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Abstract: Our specific purpose is that of contributing to the reflection about the strategies that 

have been developed in Latin America in the field of environmental services by organizations 

identified mainly as “recyclers’ cooperatives”. This contribution, in the form of an essay, is 

based on our professional experience in academic research regarding local waste management 

and its coordination with the different parts of the recycling circuit, especially in the 

metropolitan area of Buenos Aires (AMBA), for over a decade, even though other urban 

contexts of Latin America are also included. 
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I. The following lines have been written as a response to a request issued by the 

management of the Cooperative Confederation of the Argentine Republic (Cooperar), in order 

to prepare materials for debate and discussion in the frame of the V Cooperative Summit of the 

Americas to be held October 23 - 26 in the autonomous city of Buenos Aires (CABA), attended 

by 1,200 representatives of the cooperative movement of the entire continent. 

Our specific purpose is that of contributing to the reflection about the strategies that have been 

developed in Latin America in the field of environmental services by organizations identified 

mainly as “recyclers’ cooperatives”. This contribution, in the form of an essay, is based on our 

professional experience in academic research regarding local waste management and its 

coordination with the different parts of the recycling circuit, especially in the metropolitan area 

of Buenos Aires (AMBA), for over a decade, even though other urban contexts of Latin 

America are also included. 
 

II. In the last decades, the environmental problem became one of the main concerns at the 

global level. Such is the case, that the United Nations Organization has devoted commissions 

and meetings to deal with this issue on different occasions. The Brundtland Report (United 

Nations, 1987) is a product of that and, more recently, in the 2030 Agenda, 17 Sustainable 

Development Goals have been established. Among them, climate change and the environmental 

crisis occupy a crucial 
 

 

1 The views expressed in this paper are those of the author and do not necessarily reflect the view of the 

Cooperatives of the Americas or the Co-operative Confederation of Argentina. 
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role (United Nations, 2015). In this sense, one of the main goals of this last document is the 

determination to: “(…) protect the planet from degradation, including through sustainable 

consumption and production, sustainably managing its natural resources and taking urgent 

action on climate change, so that it can support the needs of the present and future generations.” 

(United Nations, 2015: 2). 

That said, how is this commitment at the global level transferred to public policies and concrete 

practices at the national, provincial and local levels of the different signatory countries? The 

experience of the last decades in Latin America, with its multiplicity of issues, has not been 

devoid of environmental problems, and responses to climate change and the environmental 

crisis have been formulated directly or indirectly by different state agencies and diverse areas 

of the civil society. Home waste management in great urban territories is one of the most 

frequent environmental problems involving many subjects at the local level and, in the last 

decades, they have been put into consideration in the law for Integrated Management of Solid 

Urban Waste (GIRSU). Especially, as regards waste management and the recycling boost, some 

similar strategies have been developed in different cities of the region. For example, the 

regulatory change in Argentina acknowledges the Urban Pickers as relevant players of the 

recycling circuit (National Law 25,916/04, CABA’s Law 992/03 and Buenos Aires’s Law 

13,592/06). In this context, interventions promoting actions within the approach of integrated 

waste management have proliferated, especially what has been called “recycling with social 

inclusion”. These initiatives aim at strengthening the organizations of informal waste pickers 

of urban public spaces and open-air landfills. Generally, these organizations adopt the legal 

figure of a cooperative and, from then on, they are identified as “recyclers’ cooperatives”. 

For this reason, the recent modification of CABA’s Law 1854 (Zero Waste), which enables 

energy recovery, is startling when it comes to international recommendations. Promoters 

present this new regulation as clean and environmentally friendly technology on the basis of a 

completely opposite argument at to what arises from the international environmental 

agreements and to the recent communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, 

which ratifies that minimizing waste generation (prevention) and recycling is a priority in waste 

management. In the document, it is after recommending the anaerobic digestion of 

biodegradable wastes that incineration is presented as an alternative, only in cases of a high 

level of energy recovery. Promoters of incineration in CABA argue that the current situation of 

waste management is undesirable, but this does not mean that the hierarchical order regulating 

it must be altered. Recycling goals are not being reached because neither the government nor 

the society has done enough. Any form of incineration is incoherent with the most ambitious 

recycling objectives. Incineration has been strongly criticized for health care issues and also 

because it is more expensive, even though it requires less labor force. 
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This type of case casts doubt on the belief that there is concern about the environment at the 

global level and enables paying more attention to these situations. What are organizations such 

as the United Nations stating? How do those declarations become material interventions? What 

are the pretended effects by means of those statements? What are their effective consequences? 

