattended and
the garbage trucks may unload the machines in any order. The experts do not have a car and
they must walk on the landfill pit the whole 24 hours a day. As a result, with the toxicity of
the landfill waste and such exhausting working conditions the experts on the landfill are
putting in risk their own health. In addition, they cannot change their working schedule
because the owner of the landfill can easily find other people who would agree to work in
such schedule. It seems like the experts are trapped in their working conditions because they
cannot lose a job due to their age. The experts confessed that it is difficult to find a job in
Kazakhstan for elderly people because job owners do not hire a worker who will retire soon

(Talap, personal communication, July 27, 2018).

According to those who have worked in the landfill for a longer time, their working
conditions are also related to the weather in Astana. The experts confessed that during the
rainy days it is very difficult to work on the landfill because the garbage mixes with mud and
the experts have difficulties in moving on the landfill pit. Sometimes the garbage machines
get stuck in the mud. It is also difficult to work on the landfill territory during snowy days
because it deteriorates the vision from the garbage machines. Also, snowy weather affects the
communication between landfill workers and garbage machine drivers (Talap, personal

communication, July 27, 2018). The workers were not complaining on their working
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conditions, but they were patiently telling what kind of changes they want to work more
efficiently and safe. One of the experts told me that previously he was working as a security
guard on the entrance to the landfill. Then he was offered to work as an expert on the landfill
pit and he decided to try this job (Talap, personal communication, July 27, 2018). Thus, the
experts do not have any formal training and the company does not spend money on training
the employees on their professional development or at least security level. It seems like the
landfill owner could pay more attention to the company’s workers because they work in

extreme conditions which is dangerous to their health.

The expert of Nur-Sultan Eco-landfill had the most difficult jobs in the company and
the most need for their working conditions to be improved. For example, the owner of the
landfill could provide cars for the landfill expert so that they will move around the landfill in
the car. Also, there could be a strict regulation of the health condition of the workers and their
uniforms. It seems like the workers must be checked whether they wear masks, helmet and
protective uniform. In addition, the landfill owner should assign more experts for each landfill
because during a lunch time the landfill is left unattended. If there could be more experts for
each landfill pit, they could help each other during one shift and back up when they go to
lunch or dinner. Also, the expert’s work is very risky because they work alone even at night.
It is not safe to work alone on the landfill pit during night because there are stray dogs on the
landfill that may bite and spread disease. It seems like there must be reorganization of the job

responsibilities of the experts on the landfill.

The working schedule of other workers in Nur-Sultan Eco-landfill is not organized in
a proper way too. The picture below shows the manipulator which is used to lift heavy objects

and transport it (Fig. 10).
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Figure 10. Manipulator (own photo).

The driver of the manipulator told me that most of the time he works outside of the
territory of the landfill. He has a fixed working schedule, but it depends on when he finishes
the task. A driver confessed that sometimes he must do work which is not related to the
landfill works. He told me that the head of the landfill may ask him to transport his own
private objects for the construction works. Instead a manipulator’s driver can ask a day off
when he needs it. It is not always the case, but such situation does occur despite the violation

of the rules (Bakyt, personal communication, July 27, 2018).

- A manunynamop umo smo?

— Omo mawuna Kpau, on epysum, eosum. llonyuaemcsa ecemy Hauanbcmey 603uiib,
Ovigaem 3a0eprHcusaeutbcsi, He Onaa4u8aemcs, Ho, Ko20a Haoo bepeuwtb omeyn. Yacwl
eciu nepepabamvigaeulb, K020a Hado meds omnyckarom. Joosam nomozaeuib, NOMoM,
K020a Ha0o mebsi OMNYCKaom.

(- What is a manipulator?

- This is a crane-machine. It loads and carries. Thus, you carry the objects for all your
bosses, sometimes you stay late at work, it is not paid but you make take a day off when
needed. If you overwork your working hours, they leave you when you need it. You help
people, then when you need it you may leave. (Bakyt, personal communication, July 27,
2018)

On the one hand, a driver and a head of the landfill are breaking the rules of the

company. On the other hand, they mutually benefit from helping each other. However, the
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driver of the manipulator is taking risks by executing the landfill owner’s private orders

because in case of emergency or health risks the driver will not be able to protect himself.

