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Temuco, Chile 
GHG reduction potential in Road-to-ZW scenario: 73%

The City of Temuco is situated in the Araucanía 
Region of southern Chile, one of the poorest 
regions in the country. A third of its population is 
of Mapuche indigenous heritage, who have, over 
the decades, been confronted with numerous 
economic and environmental injustices. In the 
early 90s, the Chilean government began siting 
numerous landfills within their territory as a me-
ans to manage the country’s ever-growing waste 
streams, which led local communities to campai-
gn against the landfill and wastewater-induced 
contamination of their lands. 

Other than a small pilot program, Temuco does 
not have a separate collection system for its 
recyclables or organic materials, so the munici-
pality collects all waste unsorted. These mate-
rials get transported to a transfer station about 
25 km away from the city, and then disposed 
of in the Laguna Verde landfill, located in Los 
Angeles city, 190 km away from Temuco, posing 
strong economic and environmental burdens 
on the city from high transportation costs and 
carbon emissions. Both the transfer station and 
the landfill are operated by private companies 
- GERSA  and  KDM Industrial, respectively. A 

small amount of waste is incinerated in a cement 
plant. To mitigate the  increased cost of shipping 
its waste outside of the city, the municipality of 
Temuco attempted to have an incinerator built 
in the community, but failed to do so as a result 
of concerted community resistance, including 
the creation of a neighbrohood zero waste pilot 
project. 

Based on data from 2018, the city recycles only 
2% of its waste, mostly glass (1.6%), as well as 
marginal amounts of other mixed recyclables, 
through so-called "green points," which are 
public containers where people can take their 
recyclables and which private companies collect 
from. Since 2019, the municipality has also distri-
buted 3,600 compost bins to residents across 
the city, and currently estimates that 1,576 
tonnes of organic waste are being recovered 
annually. This is a step toward having a munici-
pal organics diversion program in Temuco, but 
the municipality has yet to take further systemic 
action. There is also a municipal pilot program 
of separate collection of PET plastic bottles 
and cardboard boxes in two neighborhoods, but 
much of the city’s recycling is carried out by the 
hundreds of waste pickers that operate within its 
borders, so the actual recycling figures should 
be higher than the official ones. There used to be 
more than ten organizations representing these 
workers, but there are now only two surviving 
ones - Proyecto Andes and Mujeres Emprende-
doras de Vista Verde. 

Temuco  in 2030 — Business as Usual vs. Road to Zero Waste
The below chart shows estimates for annual GHG emissions associated with waste management in 
Temuco by 2030 in two scenarios: 1) Business as Usual (BAU) based on the data from 2018, and 2) Road to 
Zero Waste based on consultations with local groups including Red de Acción por los Derechos Ambien-
tales (RADA). Assumptions that informed each scenario are detailed in the table below. 
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 Treatment  BAU 2030  Road-to-ZW  2030

 Landfill

 123,462 tonnes of municipal solid waste 
landfilled per year. 
Landfill gas represents virtually all emis-
sions

 50,073 tonnes of municipal solid waste 
landfilled per year, a reduction of 59%

Incineration A small amount is sent to cement kilns No incineration of waste

Composting & other 
treatments negligible 80% (or 60,871 tonnes) of organic waste is 

composted

Recycling Minimal recycling
80% of paper, cardboard, glass and metal, 
and 15% of plastic, textiles and electronics 
recycled (totalling 16,843 tonnes)

Source reduction No program
A ban on single-use plastic in eating 
establishments would eliminate 587 tonnes 
of plastic per year

Overall diversion rate 2% 55%

GHG reduction potential in Road-to-ZW scenario: 65%

Key statistics (2017)

• Population: 302,931

• Total municipal solid waste generation: 298 
tonnes per day (including residential and 
commercial waste)

• Per capita waste generation: 0.98 kg/day 

• Municipal waste collection system:   
- 100% collection rate (97.8 % landfill) 
- 1,17% separate collection

• Citywide recycling rate: 2% overall 
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Key takeaways

1 Currently, the biggest source of GHG emissions in Temuco is methane from landfilled organic 
waste, as all waste is sent to a landfill, with minimal efforts at recycling or waste diversion.