What are the links between such agencies and the design and implementation processes of 

concrete public policies as regards waste management? Which is the particular situation in the 

Global South and Latin America? 

 
 

III. What are “recyclers’ cooperatives”? Do they all carry out the same practices and do they 

defend the same interests? Are they constituted and organized in the same way? 

Do they share some common basic characteristics? Which of them are beneficiaries of public 

policies? By following these questions, we aim at identifying circumstances in which the 

definition of “recyclers’ cooperatives” brings together diverse cases as if they were the same 

type of initiative. We do not intend to establish ontological differences legitimating ones and 

condemning others, neither do we seek to create a classification system based on hierarchies of 

a moral order. We will rather intend to delve into the multiple aspects that become hidden in 

the homogenization of nouns such as “recyclers” (regardless of the naming they adopt in our 

countries) and “recyclers’ cooperatives”. We believe that this exercise could be useful to revise 

political interventions within the framework of the so-called “inclusive recycling”, this is to 

say, to promote initiatives aiming at improving the social and economic situation of excluded 

population sectors. 

 
 

Recyclers’, pickers’, or collectors’ cooperatives? Can a cooperative devoted to recycling or 

recollection represent the collective interests of collectors? The term “recyclers’ cooperative” 

is used to refer to very different practices. It is then convenient to have a review of the main 

actors involved in the circuit of solid urban waste recycling, taking into account the different 

practices they carry out. In a very schematic and simplistic way, we could identify them as they 

are presented in the following table: 
 

Task Task Description Modes 

 
 

Collection 

 

Search, identification, 

collection, transportation, 

preparation, purchase. 

Type of vehicle, type of waste, regularity 

of the task, amount of materials provided 

by steady clients, participation in an 

organization. 

 
 

Gathering 

 

Reception of materials, 

classification, stock gathering for 

purchase. 

Purchase, owned, rented or ceded 

facilities, types of materials, available 

technology and equipment, authorizations 

and tax situation. 

Recycling Purchase of materials to the Scale of the industry, types of materials 
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Of course, this characterization is a generalization which does not represent the complexity and 

diversity of the factual cases. So as to mention some examples of the cases that are not being 

considered in this schema, there are pickers owning medium or big size vehicles who sell to the 

recycler directly, or collectors who take the materials directly from some kind of waste 

generator and who do not buy those materials, they charge that collection as a service instead, 

or recyclers who integrate the collection phase, among many other alternatives. 

Regardless of the varied circumstances of the cases, what should be done in any kind of analysis 

is an initial distinction of the kinds of practices and situations involved in a particular concept, 
instead of assuming them from a mere naming. Omitting the involved parties from the 
discussion enables treating practices and people with completely different interests similarly. 
This took place in a recent study about the institutional and operative context of “grassroots 
recyclers” carried out by The Economist Intelligence Unit (2017) with the support of the 

Regional Initiative for Inclusive Recycling (IRR)2. In this study, the same naming encompassed 

people in such unequal situations as the ones described in the following scenarios: 

 independent hand pickers of the Cateura landfill in Asunción, 

 collectors belonging to associations, who are paid by the Potable Water and Basic 

Sanitation Regulatory Commission (CRA) of Bogotá, 

 collectors who are public servants of the local Department of Sanitation of Belize city, 

 collectors of cooperatives who are exclusively in charge of collecting the inorganic fraction 

and who receive fixed incentives (incomes) from the Ministry of the Environment and 

Public Space of the government of Buenos Aires city, 

 sweepers and auxiliary truck staff who receive tips from the neighbors of Mexico city. 

This remarked diversity is not only present among the 12 Latin American cities examined in this 

study, but also in them; in this way, in the case of Montevideo, all the following are considered 

“grassroots recyclers”: 

 sorting plant (gathering) employees hired by a Trust who have a fixed salary 

 cooperative members who provide direct collection services for big generators 

 walking or on-horse-drawn carts collectors of recyclable wastes of the public space, 
 

 

2 IRR is a public-private partnership led by the Multilateral Investment Fund -MIF- of the Inter-American 

Development Bank Group -IDB- (http://reciclajeinclusivo.org). 
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  gatherer, industrial 

transformation of the materials 

into a new product. 

treated, available technology and 

equipment, tax situation. 
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 pickers of the Felipe Cardoso landfill. 

Including such opposing situations under the same naming has noticeable impacts on the 

comparative generalizations that the study proposes. For example, the fact that in some cities, such 

as Buenos Aires, Bogotá, Montevideo and São Paulo, there are different hiring modes for the 

provision of “door-to-door” waste collection services and/or fixed and variable payments for 

collectors who are acknowledged by the local management system for solid waste does not mean 

that these are equal situations that legitimate understanding them as similar cases. Even less, if the 

description of Belize is taken into account, where “the majority of those who carry out recycling 

activities are municipal employees who receive monthly remuneration for their work in the 

common waste collection system” (The Economist Intelligence Unit, 2017: 34). 

