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The paper talks about the Solid Waste Management Rules, 2026, which have been formulated recently as an advancement
in India’s legal structure for the management of solid waste. 1t discusses the efforts made by the 2026 Rules to improve upon
the previous set of rules of 2016, particularly in terms of four-stream segregation, expanded scope, improved accountability of
municipalities, electronic monitoring and environmental compensation. In this context, the paper suggests that the formulation
of the said set of rules marks a paradigm shift from a disposal-driven solid waste management regime to a compliance-driven
and circular economy-focused solid waste management framework. However, the paper also highlights that the success of the
said set of rules hinges on the actions of various stakeholder bodies, including waste-generating entities and municipalities. The
challenges associated with enforcement include insufficient segregation at source, inadequate waste-processing facilities, improper

reporting and lack of capacity at the municipal level.
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INTRODUCTION

In India, solid waste management has transcended from the simplistic concept of municipal
sanitation to be located at the confluence of environmental law, public health law, urban
governance, and constitutional law.! Increasing urbanisation, evolving consumerism and
packaging have led to increased complexity in terms of volume and diversity of the waste
stream. However, in most parts of India, collection is mixed, transport is non-segregated, and
disposal involves either dumping or overflowing landfills. This has resulted in inefficient
recycling processes, public health concerns, environmental pollution, and even undermined

well-framed legislation.?

In light of such concerns, the Solid Waste Management Rules of 2016 tried to address such
concerns by creating obligations for waste generators, municipal authorities, and State
Pollution Control Boards.? Nevertheless, implementation of the Rules highlighted the
shortcomings in terms of inadequate source segregation, lack of capacities of the
municipalities, poor monitoring, and enforcement mechanisms. The Solid Waste
Management Rules, 2026 must be understood not only as a replacement but also as an
attempt to develop a new approach to waste management based on compliance. This article
examines whether the 2026 Rules meaningfully strengthen the Indian solid waste regime,

particularly in relation to source segregation, municipal accountability and enforcement

gaps.

LEGAL BACKGROUND AND EVOLUTION OF SOLID WASTE MANAGEMENT LAW
IN INDIA

The evolution of regulations related to the management of solid waste has been gradual,
from its position as an activity relating to the function of sanitisation carried out under
municipal laws to that of being part of environmental law. Originally, it used to be the local
authorities' duty to handle solid waste collection and disposal operations under the

municipal acts. However, with an increase in solid waste generated in urban areas along with

1 Environment (Protection) Act 1986; Solid Waste Management Rules 2016

2 Amit Kapoor and Natalia Chakma, ‘Challenges of Solid Waste Management in Urban India’ (2024) EAC-PM
Working Paper Series <https:/ /eacpm.gov.in/wp-

content/uploads/2024/05/Solid_Waste_management Updated.pdf> accessed 12 May 2026; Sonia Devi
Henam and Dinesh Raj Bandela, Segregate, Segregate, Segregate: How to make it work for solid waste management
(Centre for Science and Environment, 2020)

3 Solid Waste Management Rules 2016
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the resultant environmental impact of improper dumping, solid waste became subject to

management by means of the Environment (Protection) Act, 1986.4

One of the first sets of rules enacted in the country to provide for an organised method of
collecting, storing, transporting, processing, and disposing of municipal solid waste is the
Municipal Solid Waste (Management & Handling) Rules 2000.5 Later, these rules were
superseded by the introduction of the Solid Waste Management Rules 2016, which have
added more duties to be performed by waste generators, local bodies, ministries, State
Pollution Control Boards/Pollution Control Committees and facility operators.® Segregation
of waste at source, user fees, fines on a spot basis and decentralised processing were some of

the features added by the new set of rules.
THE 2026 RULES AS A REGULATORY SHIFT

The Solid Waste Management Rules, 2026, represent an important change in the waste
management strategy of India. While the 2016 Rules had expanded the scope of the legal
framework for waste management to include responsibilities such as segregation, processing
and recycling, apart from merely disposal and collection, the 2026 Rules strive to extend the
applicability and scope further. The 2026 Rules supersede the 2016 Rules and come into force
with effect from 1 April 2026. The 2026 Rules also have wider applicability, as they apply not
only to urban bodies but also to rural local bodies and public, private and institutional

entities.

