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Waste management isn’t at the top of most people’s minds, 
but it is at the forefront of how society best functions. 
Business First speaks with Solar Bins Australia founder Leon 
Hayes about the importance of bins to social infrastructure 
and how waste management has moved into the 21st century.
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At first glance, the vision 
Leon Hayes has for his 
company seems abstract. 

Solar Bins Australia wants to 
“change the status quo of waste 
management across Australia.” 

Most of us do not give much 
thought to our waste. We are happy 
to ask ourselves, is this recyclable 
or is it general waste? But beyond 
that, we do not think about what 
happens to our waste after we 
dispose of it. As long as our streets 
are free of stinking waste heaps, we 
are happy.

However, emptying bins is 
costly. Each wheelie bin costs $2 to 
$4 to empty, including labour and 
transport costs. Moreover, some 
bins are empty while others are 
overflowing.

In 2011, Leon Hayes started Solar 
Bins Australia. The bins he uses are 
high-tech Bigbelly solar bins from 

the US. Bigbelly has placed nearly 
40,000 units into the marketplace.

Hayes thought that an idea 
proven overseas would work here. 
He had taken that approach once 
before. It started in 2001 when he 
was living in the UK. Hayes worked 
for a telco and energy company, 
the largest of its kind in the UK. As 
Hayes gained experience, he re-
alised he could return to Australia 
and do the same thing here.

Working in the deregulated UK 
energy market prepared him when 
deregulation arrived in Australia.  
“So I came back to Australia and 
started Australia’s first energy 
comparison website for the energy 
market so that customers could 
go through a simple process and 
find the cheapest energy supplier 
online.”

Switchselect.com was the first 
to offer that service in Australia. 
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Now, a dozen or so companies do 
the same thing. When Hayes exited 
Switchselect.com, he joined his fa-
ther’s facilities management com-
pany. In it, he worked on business 
development, submitting tenders.

“We covered multiple port-
folios,” Hayes says. “Catering. 
Accommodation. Cleaning. Main-
tenance. Waste management. The 
whole gamut of anything you would 
have when you’ve got a mine site in 
the middle of nowhere.”

To create winning tenders, 
Hayes sought out innovations the 
company could introduce. One 
multinational mining company he 
was preparing a tender for wanted 
a fresh approach to waste manage-
ment.

While looking for innovations in 
waste management, Hayes discov-
ered Bigbelly. “I contacted Bigbelly 
and said to them, ‘Look, we really 
love this product, and I’d love to 
put it in a tender’.”

Their company won the ten-
der. When they installed the bins 
on site, they worked well, saving 
money and reducing the number of 
waste collections.

From this early relationship 
with Bigbelly, Hayes started Solar 
Bins Australia in 2011. Their first 
customer was a council in Sydney. 
Then came Sydney theme park, 
Wet ‘n’ Wild.

Hayes explains what he had to 
think about when getting started. 
It was “about understanding the 
Australian waste management 
landscape while also aiming toward 
changing the status quo... having 
a vision for waste management in 
Australia.”

THE BENEFITS OF INNOVATION IN 
WASTE MANAGEMENT
So what are solar bins? How do 
they work? Moreover, how do they 
benefit users?

The solar bins use a smart, wire-
less system that helps customers 
save more than just money.

The bins have a built-in compac-
tor. The compactor goes to work 
as soon as the bins are full. This 
increases the capacity of the bins 
to five times above that of standard 
wheelie bins.

The design of the bin deters pest 
access, such as rodents, possums, 
and birds. It prevents waste over-

flow and windblown litter.
By what amount does installing a 

solar bin reduce the number of col-
lections? Solar Bins have a defini-
tive answer to that question. From 
installations in remote rural and 
busy urban councils, they know the 
bins reduce collections an average 
of 86%.

How? The bin sends an email and 
text when it is 85% full. Organi-
sations that own the bins can also 
view them in real-time through a 
desktop and smartphone app. This 
means the bins only get emptied 

when they are full, saving time, 
money, and human resources.

