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Introduction
As a community engagement practitioner, my analysis of the Basildon Borough Council's recycling project offers a unique perspective on the intricacies of engaging with diverse community stakeholders in environmental initiatives. This evaluation will not only consider the successes but also the shortcomings and areas of contention that emerged during the project's implementation.
The narrative begins by setting the scene with an overview of the project's inception, the council's ambitious plan to transition to a twin stream recycling system and introduce wheeled bins for residual waste. This move, driven by environmental sustainability goals and the need to enhance waste management efficiency, directly affects the daily routines of the borough's residents and touches upon broader issues of environmental responsibility and community participation.
The approach to this assessment is methodical and multi-dimensional. We will delve into the project's objectives, outlining the specific environmental and community-related goals it aims to achieve. A significant focus will be placed on the methods of community engagement employed by the council, including public consultations, feedback mechanisms, and the strategic use of social media for outreach and communication.
Context
The Basildon Borough Council's Waste Strategy (2020-25) represents a pivotal shift towards modernizing waste management services in response to evolving national standards and local environmental challenges (Basildon Borough Council, 2023). This strategy is underpinned by a commitment to transform the borough's waste management system, aligning it with the demands of the 21st Century and addressing critical environmental concerns.
The strategy is structured around three strategic goals, each reflecting a distinct yet interconnected aspect of the council's vision for waste management. Firstly, the approach is 'Driven by data', emphasizing the council's dedication to informed decision-making based on comprehensive data analysis. This reflects an understanding of the borough's specific needs and challenges in waste management. Secondly, the strategy aims to 'Overhaul our operations', signifying a commitment to enhancing the efficiency and modernity of waste management services. This goal underscores the council's aspiration to provide services that are not only effective but also a source of pride for the community. Thirdly, 'Enhance the environment' is a goal that encapsulates the council's responsibility towards both the local and wider environment, highlighting a commitment to sustainable practices.
The urgency of these strategic goals is underscored by the current waste management challenges faced by the borough. Basildon Borough generates the highest amount of waste per household per year in Essex, approximately one tonne per property. This statistic is alarming, particularly in the context of the borough's declining recycling rate, which stood at 44% in 2021/22, a significant decrease from 53% in 2014/15. To comply with legislative requirements and the council's own environmental commitments, a substantial improvement in recycling rates is imperative, aiming for a 55% rate by 2025 and 65% by 2035.
In parallel, the council's climate change policy (2021-24) further amplifies the need for a robust Waste Strategy. This policy commits the council to address the climate change emergency, with ambitious targets of achieving net zero emissions in the borough by 2050 and for the council’s operations by 2030. The Waste Strategy is integral to these objectives, envisaging a reduction in waste production, an increase in recycling rates, and the adoption of electric vehicles for waste collection services.
The council's plan to implement changes to collection services over the coming years, facilitated by the introduction of a waste and recycling collection policy, is a critical component of this strategy. As a community engagement practitioner, it is evident that the success of these changes hinges on effective community involvement and support. The strategy's implementation will require a comprehensive approach to engaging with residents, fostering understanding and cooperation, and ensuring that the community is both informed and involved in the transition towards more sustainable waste management practices.

Project overview
	The project encompasses two major changes: the introduction of a wheeled bin for non-recyclable waste and the implementation of two reusable bags for recycling, one for paper and card, and the other for plastics and cans.

The current system, which involves the use of 10 million single-use pink plastic bags annually for collecting mixed dry recycling, incurs a substantial cost of £475,000 per year. Additionally, about 13% of the material collected is contaminated, which further complicates the recycling process (Lets recycle, 2022). The shift to twin stream reusable bags is not only environmentally sound but also economically beneficial, with estimated cost savings of £1 million per annum. This saving arises from both reduced processing costs and the lower expenses associated with the reusable bags themselves.
A notable issue with the existing system is the use of black sacks for waste collection, which are prone to being ripped open by animals such as foxes, leading to litter and environmental pollution (Basildon Council, 2023). The introduction of wheeled bins for non-recyclable waste is a response to this problem. Importantly, following a consultation process, it was found that 68% of residents supported the introduction of these bins, indicating substantial community backing for this change.
The overarching goals of these changes are to increase the recycling rate in the borough and reduce the amount of waste sent to landfills. Currently, a significant 66% of materials found in black sacks are recyclable, highlighting the potential for improvement in waste segregation and recycling.
The council conducted consultations on these waste and recycling changes in the summer of 2022 and winter of 2023. The strong support from residents for the introduction of wheeled bins for non-recyclable waste collections underscores the community's readiness for these changes and their commitment to improving waste management practices in the borough. These developments represent a positive step towards more sustainable waste management, driven by both community involvement and environmental considerations.