In this way, the “recyclers” of Belize city may constitute a kind of subject who, due to the task 

they perform, should be mainly compared with municipal or enterprise employees who provide 

common collection services in other cities, and not with those who recognize themselves as 

“recyclers” and who are in charge of collecting recyclable materials in them. 

 
 

On the other hand, in Brazil, Article 11 of the regulatory Decree that establishes the national policy 
of solid wastes (Law 12,305, Decree 7,404, both from 2010), states that “the system of selective 
collection of solid wastes will prioritize the participation of cooperatives or other forms of 

association of reusable and recyclable materials collectors consisting of individuals with low 
income” (emphasis added). Thus, by prioritizing the potential benefits that the participation of 

organizations of waste collectors would bring to the municipal selective collection systems, 
privilege is given to a particular socio-economic status of the individuals who carry this out (low-
income employees or “baixa renda”). This is being highlighted so as to avoid benefiting, with an 

inclusive policy, individuals who are not contemplated in it3. Indeed, a 2012 report issued by the 

Institute for Applied Economic Research (IPEA) of Brazil explains that: 
 

One of the risks of the National Plan for Solid Wastes is the degeneration of social policies to 

favor interest groups or supposed organizations of collectors who are instead private 

undertakings. Unfortunately, the activity of testing and commercializing recycling materials 

is full of dumpers and scrap dealers, often disguised as properly registered associations and 

cooperatives, that represent private interests instead, usually exploiting the collectors’ own 

work. They are possible income searchers (organized private interests that press the State 

looking for income privileges) who need to be dissociated from the activities of the plan 

(Institute for Applied Economic Research, 2012: 53, the translation into Spanish is ours). 
 

 

 
 

 

3 Such risk seems to take place also in other latitudes. The paper presented by Federico Parra in the 12th Mercosur 

Anthropology Meeting (RAM, 2017) explains the presence in Colombia of “non-recyclers” who are occupying the 

places that the Constitutional Court of Colombia had reserved for “recyclers”. 
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Many of the initiatives presented as organizations aiming at the social inclusion of their workers 

adopt this naming and work under a business logic which replicates the hierarchy and 

exploitation of the work they say they want to denounce (Kraieski de Assuncao, Olivera de 

Souza, Guadagnin, and Nunes, 2017). 

To avoid said risk and allocate the resources destined to include low-income collectors, this 

document recommends that, when selecting the organizations, the official certification 

accrediting cooperative and associative status should be required, and it should be also 

corroborated that their leaders are elected regularly, that there is an alternation of presidents and 

board members, that meetings are held habitually, that decisions are taken jointly, and that there 

exists autonomous decision-making in relation to third parties (traders, capital and property 

owners), among others. The certification of cooperatives and associations should require, at 

least, the existence and compliance of the management standards established in the statue, as 

well as the affidavit of the collectors’ financial situation. Are these guidelines enough to avoid 

said risks? 

To avoid diverting the State resources to sectors that are not identified as potential beneficiaries, 

it is important to characterize the development and improvement of the initiatives throughout 

time and to set up not only initial conditions, as the document of the Brazilian case suggests, 

but also desirable orientations for resource management of public policies, so that the 

intervention materializes into direct benefits for the organizations. For example, incrementing 

the percentage share of the workers’ incomes related to the utilities obtained resulted from the 

benefits received for being a recyclers’ cooperative, promoting constant training and improving 

general working conditions, among others. 

Finally, it can also be noticed that there are unequal situations when eventual competitions for 

the provision of a certain service take place between organizations which seem similar at the 

legal and social level, but which have essential differences between them. In this sense, in an 

interview we have carried out with the leader of a “recyclers’ cooperative” of 45 members, 

which does not receive a regular State subsidy and which obtains 80% of its turnovers from the 

provision of recyclable waste collection and treatment services to big private generators from 

the north of the Metropolitan Area of Buenos Aires (AMBA), and the remaining 20% from the 

purchase of recycled materials, made reference to the competition in a bid with another 

“recyclers’ cooperative” of a similar amount of members but which obtains its incomes mainly 

from subsidies given by the government for the provision of services in the autonomous city of 

Buenos Aires: 
 

They can offer whatever they want because everything they gain is gained for free because 

they don’t pay salaries, they don’t pay retirements, they don’t pay trucks, they don’t pay 

electricity, they don’t pay a rent, they don’t pay anything because everything is subsidized 

by the State. I can’t compete with that. We also use State resources, but these are resources 

that are available for everybody. Even Techint can apply for the State funding we apply. 

