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Effective implementation of waste management policies at the local level remains a continuous challenge in many
European countries, particularly those undergoing complex governance, administrative and infrastructural
transitions. While national strategies and legislative frameworks in Serbia are increasingly aligned with European
Union waste policy principles (European Parliament, 2008), local implementation often lags behind dueto limited
ingtitutional capacity, insufficient infrastructure and fragmented monitoring systems. Against this background, the
availability, quality and usability of local-level data play a crucial role in understanding how waste management
systems function in practice (OECD, 2019) (UN Habitat, 2010).

This paper examines municipal waste management practicesin Serbiathrough the analysis of data collected
within the EKOOPSTINA award programme, launched in 2022 by the Embassy of France in Serbia in close
cooperation with Serbian private and public partner institutions. Conceived as a platform for knowledge exchange
and peer learning, the programme brought together local authorities, public institutions, experts and civil society
actors across several thematic areas related to sustainable urban development, including sustainable waste
management, water management, energy efficiency and smart cities. Within this framework, municipalities and
cities were invited to submit applications based on standardised questionnaires describing their local practices,
policies and operational arrangements.

The empirical basis of the research consists of multi-year questionnaire data submitted by participating
local governments and evaluated by an expert jury composed of representatives from universities, research
ingtitutes and national associations of local authorities.

Although the primary purpose of the data collection was evaluative, the cumulative dataset offers a unique
opportunity to analyse local waste management systems from a comparative and methodological perspective. The
data are self-reported, publicly available and supported by accompanying documentation, providing insights into
organisational structures, infrastructure, service coverage, planning instruments and institutional responsibilities
at the municipal level.

From a methodological standpoint, the study is based on a longitudinal but unbalanced dataset, as
participation varied between data collection cycles and not all municipalities were continuously involved (Wilson
et al, 2012). Rather than attempting to construct a fully balanced panel, the analysis adopts a mixed analytical
strategy combining (i) year-by-year cross-sectional assessment of reported practices, (i) partial longitudinal
analysis of municipalitiesthat participated in multiple cycles, and (iii) thematic synthesis across the entire dataset.
This approach alows for the identification of recurring structural patterns and persistent gaps, while
acknowledging the real-world limitations of voluntary reporting and uneven institutional capacities.

The results reveal a pronounced discrepancy between Serbia's strategic objectives—articulated through
national waste management programmes and largely aligned with EU policy principles—and the operational
readlities at the local level. While organised waste collection covers a substantial share of the population, major
challenges persist in the areas of separate collection, recycling infrastructure, data reliability and performance
monitoring. Many municipalities report limited access to recycling facilities, insufficient sorting and treatment
capacities, and a lack of systematic data collection on waste streams, undermining evidence-based planning and
evaluation.

At the same time, the analysis shows that repeated participation in the award process is associated with
gradual improvements in the clarity and structure of reported data, suggesting a learning effect linked to
benchmarking and external evaluation (van de Walle, Bouckaert, 2003). The award-based reporting context also
highlights on how municipalities frame and communicate their practices when exteral incentives are present,
offering valuable insights into system self-representation in addition to system performance.

Beyond the Serbian context, the paper argues that the applied methodological framework has broader
relevance for other countries facing similar chalenges in local-level waste management and environmental
governance. Award schemes, benchmarking initiatives and voluntary reporting platforms are increasingly used
across Europe and beyond as tools for promoting good practice and policy learning. The findings suggest that,
when systematically analysed, data generated through such initiatives can serve as a valuable complementary
source of evidence for monitoring implementation gaps, identifying capacity-building needs and refining local
reporting instruments.



In this sense, the paper contributes not only to empirical knowledge on municipal waste management in
Serbia, but also to the broader discussion on how non-traditional data sources—such as award-based and self-
reported datasets—can be methodologically harnessed to support environmental policy implementation,
ingtitutional learning and cross-national knowledge transfer. The experience presented hereistherefore applicable
to a wide range of governance contexts where formal monitoring systems are incomplete, but where structured
local reporting can provide meaningful insightsinto practice.
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