The landfill is a dangerous working place that needs a good organization of health
security and safety instructions. There were some posters in the corridor of the office building
about the security measures and instructions in case of injuries, fires and other dangerous
situations. However, it seems like the company does not pay enough attention to such safety
issues. The manner how the employees talk to other people may be indicative of their working
conditions. For example, during the first days of the interviews, even though I explained my
research goals when 1 first came to the landfill, the interviewees were very suspicious and did
not want to talk too much. They joked with each other that if they told me something wrong,
they would lose the job the next day. The employees often did not want to answer even simple
questions that do not have any provocative or ambiguous meaning. Also, their attitude to me
depending on the mood of their boss. For example, if their boss was gentle to me, then they
were friendly and open with me. If the boss was talking to me nervously, then the employees
were trying to avoid a conversation with me and were rude in some cases. There was a feeling
that the employees of the landfill had stringent relationships with the head of the landfill.
Most of the employees were not feeling themselves secure in their position at work. Thus, it
was highly important for them to maintain good relationships with the boss. It is difficult to
work in such conditions when the employees try to please their employer all the time because

it creates stressful atmosphere in the workplace.

A low quality of working conditions may be correlated with the level of education,
wage and age among the landfill workers. During the conversation with an expert who work
on the landfill pit, he told me that his wage is 150,000 tenges (Talap, personal
communication, July 27, 2018). Most of the workers are elderly people between 55-63 years

old. They do not have an incentive to lose or change the job because of their pre-retirement
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age. It is difficult to find a job for an elderly people in Kazakhstan because employers are not
interested in elderly worker who will leave the working place soon. Also, most of the workers
did not attend university. Most of them were in the Soviet army after completing school
program. Thus, the landfill owner is not interested in providing better working conditions
because he can find many other workers who would agree to work in such conditions. Some
landfill workers who drive machines and work with special equipment have professional
college education. There might be a difference in the wage level, but they are still treated
equally as other workers without formal university education. It was difficult to talk about the
education level with the landfill employees and they were trying to avoid the questions about
attending the university or college. However, in comparison to workers in garages, the office
workers had university degree but still no privileges such as medical insurance or better

working conditions.

The main aims of the fieldwork were to find out whether there is a social hierarchy
among the waste management workers and what are their self-perceptions. However, when |
came to Nur-Sultan Eco-Landfill, I questioned if it is important what people think about
themselves and if it is about social hierarchy. Everyone in the landfill was exposed to the
same garbage, the same strong smell from it. Most of the employees were working for many
years in the landfill. Despite the poor working conditions of the landfill workers, they keep
working in this company because their understanding of waste differs from that of others. The
waste for the landfill workers is the same as dirt for Mary Douglas. It is “a matter out of
place” (Douglas, 2010, p.50). The landfill workers physically organize the order of waste on
the landfill. Thus, they dispose waste and make the city clean. Despite the social importance
of their work, these people are not valued by their employers as a result they work in poor

conditions.
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Working conditions in Clean City NC LLP

Clean city is a major garbage transporting company in Nur-Sultan which is responsible
for timely waste collection and transportation. The working conditions for the garbage
collecting company are completely different. In comparison to landfill workers, the workers
of Clean city NC LLP have more controlled and well-established working conditions. For
example, the workers are obliged to wear special uniform before starting to work. The
uniform consists of a cap, boots, trousers and coat with a company’s name and gloves. The

boots protect legs from injuries while other clothes protect the skin (Fig. 11).
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Figure 11. Clean city workers in a special uniform (“Clean City NC”, n.d.)

The uniform is checked because it shows the order in the company and how the
company protect the workers from injuries. The garbage collecting firm’s workers wear the
boots to protect the feet from any physical harm during garbage collection process. After
wearing the uniform, they must pass medical check to ensure that their physical and
emotional health are in good state. Even a slightly high blood pressure or smell of alcohol

may become a reason to fail the medical check. It seems like such procedures show that Clean
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city NC LLP is trying to provide good services not only for their own workers but also for the

city residents.

-Tenepwv dasatime nepetioem Ha 8onpocsl 0 pabome. Kak evl npuuiiu 6 smy cepy?