I’d like to discuss a lot of ideas about what’s expected from the cooperative movement, but  
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I know that many people don’t believe in the cooperative movement. What they have isn’t 

a cooperative. They created cooperatives so as to receive the subsidy of the State. Getting 

the subsidy depends on belonging or not belonging to a cooperative; so there’s one that 

claims to have 300 members, another 3,000 members, but they’re all decoys, and this is 

what puts an end to the cooperative movement. Because when you speak about 

cooperatives, you believe that they’re all like them, and this isn’t so, there are other different 

projects. And they aren’t to be blamed for that. As long as there are still people who give 

them the possibility to share their experience as if they were the only approved voice of the 

recycling movement, things aren’t going to change. I’d love them to openly show their 

numbers and be able to say: let’s see what it’s that you have generated throughout all the 

time you’ve been there, as the sector that defended the most vulnerable, which was born 

from the crises, from the university of the street, from the scavengers. But if you’re as you 

were before 2001, you’ve achieved nothing. And with the amount of budget you have to 

improve things. You’ve never had the need because the State is giving you money every 

month. And once you don’t have it, what will you do? You´ll take your shed and shove it 

up your ass; a line gets broken and you don’t know how to turn it off. In fact now, if a Clark 

or a press gets broken you’re waiting for the State to come and fix it. The huge difference 

is that I don’t expect anyone. If something gets broken, it is dismantled and sent for repair; 

I’m not waiting for a third-party to come and fix it. These are different concepts. What 

asserts that this position is more valid than the one of the rest? Nothing. 

 

Concluding Statement 
 

When we started these lines we explained that there is a gap between what is presented by global 

or supranational organizations and the practices that take place at the local or national levels as 

regards the protection of the environment or a desirable waste management. Attention must be 

paid to this gap to avoid excessively optimistic interpretations arising from a diagnosis of a 

supposed increase in “environmental awareness”. In this sense, one of the aspects that should 

call our attention is the problem at stake when the logic of discourses given in places such as 

the United Nations Organization is applied, without mediation, to processes of design and 

implementation of public policies and the practices of the people who work in the realm of 

waste management. What idiosyncratic force factors and complexities should we consider when 

thinking this mediation between these different fields? 

These questions become even more vital when reflecting on processes for changing 

consumption and production modes at the global level. This is when what comes into play is 

not only the practices of international and governmental (either national, provincial or 

municipal) organizations but also the involvement of other business sectors and non-state 

agents. They all have diverse interests and motivations and follow practices whose sense is 

different from that of the others. 

The basis of the first step is identifying heterogeneity, multiple interests, needs, goals, and 

motivations of the actors. In this respect, we should identify what it is that we are talking about 

when we refer to “recyclers’ cooperatives” to as to gain an understanding about what  
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the so-called “inclusive recycling” is. Who are the people involved in a “recyclers’ 

cooperative”?, What do they do? How? What are their motivations? In the end, only by studying 

these organizations moving or functioning is it that we will stop getting surprised every time 

actors and interests, that are multiple and in some of the cases contradictory, are found under 

the same label. If what we aim to achieve is building sustainable forms of production and 

consumption, first we should be able to explain the heterogeneity that characterizes the field 

and the multiple motivations that drive “recyclers’ cooperatives” to carry out their practices, 

thinking of these practices as one possibility among many others. 

Briefly and without intending to embrace the entire repertoire, there are many situations 

involved in the legal figure of a cooperative. In many cases, these organizations are mainly 

made up of impoverished sectors who have found in the collection and/or gathering of wastes 

the collective possibility for improving incomes and living conditions for themselves and their 

families. Moreover, there are occasions in which it is hard to distinguish the productive 

undertaking from another private gathering initiative, nor does it represent a major benefit for 

the collectors who commercialize with it eventually. There are also cases that are the result of 

a deliberate strategy to make use of State resources planned to be allocated to the most 

vulnerable sectors of the population. This is what the documents of Brazil highlight. Some 

cooperative members have denounced what they believe is unfair competition for other 

colleagues. This is something that happens when, by taking advantage of the benefits they have 

received by making use of those resources, they compete with others under seemingly equal 

conditions. But we should also ask ourselves if there is any difficulty in some recyclers’ 

cooperatives when it comes to managing those resources and making the improvements of 

conditions of the organization or of their members noticeable. In this sense, our suggestion is 

planning the improvements that the initiatives are able to achieve and setting out the desired 

orientations to manage public policy resources. 
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