
Zero Waste Europe was created to 
empower communities to rethink 
their relationship with resources. In 
a growing number of regions, local 
groups of individuals, businesses and 
city officials are taking significant 
steps towards eliminating waste in 
our society. 

Located in the North of Italy, Capannori has one of 
the highest municipal recycling rates in Europe.  
This zero waste town is an example of strong policy 
decisions and community participation achieving 
groundbreaking results. This case study reviews the story 
of their success to date. !
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Nowhere is the phrase 
“Mighty oaks from little 
acorns grow” truer than in 
the small town of Capannori, 
Italy where a small but 
determined movement to 
stop the construction of an 
incinerator led to an Italy-
wide grassroots Zero Waste 
movement.  !
Battle of the Burners !

Capannori, a town of 46,700 inhabitants near Lucca 
in Tuscany, was set to be just another step in the 
relentless march of waste incineration in Italy. The 
Northern European model of burning waste to avoid the 
environmental and social problems associated with 
landfill and to produce energy was gaining traction in 
Italy, a country beset with a dramatic and urgent waste 
management problem. Local medical organisations and 
even environmental NGOs put up little resistance, 
seeing incineration as the least-bad solution to a 
seemingly impossible dilemma. Business interests and 
pressure from Northern Europe contributed to a rush to 
incineration that seemed unstoppable.  !

Those who should have mounted the most 
strenuous defence against the encroachment of 
incinerators were lacking. The public debate did not 
discuss the fact that incineration encourages waste 
generation, competes with recycling, aggravates 
the sustainability challenge, sparks corruption 
and releases toxic emissions while capturing just 
a tiny bit of the energy stored in waste. !!!!!!!!!!!

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !
Communities such as Capannori were left to fight 

the construction of incinerators on their own.  !
In 1997, primary schoolteacher Rossano Ercolini 

recognised the potentially damaging effects the planned 
local incinerator would have on the health of residents 
and on the surrounding landscape. With the help of Dr 
Paul Connett, a world expert on incineration and Zero 
Waste, he set about convincing local residents of the 
potential danger of erecting an incinerator in their 
community. The movement was successful in blocking 
construction and soon spread to three other 
communities threatened with incineration in the region. !
What’s the Alternative? !

Tasked with implementing an alternative to 
incineration, Ercolini decided that the only approach was 
that of waste reduction. He took over the running of the 
local waste collection corporation, ASCIT, to create a 
door-to-door waste collection pilot scheme. After a year 
he stepped down from his role and went back to 
campaigning against incineration around Italy. Ercolini 
managed to persuade the town council of 
Capannori to be the first in Europe to sign up to 
the Zero Waste strategy in 2007, committing to 
sending zero waste to landfill by 2020. Door-to-
door collection was introduced in stages across the 
municipality between 2005 and 2010, starting with 
small villages, where any mistakes could be identified 
and corrected early on, then extended to cover the 
entire municipal area in 2010. By that time, 82% of 
municipal waste was separated at source, leaving just 
18% of residual waste to go to landfill.  !
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•  Population: 46,700 
•  Zero Waste strategy signed in 

2007 
• 40% waste reduction in 10 years 
• Today, 82% of the waste is 

separately collected collected
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