- V mensa cynpyea 30eco pabomaem, yoice 0aeno, okono 13 nem, asmooucnemuepom.
Ona mens nossana crooa, u s npuwien. B npunyune, no ee pazeosopam s 3Haw 3my
pabomy. Ycnosus mpyoa mMHe HpAGAMCA: 2pa@ux pabomvl NOHPABULCS, NOINOMY S
npuuien crood.

(- Let’s move on to questions about your job. How did you come to this sphere?

- My wife works here for many years, approximately 13 years. She is machine
coordinator. She invited me here and | came. Basically, | knew this job from her. I like
the working conditions: | really liked working schedule and that is why | came here.
(Zhumabay, personal communication, July 23, 2018)

Thus, working in the company like Clean city NC LLP becomes more attractive for
the newcomers because they provide a good schedule, medical checkups, uniform and other
benefits. In addition, the team of workers in Clean city NC LLP like their working conditions
because they are structured, and every worker clearly knows his responsibilities. During the
interview with one worker, he told me that he likes working in Clean NC LLP because the
working day is organized, and each worker has his own task. He likes that each day he comes
to work, and he knows what to do step by step. They have a structured schedule to perform
each day and if there is something different from the schedule, they contact operator by

telephone and resolve the problem.

-Umo eam 6onvue ececo npasumcs 6 sauieti pabome?

- B nepeyto ouepeow ycnosus mpyoa. Hac obecneuusarom, goopmennas ooesxcoa ecmo y
Hac, maxk Kaxk npou3eo0Ccmeo 8peoHoe, Kaxcobili MecAay noayddem MoaoKo, 3apabomuas
niama OeHv 6 OeHb, YemKUll epapux, Nomomy 4mo He HeCnoKOUUbCs, YMpoMm npuuien
Ha pabomy ymo Oderams, Kyod examwv, Yoice 3Hdeulb C80l 2paguk, ecmob y mebs ceou
pation, nosmomy 8om 3mo 6ce Hpasumcs. Yemxas opeanusosannocmov. Kozoa ece
YemKo OpeaHu308aHHO, YENI08EK He GONIHYemcs, npuuien Ha pabomy, 3Haem, GblNOIHUT
ceoto pabomy. C Opyeoti cmopomsl, 8bINOJIHUL CB0I0 pabomy Xopouio mebs HUKMO He
oepeaem JUWHULL Pa3, He 8bl3bleaenl, 60M MO MHe HpABUMCs 6 pabome.

(- What do you like most about your job?
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-First of all, working conditions. We are provided with company uniform, since we work
in a hazardous sphere, we are given milk each month. We receive our wage on time, we
have clear schedule. You do not worry, you come to your work in the morning and you
know what to do, where to drive and your own schedule. You have your own region.
That is why | like this all. Clear organization. When everything is organized, a person
does not worry, he comes to work, knows what to do and accomplish his job. On the
other hand, when you accomplish your task nobody bothers you all the time, does not
call you, this is what | like in my job. (Zhumabay, personal communication, July 23,
2018)

One shift is considered a work schedule from 6 am in the morning till 2 pm in the
afternoon, then from 2 pm in the afternoon till 10 pm in the evening. During one shift each
garbage machine drive to the garbage sorting plant two-three times. Their work is coordinated
by the operator on the phone when it is needed. It seems like strict schedule and good
organization of the working day affect the working attitude of the company’s staff. They feel
seriousness of their work and responsibility for each task (Zhumabay, personal
communication, July 23, 2018). Thus, organization and coordination of a working day is a

significant aspect of working conditions for the staff and company’s management.

The organization of the employees and distribution of responsibilities ensure efficient
working conditions in Clean city NC LLP. The office workers such as a director, economist,
accountant, operators, coordinators and many other specialists work in the main office in a
different location. There are also small offices in the city that provide services for the people
and resolve problems in their assigned territory. The garbage is collected by garbage

collecting crews that drive in the city during the whole day (Fig. 12).
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Figure 12. A garbage truck in the main office of Clean city (own photo).