The importance of this change is that solid waste is no longer just a matter for municipal
authorities in urban areas. Solid waste is produced in residential colonies, business zones,
transport hubs, industrial towns, institutional premises, places of worship, public institutions
and peri-urban areas. Thus, the extension of the scope of this legal regime acknowledges the

need for cooperation and collaboration rather than focusing on municipalities alone.

It is precisely this aspect that makes the 2026 Rules significant in terms of the shift from a
model that emphasises waste disposal to one based on waste management principles such as

compliance and the creation of a circular economy. Rather than simply dealing with waste

4 Environment (Protection) Act 1986
5 Municipal Solid Wastes (Management and Handling) Rules 2000
6 Solid Waste Management Rules 2016

76



SACHDEV A: SOLID WASTE MANAGEMENT RULES, 2026: A LEGAL STUDY OF SOURCE SEGREGATION....

as material that needs to be collected and disposed of, the new Rules emphasise waste
segregation, processing, recycling and recovery, in addition to environmentally sound

disposal.

It can also be seen that the new Rules have a higher regulatory priority when it comes to
monitoring and accountability. In the context of monitoring, the new Rules require
institutional responsibilities to be recorded more clearly. They also stress reporting and the
need to take action against violations. From this perspective, the 2026 Rules can be regarded
not only as a continuation of the 2016 framework but also as an attempt to correct failures in

its implementation process.
SOURCE SEGREGATION UNDER THE 2026 RULES

Source segregation is central to the Solid Waste Management Rules, 2026. As per the Rules,
every waste generator is mandated to segregate and store waste in four different streams:
Wet Waste, Dry Waste, Sanitary Waste, and Special Care Waste. This is an important step
since it is the mixing of waste that makes most of the subsequent steps in waste management
unproductive. Biodegradable waste, when mixed with dry waste, reduces its quality.
Similarly, if Sanitary or Special Care waste is mixed with household waste, then it poses
safety concerns for waste collectors, informal waste pickers, and municipal personnel.
Therefore, four-stream segregation is not just a procedural necessity, but it is the very basis

on which the waste management system functions.

Wet waste can be composted/biomethanated, dry waste can be segregated and recycled,
sanitary waste can be processed without much difficulty, and special care waste can be
segregated from ordinary household waste. If there is no proper segregation at source, then
any sophisticated process and equipment may also be rendered futile. It is understood that
source segregation cannot be achieved solely by individual households. The larger
institutional waste generators have been assigned more precise tasks under the 2026 Rules.
Gated communities, institutions, resident welfare associations, market associations, and
hotels/restaurants will be expected to conduct segregation at source, collect the segregated
waste and give the recycling materials to the authorised waste pickers or the authorised
recyclers. Also, where possible, these establishments need to treat biodegradable waste by

composting or biomethanation.
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In the case of bulk waste generators, the 2026 Rules have laid down even stronger duties. The
bulk waste generators will be expected to get themselves registered with the concerned local
body through a centralised online portal and arrange for the dry, sanitary waste and special
care waste to be handed over to the local body or to the authorised agency. In addition, wet
or horticulture waste generated by them must be processed through decentralised techniques

such as composting/biomethanation/any other appropriate technique.
MUNICIPAL ACCOUNTABILITY UNDER THE 2026 RULES

Municipal Accountability is another key requirement under the Solid Waste Management
Rules, 2026. The Rules mandate that the Urban Local Bodies must be responsible for
preparing the city action plan regarding solid waste, providing door-to-door collection of
segregated waste, framing of the bye-laws, collecting user fee, preventing littering and open
burning, and constructing the necessary infrastructure for segregation, storage,
transportation, processing, and disposal. It is evident from the duties assigned to the ULBs
that they are not merely waste collectors; rather, they are the agencies that are responsible

for ensuring that the waste management process goes well from beginning till end.

A crucial provision is that of the arrangement of the collection of segregated solid waste from
households, slums, informal settlements, commercial establishments, institutions, malls,
housing complexes and others. It is important because, without such an arrangement, it will
be futile for people to segregate their waste at source when it is mixed up again during
collection or transport. Apart from this, waste generation assessment, waste management
infrastructure assessment, and appointment of nodal officers for solid waste management

have been provided.