2 In the Road to Zero Waste scenario, Temuco would achieve an increase in overall diversion rate 
from 2% to 55%, avoiding annual GHG emissions by 63,910 tonnes CO2e in 2030.

3 This approach would reduce annual residual waste by 59%, landfill methane emissions by 
70%, and overall GHG emissions by 73%, compared to the Business as Usual 2030 scenario. 

4
The Road to Zero Waste scenario includes diverting 80% of organic waste from landfills through 
composting, recycling (80% of paper, cardboard, glass, and metal and 15% of plastic, textiles 
and electronics), moderate SUP bans, and no incineration. 

5
Informal recyclers play a critical role in recycling in Temuco, and the city has yet to support 
recognize and support the grassroots efforts. Community groups continue to advocate for the 
municipality to become an ally and partner in their efforts toward a zero waste city. 

Recommendations
• Organics, which constitute at least 60% of the total waste generated in Temuco, should be managed  

mainly through a municipal composting program put in place and managed by the city.  

• Recyclables (glass, paper, cardboard, metals, plastics # 1-PET and 2-HDPE), which represent approxi-
mately 22.5% of the total waste stream, should be separated and collected door-to-door by the city so 
they can sell the materials to end-markets for processing. 

• Single-use plastic (SUP) used for food and beverage products is being regulated by Chile’s Law NO. 
21.368 (August 2021) with weak enforcement. SUP should be reduced through promotion of reusable 
containers. Local groups would like to see a city ordinance to codify the use of reusables. They would 
also like to have access to more provisions for buying in bulk, in order to move away from the throwaway 
culture. Deeper SUP cuts should also be enacted. 

• A Food Bank system should be set in place and used as an avenue to redistribute food to low-income 
communities and to prevent leftover food from restaurants, greengrocers, bakeries, etc. from going to 
waste. 

• Waste pickers should be supported by the municipality in their material gathering efforts by being pro-
vided with adequate equipment, infrastructure, and certification support,  so that they can effectively 
compete with commercial recyclers. The city should also support grassroots organizations and educa-
tional programs in their efforts to train residents on effective waste reduction practices. 

• Residual materials (which would constitute 30% or less of the waste stream once zero waste measures 
are in place) should be disposed of in a sanitary landfill, a system that is currently in place outside of 
Temuco. The city should study this fractio to develop further measures to keep reducing the residuals. 

Written by: Cat Diggs and Alejandra Parra Muñoz. This case study was prepared as part of 
the report, “Zero Waste to Zero Emissions: How Reducing Waste is a Climate Gamechan-
ger (GAIA, 2022).” Please visit www.no-burn.org/zerowaste-zero-emissions to access the 
full report and detailed notes on data and methods.

@ Jose Luis Vargas

http://www.no-burn.org/zerowaste-zero-emissions
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Creating community alternatives: Throughout 
their advocacy efforts against the WTE project, 
local groups have been advocating for a zero waste 
citywide plan instead. RADA organized a pilot zero 
waste project, called Hacia Basura Cero en Cam-
pos Deportivos, in a neighborhood called Campos 
Deportivos from April 2017 to November 2018 to 
demonstrate the feasibility and convenience of 
implementing such a system. The program inclu-
ded a waste composition assessment, community 
outreach and education, door-to-door separate 
collection of recyclables, provision of equipment 
to compost organics at home, as well as a com-
munity vegetable garden. The pilot yielded remar-
kable results - waste disposal in households parti-
cipating in the program decreased by 67% in only 
18 months. The program is still partially active. The 
community, who received 73 compost bins from 
RADA, estimates they compost 21 tons of organic 
waste per year. This model is scalable and could be 
adopted by the municipality in the entire territory, 
as the real, community support, and long-term 
solution to their waste crisis. In addition, the 
municipality could work to enforce Chile’s national 
Law NO. 21.368, adopted in August of 2021, which 
regulates the delivery of single-use plastics in food 
establishments for the sale of prepared foods and 
beverages, thus reducing waste generation at the 
source. The municipality could participate more 
actively in the Organic Waste National Strategy of 
Chile, which was launched in 2021 by the Ministry 
of Environment to reduce the organic fraction  
(from households, communities, schools, urban 
parks and public institution offices) of MSW sent 
to landfills by 66% within two decades. 