Each crew consists of three people: one driver and two workers that move garbage
containers. When there is a new worker, he works with a more experienced employee to gain
knowledge. The garbage transporting crew spend the working day in the machine and they do
not have too much time to have a rest during a working day. The crew may stop in the café
which is on the road to the landfill territory and have a meal. During the interview with one of

the workers, he told me that he gets satisfaction from completing the work (Aidan, personal

communication, July 23, 2018).

-A umo éam Hpasumcs 6onrvuie 6ce2o 6 sauteli pabome?

-...Hy paboma ne ckaoicy, umo ona msoicends, Hy XOmb KAKOU-MO 6KAAO NPUHOCUULDL
momy, umoosl, 20e Mol AHCUBEULb, YeM Mbl ObLUULUD, KO20Ad GUOUULDL IO 8Ce XOUemcs
KOHEYHO Jice, He maKue MoJlooble, ceMelinble, 0emil eCib CeMbsl eCb, YmoO OHU Modce
oepoicanu 8 wucmome, mam, 20e sHcusym. A He 6 bapoaxe, 6 epsazu. Ilpusmuo cmompems
nocie ceoell pabomuvl CMOMPULUL U BPOCHO NPUSIMHO YMO YUCTO U AKKYPAMHO ...

(- What do you like most about your job?

-The work is not so difficult, but you contribute to the [cleanliness] place where you
live, what you breath. When you see all this, of course you want that they keep the place
where they live clean, not in mess and filth. We are not young, we have families,

children. It is pleasing to look after your job that it is clean and neat. (Aidan, personal
communication, July 23, 2018)
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It is important for the crew to collect all the garbage from their assigned territory.
There is also an additional machine that collects the garbage from the areas where other
machines could not access during their shift. Thus, each crew wants to complete their task
without leaving the garbage for the additional machine (Aidan, personal communication, July

23, 2018).

The infrastructure of the company also has a positive effect on the working conditions
of the Clean city NC staff. The workers who collect the garbage are provided with good
machines, medical and technical check-ups, and a good working schedule. The main office
buildings, canteen and the garages of the machines are old structures that need renewal. The
company buys new garbage trucks and containers. Perhaps the work conditions of the office
building are not important for the employees who collect the garbage because they do not
spend time there, or perhaps the office building was not prioritized by the owner of the
garbage collection company because it did not have a large impact on the efficiency of the
garbage collection process. However, there are still office workers who need good working
conditions to provide a better coordination for those who are on the road. For example, some
workers need to increase their computer literacy and qualifications because all work in the
office building is done on the computers. When 1 first came to Clean City, | was asked to help
to type the addresses and contact numbers in Excel by one of the employees in the office.
However, there were many employees who tried to help this person, but nobody could fix his
problem so that he asked every person who passed by his table. | had an impression that the
office workers must be trained to work with basic computer programs to increase their

productivity and efficiency.

When | first entered the office building, I had an impression that it was like there was
not enough light and air. The walls and floor resembled an old Soviet time building. It seems

like the main office building of Clean city NC LLP was a hospital because there was a
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window for food distribution in the wall (Fig. 13). The window was closed and has not been

used for many years.

Figure 13. The food distribution window in the wall of the main office building (own photo).

Like Nur-Sultan Eco-landfill, Clean City company has a private bus that transports
employees to the main office and back to their homes. The main office of Clean City is
situated very far from the city center. According to security guards of Clean City, once this
region was one of the most dangerous places in Nur-Sultan so that no one could walk alone in
the evening in this region. However, nowadays it is safe despite that infrastructure such as
roads and bus stops are not developed very well. It is very difficult to come to Clean city NC
LLP by bus because bus stop is far from the company and you will have to walk some time to
reach this place. It is more comfortable to come on a private car or a taxi. There is no asphalt
on the road to the company — there are just dirty roads. Thus, during rainy days it is difficult
to drive. However, it is not problematic for the garbage machines to drive on the roads
without asphalt. There are also four small offices in the city which are situated in different
parts. | have visited one these, which was a small office with two workers. They receive
calls and meet with people to resolve their problems related to garbage transportation in their
areas. According to one of the workers, they receive too many calls and people come to the
office almost every day. There is a constant flow of incoming requests and questions that

never stops. These office workers have comfortable working places with a computer and desk
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but due to the amount of work they were looking very stressful and nervous. Despite that they
were not directly working with the garbage, they seem to have emotional stress due to many

factors such as amount of work, infrastructure of the main offices, and time pressure.