The accountability mechanism proposed in the 2026 framework is reinforced by monitoring
and compliance that is based on data. Local authorities are mandated to register themselves
in the online portal, and they must submit relevant waste management information and
update data related to the generation, collection, processing and disposal of waste. The idea
is for the online portal to be the sole source for collecting data about solid waste management
at the national, state, and district levels. This is essential because the unavailability of data or

unreliable data has always prevented the assessment of compliance.
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The mandatory geotagging of solid waste infrastructure, publishing information on websites,
and annual assessment reports also mean that the performance of the municipalities can be
traced. These mechanisms will enable citizens and the court to determine if there are enough
infrastructures for solid waste management in a municipality, or if the municipality is simply
doing formal compliance. But mere digital documentation will not resolve anything.
Effective enforcement requires the verification of the uploaded information through audits

and inspections.
COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS OF THE 2016 AND 2026 RULES

The comparison of the two frameworks - the Solid Waste Management Rules, 2016, versus
the Solid Waste Management Rules, 2026 - reveals that the new framework is an
improvement on its predecessor in the sense that it does not break away entirely from the
law, but rather improves on it. The importance of the 2016 rules lies in the fact that for the
first time, waste laws in India made provisions for source segregation, user fees,
decentralised treatment systems, and a hierarchy of wastes. Also notable about the 2016
Rules was the consideration of waste generators, informal waste pickers, State Pollution

Control Boards and facility operators in their provisions.

In other words, the 2016 Rules had established the rudiments of solid waste governance in
the country. It should be noted, however, that the 2026 Rules are attempting to build upon
the aforementioned foundation. This is seen in the change from three streams of waste to
four streams of waste, namely wet waste, dry waste, sanitary waste and special care waste.
It should also be mentioned that the 2026 Rules extend the scope of the legislation to include

rural local bodies and public and private establishments.

Another crucial difference can be seen in the accountability process. In the case of the 2016
Rules, the process of implementation rested on the shoulders of local authorities, bylaws,
spot fines, authorisation and monitoring by State Pollution Control Boards or Pollution
Control Committees. Though this was an essential legal step, it still relied on local authorities'
efforts and reporting. The 2026 Rules attempt to overcome this limitation through enhanced
reliance on data-driven compliance, online reporting, information in the public domain,

environmental compensation and specific responsibilities of generators of bulk waste.
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The importance of such an approach stems from the fact that while the biggest problem with
the 2016 Rules wasn't that there were no duties, it was that their implementation could not
be properly verified. Local municipalities could claim compliance while failing in terms of
source segregation, processing and reducing landfills. However, through the requirement of
online reporting, geo-tagging, audits and enforcement action against non-compliance, the
2026 Rules attempt to enhance the verification process. Yet, the success of this framework

will rest on whether digital records translate into effective monitoring and enforcement.
ENFORCEMENT GAPS AND IMPLEMENTATION CHALLENGES

While the Solid Waste Management Rules, 2026, establish an improved regulatory
framework, their successful operation will largely depend on their implementation. The
lessons learned from the experience with the earlier 2016 Rules prove that mere duties
stipulated in the legislation will not ensure efficient waste management. The primary
challenge does not lie in the lack of legislation, but in the implementation process. While
source segregation is provided for, the failure of this procedure can result when households
are unaware of the obligation to segregate wastes, when collection vehicles are non-

compartmentalised, and when segregated waste is further mixed up when transported.

The issue of implementation will become obvious when considering waste processing and
disposal procedures as well. Municipalities might collect their solid waste routinely, yet if
there are no proper means for handling it (composting facilities, material recovery facilities,
biomethanation plants or sanitary landfills), the waste management chain would remain
incomplete. Thus, under such conditions, reliance will be made on dumping and landfilling
sites. The 2026 Rules should therefore be assessed based not only on their obligations, but on

their ability to provide the necessary capacity as well.”

Municipal reporting can be unreliable, too, which is an important enforcement problem. To
deal with it, the 2026 Rules call for online reporting, geo-tagging, audit, and making reports
publicly available. Still, it might prove counterproductive in case the uploaded information
is not complete and accurate or not checked by independent entities. While municipal

documents will reflect considerable levels of waste collection and processing, ground reality

7 Solid Waste Management Rules 2026
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may be different. That is why audits and inspections are crucial for successful enforcement

in terms of the 2026 Rules.