Consultation
The approach taken by the Basildon Borough Council in evolving its recycling model is a noteworthy example of effective public consultation and responsiveness to community feedback (Lets recycle, 2022).
In November 2021, the council, acknowledging the success of a pilot program, resolved to consider a segregated dry recycling model in future consultations. This pilot, conducted from September to October 2021 across 320 properties, was instrumental in assessing the feasibility of separating recyclables, with plastics and cans collected in a designated box and paper and card in a reusable sack. The trial's success was largely attributed to the residents' feedback, which revealed a majority preference (66%) for reusable sacks over boxes, particularly noting the sack's size as suitable.
Building on this feedback, the council launched a wider consultation from 15 August to 9 September 2022 to gauge broader community sentiment. This consultation was significant in scope, drawing responses from 5,655 residents. The results presented a mixed reaction to the use of reusable sacks for different materials, with 18% of respondents strongly favouring their use for paper and card, and 16% for plastics and cans. However, there was notable opposition as well, with 32% and 33% of respondents strongly against the use of reusable sacks for these materials, respectively.
A key takeaway from the consultation was the strong community support for weekly segregated recycling collections, with 77% approval, and the retention of fortnightly glass collections in orange boxes, which received an 88% approval rate. Additionally, the proposal to introduce wheeled bins for non-recyclable waste was met with considerable support, as evidenced by 47% of respondents strongly favouring this change, against a mere 14% opposition.
From a community engagement perspective, these findings are invaluable. They not only reflect the council's dedication to involving residents in decision-making processes but also highlight the importance of balancing innovative waste management practices with the preferences and concerns of the community. The consultation process exemplifies a commitment to democratic engagement, ensuring that the strategies adopted are in line with both the community's aspirations and the environmental objectives of the council.

Stakeholders, inclusion and diversity
It is essential to recognize the broad impact of the Basildon Borough Council's Waste and Recycling Policy on various stakeholders. This policy affects all borough residents, businesses, and customers utilizing the council's waste and recycling services, as well as any parties involved in the policy's enforcement.

A key aspect of the policy's development has been the commitment to inclusion and diversity, ensuring that the policy is equitable and accessible to all community members. An Equalities Impact Assessment was conducted, leading to several adaptations in the policy to mitigate any negative impacts. These adaptations include:
· Reasonable Adjustments to Containers and Service Provisions: This involves offering different sizes or types of containers for waste collection by the Council. It also includes modifications in the presentation of the Council’s waste policies to ensure they are user-friendly and cater to diverse needs.
· Promotion of Assisted Collections: The policy emphasizes the importance of promoting services that assist individuals who may face challenges in managing their waste and recycling due to age, disability, or other factors.
· Development of Eligibility Criteria for Additional Non-Recyclable Waste Capacity: This ensures that households with specific needs can access additional capacity for non-recyclable waste, thereby accommodating varying household requirements.
· Availability of Materials in Different Languages: Recognizing the linguistic diversity within the borough, the policy includes provisions for making materials available in multiple languages to ensure wider accessibility and understanding.
· Utilization of All Communication Channels and Clear Communication Material: The policy underscores the use of diverse communication channels to reach all community segments effectively. This includes ensuring that communication materials are clear, concise, and easily understandable.
From a community engagement perspective, these adaptations are crucial. They demonstrate the Council's proactive approach to ensuring that the waste and recycling policy is inclusive, accommodating the diverse needs of the borough's population. This approach not only enhances the effectiveness of the policy but also fosters a sense of community ownership and participation in sustainable waste management practices.

Conclusion 
In conclusion, the Basildon Borough Council's recycling project represents a significant endeavour in modernizing waste management practices while actively engaging the community in environmental stewardship. The analysis of this project reveals the multifaceted nature of implementing such initiatives in a diverse community setting.
The project's core objectives – transitioning to a twin stream recycling system and introducing wheeled bins for non-recyclable waste, were not only environmentally driven but also aimed at enhancing operational efficiency and cost-effectiveness. The council's approach, characterized by data driven decision making and a commitment to operational overhaul, reflects a forward-thinking attitude towards environmental sustainability. However, the true strength of this initiative lies in its community-centric approach. The extensive consultations and feedback mechanisms employed by the council exemplify a democratic and inclusive model of community engagement. These efforts ensured that the voices of the residents were not only heard but also acted upon, thereby fostering a sense of ownership and collaboration among the stakeholders.
The council's commitment to inclusion and diversity, as evidenced by the adaptations made following the Equalities Impact Assessment, further underscores the importance of considering the varied needs and preferences of the community. The provision of different container sizes, language accessibility, and the promotion of assisted collections are commendable steps towards ensuring that the waste management policy is equitable and accessible to all.
However, the project also encountered challenges, particularly in balancing innovative waste management practices with community preferences. The mixed reactions to the use of reusable sacks for recycling highlight the complexity of aligning environmental goals with public opinion. This underscores the need for continuous dialogue and adaptability in community engagement strategies.
As a community engagement practitioner, I recommend establishing regular, structured feedback mechanisms for ongoing community input, crucial for adapting project plans effectively. Implementing educational programs to align community behaviours with environmental goals, raising awareness about waste management and recycling. Encouraging participatory decision-making processes enhances community ownership and commitment, involving residents in key decisions. These strategies are essential for the success and sustainability of environmental initiatives, fostering a collaborative and inclusive approach where community perspectives are integral to project development and implementation.
Incorporating these recommendations into future projects will not only enhance community engagement but also contribute significantly to the successful implementation and sustainability of environmental initiatives. As practitioners, our goal is to create a collaborative and inclusive environment where community input is valued and integrated into every stage of the project.
In essence, the Basildon Borough Council's recycling project serves as a valuable case study in community engagement, demonstrating the potential of collaborative efforts in achieving sustainable environmental outcomes. The lessons learned from this project can guide future initiatives in adopting a more inclusive, responsive, and participatory approach to community engagement.
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