In the end of the working shift, each crew must return to the main office and wash the
garbage machine. They wash the machine and prepare it for the next crew which will use it
the next shift. In the end of the working day, approximately after 10 pm all the garbage
machines are parked in the garage of the main office building. It should be noted that each
crew cares about the machine as if it was their own property. Like employees of Clean city
NC LLP, the garbage machines are also checked for any mechanical problems and quickly
fixed by the specialists in the company. It is highly important to check the garbage machines
and maintain them in good condition because all the work of the company depends on their

quality. Thus, the workers clean and repair garbage machines very carefully (Fig.14).

Figure 14. A Clean city worker is washing the garbage truck in the end of his shift
(own photo).
Despite all the organization and work process working in the waste management
sector is very difficult not only physically but also emotionally. During the conversation with

a worker from a crew, he told me that to work with the garbage a person should be prepared:
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- Bol nomnume camwiti mpyoHulil pabouuti Oexs?

-Camblii mpyoHblll OeHb Y HAC KadcOoblll Oenb. [leticmeumenvho, y Hac mpyoHas paboma.
Paboma cesasana c uzuueckum mpyoom, paboma ceésa3ana ¢ mycopom. [usi 3moeo
yenosek 00J1IceH ObiMb XOMb HEMHONCEUKO 20M08, Youpams 3a Kem-mo 6blOPOULeHHbLI
mycop. Paboma y nac mascenas.

(- Do you remember the most difficult day in your work?

-Every day is a difficult day for us. Indeed, our job is difficult. The job is related to
physical labor, the job is related to garbage. A person should be a little bit prepared at
least to clean up someone’s thrown garbage. Our job is difficult. (Zhumabay, personal
communication, July 23, 2018)

It can be seen from this excerpt from the interview that despite all the provided
technology and machines, collecting someone’s garbage is emotionally difficult. It seems like
the problem lies not in the garbage itself, but in personalizing it and thinking that it is
someone’s garbage not just a garbage as an abstract idea. Thus, provision of machines and
human capital facilitates only physical part of work process, and there still will be emotional

part which cannot be easily supported.

Some people come to work in Clean city NC LLP because of the good working
conditions and stability that it ensures. During my fieldwork in this company, | met one
person who was applying for a job in Clean city NC LLP. This person has been working by
buying meat in Kostanay and selling it in Nur-Sultan. Unfortunately, he lost his job and
money because of the fluctuations in dollar-tenge exchange rate. He has a family and out of
desperateness he came to Clean city NC LLP to ask for a job. He was motivated by the idea
that by working in Clean city NC LLP he would have a stable work and timely wage. This job
does not need any previous experience except for willingness to work hard (Bahtiyar,
personal communication, July 23, 2018). Another interviewee who has been working in fire
department of Nur-Sultan for twenty-three years had the same reasoning. He was on a
retirement and decided to work in Clean city NC LLP because of the organization of work

and timely wage (Aidan, personal communication, July 23, 2018).
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Clean city NC LLP has a good reputation as a company that ensures stability and
safety. The workers feel confident about their job because they clearly know their job
responsibilities and time schedule. They are sure that if they accomplish the task, they will not
be asked to do extra work. The employees of the company are content with such working
conditions that it supplies. The company is focused more on a practically useful capital such

as new garbage machines, new containers, new technology, and good security guards.

Clean city NC LLP hired a security company that ensures security of the main office
and parking for the machines. There were two security guards in the cabin: one head of
security and one security guard who had lower position. They had a video surveillance in the
cabin where they could see everything happening on the territory of Clean city NC LLP. They
did not have guns, but they had clubs to use in case of emergency situations. In the cabin there
was a particular “car list” of the office workers who could easily drive onto the territory of the
company. Also, security guards were taking records of entering garbage machines and
controlling any movement in the entrance. | had my official letter from the university which
was checked by both security guards. The head of the security guard accompanied me to the
assistant of the head of the company. Entering Clean NC LLP was not problematic for me
because of the official document, but without an official document I could not get an access to
the company territory. In comparison to the security guards of the Akimat for Saryarka
district, Clean city NC