The Hague, Netherlands

Type:
Submerged container

Best Practice Strategies
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— 3.06 Shared submerged containers in the public realm or on public
agency property
— 3.09 Incorporate community into collection operations

Summary:
The Hague is the Netherlands’ third-largest city. Until recently, door-
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to-door collection of refuse in bags or wheeled bins was the norm, with -t =S e

residents carrying recyclables to shared containers on certain “recycle
streets.” The city struggled to keep its narrow streets clean because
seagulls pecked open bags left out for collection, strewing garbage and
making a mess. In 2009, The Hague decided to address the issue by
replacing bags on the curb with shared containers submerged under the

sidewalk.’” Although the city anticipated some operational efficiencies,

its primary objectives in selecting a submerged container system

were to improve public and health and hygiene, enhance public space
aesthetics and provide an opportunity for residents dispose of refuse
24/ 7 instead of having to store the material in their small apartments

until pickup day.”’ (Recycling is already collected at drop-off locations.)

The Hague began switching to submerged containers in 2010 with a plan

to install more than 10,000 units in three phases over ten years. In 2017,

there were 6,100 belowground units. Eventually, all collection in The Hague Clockwise from top: Submerged containers installed in a curb extension; truck removing container
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will shift to underground containers. The containers are designed

to be within convenient walking distance (250 ft, or 75 meters)

of a residential building’s front door. (If necessary, the containers may
be installed at distances up to 410 ft, or 125 meters.) Each 6.5 cu yd
container serves an average of 35-38 households. They are emptied
twice weekly and are cleaned, inside and out, twice a year. EQuipment

is checked once a year.**

The installation process is described in detail on the city’s website.
Container location plans are made in collaboration with the municipal
committee for public space (an entity composed of key street infra-
structure stakeholders, which coordinates short-, medium- and long-
term planning), the departments of transportation and environmental
services. The city digs test pits in chosen locations to survey under-
ground conditions and informs local residents of the plans. Area residents
have the right to object, and if their objections are not resolved to their
satisfaction, they can appeal in court. (This has happened in 10% of

the cases.) Community outreach occurs at several levels: Information

is available online and letters are sent to all residents to explain why the
change is being made. During the neighborhood information evenings
that are organized to discuss plans with the community, residents can
volunteer to be responsible for a submerged container and receive the
tools to repair basic jams. Volunteers are usually the first to call when

Issues arise.

The primary operational change for collection personnel is that truck
crews are reduced from three to one, and some training is needed

to provide the skills needed to manage the equipment.”” The shift

to submerged containers has led to improved working conditions
and reduced labor costs. A shift from fixed routes to a flexible “smart

schedule” based on sensors will be implemented next.

Challenges

Although litter is reduced, the city maintains a cleaning crew to address
the 2-3% of locations where bags are improperly discarded beside
containers. There is a fine for illegal dumping, but identifying an owner
Is nearly impossible. Community involvement and ownership is the

most powerful solution.*®

Applicability to NYC

New York City is similar to The Hague in that it is a dense city with
infrastructure and utility systems running under its streets. The Hague’s
implementation process, involving coordination among key street
infrastructure agencies, with test pits to check field conditions, would
be appropriate in NYC as well. DSNY’s existing Adopt-a-Basket program
could be expanded to include training volunteers to be first responders
who could resolve minor maintenance issues with their “adopted”

submerged containers. (See BPS 3.06 for collection considerations.)
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