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1. Introduction

The situation of waste management in Mashhad, the second largest city in Iran, is
problematic. The collection and management of waste in Mashhad is carried out on
a daily basis using a semi-mechanical method. Waste is collected from the
production site and loaded into various collection vehicles, such as traditional and
mechanical collection trucks. About 560 trips are made daily to collect and manage
the city's waste. Medical waste is also collected daily from unspecified locations
near hospitals and clinics. The collected waste is transported to a landfill with an
area of 1.5 million square meters, 5 kilometers from Mashhad. In the case of
medical waste, it is first covered with lime and then buried in the ground. Improper
waste management practices have serious consequences for health, safety, and the
environment. This poor management contributes to climate change through the
production of methane, carbon dioxide, acts as a breeding ground for disease
transmission, and can even increase urban violence (Wilson & Webster, 2018).
Proper waste management is essential for building sustainable and livable cities, but
it remains a challenge for many developing countries and cities (Chandak, 2010).
Effective waste management is costly, often accounting for 20-50% of municipal
budgets (Wilson & Velis, 2015). The delivery of these essential urban services
requires integrated systems that are efficient, sustainable, and socially supported
(Wilson & Webster, 2018). Therefore, this study uses a qualitative method to
explore the challenges of waste management from the perspective of city managers
and their causes.
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2. Literature Review

Most of the studies reviewed use quantitative methods, with few studies collecting
data using qualitative methods. Also, most of the studies referred to citizens or waste
producers to examine the problems of waste management, while managers,
especially municipal managers, should also comment on these challenges and
problems. In contrast to previous studies, this research uses a qualitative method to
examine the challenges of waste management from the perspective of urban
managers.

3. Methodology

For the present research, a qualitative method was used to achieve the answer to the
problem and objectives of the research. Implementing an appropriate qualitative
method requires in-depth textual-interview data. Therefore, in the present research, a
semi-structured interview technique was used to collect data. The participants in this
research are managers and municipal officials related to waste management in
Mashhad Municipality. Purposeful sampling method was used to select the
participants. The theoretical saturation criterion was used to determine the sample
size. Theoretical saturation means that no new data was found in the data collection
process by which the researcher could expand the characteristics of the category
(Noghani & Mohammadi, 2016: 170). In the present study, theoretical saturation
was achieved after conducting 25 interviews. For data analysis, content analysis and
data coding process were used according to the model proposed by Strauss and
Corbin (2012). This model includes three stages of open coding, axial coding, and
selective coding. The process began with data collection and open coding, and then
they were clustered into separate concepts. To reveal internal relationships, the
concepts were re-evaluated together; and through a series of analytical stages, they
were gradually summarized in the form of higher-level themes; and finally, they
formed the main category or the overarching theme. The detailed stages of the
process include data collection, research question formulation, sampling, analysis
and evaluation of processes, and research results, which are described below.

4. Results

The participants in this part of the study were 25 individuals, including 13 urban
service managers of urban areas in Mashhad, 2 urban area executives, 4 urban
service management experts, 3 experts from the Waste Management Organization of
Mashhad Municipality, and 3 waste management specialists in the city of Mashhad.
The findings from the semi-structured interviews conducted in the field of waste
management challenges and their reasons were thematically analyzed and finally
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categorized into two overarching themes and 8 organizing themes, which are
mentioned below. In the interviews conducted about waste management problems in
Mashhad, 26 basic themes were mentioned, which could be divided under
overarching and organizing themes. These basic themes were initially divided into 4
general categories: non-sustainable environmental behaviors of citizens, legal-
structural inadequacy, executive inefficiency, and problems related to pilgrims
during peak periods. Also, in the interviews conducted about the reasons for the
challenges of waste management in Mashhad, 17 basic themes were mentioned,
which could be divided into overarching and organizing themes. These basic themes
were initially divided into four categories: cultural and social gaps, commodity and
income perspective on waste, low deterrence of laws, and organizational weakness.

5. Conclusion

The findings indicate that problems related to citizens and some of their non-
sustainable environmental behaviors such as failure to separate waste, leaving waste
in alleys and streets at different hours, along with problems related to garbage
collectors, significantly increases the vulnerability of the waste management system
in Mashhad. These problems, along with structural and organizational problems that
already existed in Mashhad's waste management, make this waste management
system of Mashhad even more fragile than before.
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