HOW TO MAKE AN ABSTRACT 
VISION TANGIBLE
The way Hayes has brought this 
technology to the market has been 
low-tech. “Our focus, just like we 
did within the energy market, was 
to be 100% customer focused.” 

After all, who does not have 
a complaint about their energy 
company?

It is the same with waste man-
agement. “Within the waste man-

BFM | PROFILE



BUSINESSFIRST
MAGAZINE

19www.businessfirstmagazine.com.au

agement industry, the majority of 
people have complaints about their 
waste management, but they’re 
stuck. They don’t have any other 
options.”

Poor customer service gave Solar 
Bins Australia a way to enter the 
waste management industry. They 
stand out in it because of their sen-
sible customer-centric approach.

Hayes came from outside the 
waste management industry. 
Therefore, he could approach it 
in a fresh way. “We’d get in and 
understand those customers,” says 

Hayes. “Understand their pain 
points, their challenges, accep-
tances and desires.”

Hayes sought to understand his 
customer’s pain points... their 
real wants, and desires... and what 
solutions would optimise their 
waste management structures.

“We’ll take the Bigbelly out so 
those customers can touch it, they 
can feel it, they can interact with 
it.”

This powerful way of building 
desire allows the customers to ask 
all the questions they have.

Once, a council of a capital city 
brought two full 240-litre wheelie 

bins to the demonstration. The 
night before, those bins had been 
in their central nightclubbing 
districts. Within 20 minutes of 
emptying the bins into Bigbelly, 
the council learned two things:
1) the bins worked;
2) the essence of what Solar Bins 
was trying to achieve.

The success of Solar Bins shows 
that this approach works. 

“Be customer focused. Come up 
with unique ways of showing your 
customer the product. And then 
prove that the product actually 
works.”

In 2011, their first year, they 
deployed ten units. The following 
year it was about 40 bins, and then 
the year after, 80. “It’s just been 
growing since then.” Current-
ly, Solar Bins has about 350 bins 
placed around Australia.

Moving forward, Hayes expects 
Solar Bins to continue to grow 
rapidly. The Brisbane-based com-
pany has just opened an office in 
Melbourne. In the first quarter of 
2016, they plan to open an office in 
Sydney and Johannesburg, South 
Africa is scheduled for 2016 at the 
request of Bigbelly USA.

Right now, they have six full-

time staff, and ten staff in total. 
Solar Bins outsources their logistics 
and warehousing. They have an in-
house design and marketing team, 
who work part-time as the work 
requires. 

Instead of selling the bins, Hayes 
prefers to give them away for free. 
Solar Bins earns its revenues from 
advertising. Each bin has four pan-
els that are suitable for this pur-
pose. For those customers who are 
unable to deploy advertising, Hayes 
offers a full service, all-inclusive 
hardware, software, warranty, 
cleaning and maintenance rental 
option. 

With his all-inclusive option he 
even plants trees with Greenfleet 
for every Bigbelly deployed. 250 
trees for each station deployed will 
be planted in sustainable forest 
across Australia. “We might not 
be able to take every rubbish truck 
off the road, yet, but we can make 
a powerful, positive impact on 
the environment with our Bigbel-
ly’s reducing collection trips and 
Greenfleet planting trees on our 
behalf,” says Hayes.

As he makes his vision a reality, 
other leaders can learn an im-
portant lesson. When you have an 
abstract vision, you need to make it 
concrete. Prove your product works 
in a tangible way so that people can 
experience the benefits they will 
receive.

Few people want to accept a new 
way of looking at waste man-
agement. But as one of the most 
resource intensive industries on 
the planet, many people want to 
save time and money, and better 
manage their human resources. 
So far Hayes has proven their bins 
provide these benefits. More than 
anything else, his ability to contin-
ue doing this will ensure he enjoys 
ongoing success. BFM 

“We’ll take the Bigbelly  
out so those customers can 

touch it, they can feel it,  
they can interact with it.”
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