RADA, along with Verde Impacto Chile, Verde 
Urbano, and the bulk shop, Amada granel, for-
med a group called “Zero Waste Temuco”, which 
continues to advocate for zero waste in the city. 
Traperos de Emaus Temuco, a second hand store 
for appliances and furniture, represents another 
existing initiative that helps to strengthen the ci-
ty’s circular economy and is part of the zero waste 
strategy that local groups are advocating for. Many 
other continue to join the movement for a more 
zero waste and climate resilient Temuco. 

Read more

Temuco’s and Lautaro’s grassroots anti-incinerator campaign, a fight for community health and clear air

After closing the Boyeko landfill in 2016, 15km away from the urban area -as a results of years of community 
advocacy-, Temuco started to dispose of its waste in Laguna Verde landfill, located almost 190 km away 
from the city. This doubled the costs of waste management services through increased transportation 
distances, which simultaneously led to increased carbon emissions. The city therefore began looking for 
alternatives  and signed a contract with the waste-to-energy company, WTE Araucanía Spa (WTE A).  

As a result, local communities and environmental justice organizations, such as the Environmental 
Rights Action Network or Red de Acción por los Derechos Ambientales (RADA), carried out a grassroots 
campaign to resist the siting of this proposed incinerator. If sited, not only would it disregard the en-
vironmental (ex. food crops) and public health  (ex. asthma, cancer, etc.) impacts it would have on all 
surrounding Mapuche and other communities, it also failed to engage in meaningful consultations with 
these local indigenous communities to obtain their free, prior, and informed consent. After years of 
fervent advocacy, through which 16,000 citizen observations rejecting the project were collected, the 
waste-to-energy contract with the municipality of Temuco was canceled in 2020. In March of 2022, the 
Environmental Evaluation Commission of  the Araucanía Region, which regulates environmental pro-
tection in the region, finally rejected WTE A’s proposal.  WTE A continue to try to find legal pathways to 
get their proposal approved.  

This was a great win for the Temuco community, who is now fighting to advocate for zero waste, a real 
solution to the local and global waste and climate crises. Moving away from failed technologies in Te-
muco, like incineration, leaves room for 80% of materials to be recovered (This should be our ZW goal!), 
through composting, recycling, reuse, repair, and other zero waste systems, which would significantly 
reduce toxic GHG emissions in the city, while creating jobs and improving community health and resi-
liency. Such zero waste systems would also create opportunities for integration of waste pickers into 
municipal recycling schemes. And yet, these same waste pickers are being outcompeted and displaced 
from the waste diversion work they have been leading in the city for decades as a result of many factors: 
lack of municipal support for door-to-door collection of recyclables, the pandemic, an increasing num-
ber of companies looking to grow their existing business (ex. Green Points) or generate new business  in 
the framework of Chile’s Extended Producer Responsibility Law  which requires companies that produce 
lubricating oils, electronics, batteries, packaging, and tires,to manage a % of their products once they 
are discarded. All these factors explain why most of Temuco’s waste pickers organizations have disappe-
ared at the exception of 2 of them. 
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https://economiacircular.mma.gob.cl/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/Estrategia-Nacional-de-Residuos-Organicos-Chile-2040.pdf
https://economiacircular.mma.gob.cl/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/Estrategia-Nacional-de-Residuos-Organicos-Chile-2040.pdf
https://www.instagram.com/verdeimpactochile/
https://www.instagram.com/verdeimpactochile/
https://amadagranel.cl/
https://www.facebook.com/emaus.temuco.7
http://radaraucania.org
https://olca.cl/articulo/nota.php?id=109257
https://www.mapuexpress.org/2021/06/24/que-es-wte-araucania-el-criticado-y-peligroso-proyecto-incinerador-que-pretende-instalarse-en-lautaro/
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