There is another source of secondary evidence pointing to the failure of waste management
legislation, and that is the Economic Advisory Council to the Prime Minister. According to
the report issued by the organisation, rapid urbanisation and economic development have
put pressure on existing waste management facilities, making it hard to implement new
solutions despite legal measures being taken. In addition, it was pointed out in CAG
performance audits of urban local bodies that there exist low levels of processing, continued

dumping, weak user-charge collection and poor segregation.’

JUDICIAL APPROACH TO MUNICIPAL RESPONSIBILITY AND WASTE
MANAGEMENT

It was the role of the judiciary which helped recognise the problem of solid waste
management as one of legal responsibility and not discretionary powers. For example, in the
case of Municipal Council, Ratlam v Vardichand, the Supreme Court emphasised that the
municipal council cannot evade its duty to make provisions for sanitation on the grounds of
financial difficulties.’ The case has a lot of importance as it links sanitation with public health
and, therefore, makes municipal failures subject to litigation. In another case, B. L. Wadhera
v Union of India, the Supreme Court ruled on the failure of the municipal authorities to
remove and dispose of garbage from Delhi. It was established in this case that municipal
corporations have statutory duties towards the maintenance of cleanliness, and cannot treat

it as a matter of discretion.10

Almitra H Patel v Union of India is significant in this context because it ensured that solid
waste mismanagement was at the heart of environmental adjudicatory concerns.! This case
showed the judicial concern that municipal waste is not scientifically disposed of, which may
have implications for public health and the urban environment. Furthermore, the National
Green Tribunal has been able to extend the scope of judicial monitoring by ensuring that

there is adherence to the obligations set under solid waste management and liquid waste

8 Report on Solid Waste Management in Urban Areas (Comptroller and Auditor General of India, 2025)
9 Municipal Council, Ratlam v Vardichand & Ors (1979) 3 SCC 327

10 Dr B L Wadhera v Union of India & Ors AIR 2002 SC 1913

1 Almitra H Patel & Anr v Union of India & Ors (2000) 2 SCC 679
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management laws.> However, judicial orders alone cannot be considered sufficient for

effective waste management practices. The statutory duties must be actually fulfilled.
SUGGESTIONS FOR EFFECTIVE IMPLEMENTATION OF THE 2026 RULES

The success of the Solid Waste Management Rules, 2026, requires going beyond formal
compliance. Firstly, there needs to be verification of the data that is uploaded by the local
bodies in the online central database through audits and inspections. There is no meaning of
digital reporting unless the data represents the reality regarding segregation, collection,
processing, and disposal of waste. Secondly, the municipal bodies need to be provided
adequate infrastructure and technology, including compartmented collection vehicles,
material recovery facilities, composting facilities, biomethanation plants, and sanitary
landfills. Thirdly, there needs to be more emphasis on public participation through

awareness Campaigns.

Source segregation can be achieved only by creating an understanding among citizens about
why segregation into four streams is essential. Fourthly, informal waste collectors should be
included in the formal waste management system since they already have a significant role
to play in recycling and material recovery. Fifthly, there should be regular application of
environmental compensation and penalties against waste producers, bulk waste producers,
and local bodies that violate the law.13 It is only in such a case that the Solid Waste

Management Rules, 2026, will become successful.
CONCLUSION

The adoption of the Solid Waste Management Rules, 2026, is of special importance in terms
of the efforts undertaken within the scope of Indian legislation to deal with the problem of
solid waste. The incorporation of four-stream segregation, increased legal reach, enhanced
municipal accountability, electronic data reporting and environmental compensation may be
perceived as an attempt to tackle some shortcomings of the 2016 Rules. At the same time,
however, the success of the newly adopted Rules will depend on much more than their

formulation.

12 In re: Compliance of Municipal Solid Waste Management Rules, 2016 and other environmental issues (2023) OA No
606,/2018
13 Solid Waste Management Rules 2026; Environment (Protection) Act 1986
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First and foremost, the core problem associated with the 2026 Rules is the discrepancy
between legislation and implementation. Unless the mixing of solid waste at the stage of
collection is prevented, sufficient processing capacity is ensured, reporting mechanisms
remain comprehensive and accurate, and sanctions for violations are actually imposed, the
new Rules may end up facing the same problems as their predecessors. Therefore, the 2026
Rules should be seen as a strong legal opportunity, but not as a complete solution to India’s

solid waste crisis.14

14 Solid Waste Management Rules 2026

83



