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Waste pickers’ urban environmental 

services and sustainability

João Damásio

This chapter reflects on and underlines some of the topics discussed 
concerning waste pickers’ cooperatives and associations under the label of 
Urban Environmental Services as introduced and argued in IPEA (2010) 
and Damásio (2011). From a broader perspective of climate change, the 
discussion relates to urban disaster risk prevention, in so far as the results of 
its widespread application would contribute to the reduction of greenhouse 
gas emission. In this sense, it deals with the problem of curbing emissions 
at its urban origins – thus benefiting from a macro view – as opposed to 
the necessary urgent measures to remediate for impending disaster risks.

In this direction, the chapter tries to highlight one of the so-called 
‘blind spots’ of some urban planning, calling for the local authorities to 
exert effective municipal governance as to minimise those deleterious 
negative environmental impacts right at their sources.1

It concludes with a note advising against the growing proposals for 
the incineration of solid urban waste, which breaks the chain of material 
recycling and contributes to an increase in greenhouse gas emission.

Waste pickers’ urban environment services and recycling

The urban environment presents successive layers of historical anthro-
pogenic interventions that chronologically has changed environmental 
determinations to the extent that any approach to the collection and 
disposal of solid urban waste rests on rather broad assumptions ‒ custo-
marily taken as a given. Although the subject might be complex and 
sometimes controversial ‒ since the degradation of urban ecosystems 
remains a universal challenge ‒ it is possible to target actions and types 
of agents that are clearly linked to the mitigation of harmful effects of 
urbanisation on the environment.

Published in Claiming the City: Civil Society Mobilisation by the Urban Poor (2014) 
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 The problem of collection and proper disposal of municipal solid 
waste (MSW) is a Siamese twin to the one generated by the dynamics of 
swelling cities and the relative emptying of rural areas around the world. 
In general, there are visible improvements in the collection of household, 
commercial, hospital and industrial wastes. Due to increasing awareness 
and direct municipal action, rising volumes of MSW are now destined 
for landfills, as opposed to deposition in open dumps, a change in a 
direction that is essentially rational and correct.

In this framework, the recycling of increasing portions of MSW gets 
a highlighted importance, since it enables economic appreciation of what 
was formerly discarded by society. The very existence of industrial recyc-
ling activity shows its economic viability. Recycling also increases periods 
of useful life spans for sanitary landfills. Nevertheless, environmental 
impacts – and potential social impacts – of fostering recycling processes 
are less visible and not always explicitly discussed.

 For every ton of recyclable materials – potentially replacing a portion 
of virgin raw materials and industrial inputs – a considerable amount 
of natural resources, water and energy are saved or not extracted at all. 
From this viewpoint, recycling has a double effect: a) it contributes to the 
improvement of the urban environmental overall quality; b) it reduces 
the pressure on natural ecosystems in which virgin materials originate. A 
correlative effect is observed in the abatement of emissions and effluents, 
whether through the mitigation of waterways and air pollution resulting 
from poor disposal or burning of MSW, or through the measurable 
economies which can be observed in the production processes of these 
recyclable materials.

The social effects are less evident, and even less perceived. The modern 
cooperatives of waste pickers give a living testimony to the fact that it is 
possible to escape the vicious circle of poverty and abject social exclusion. 
The former waste paper collectors, who could be seen roaming major 
urban centres in Brazil, and the waste pickers who used to populate the 
municipal dumps, are, in fact, gradually organising themselves, and 
increasingly constitute a genuine occupational category of urban labour-
ers. However, waste pickers’ collection activities in urban centres still 
need to be supported by comprehensive and stable public mechanisms 
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of municipal governance. As their organisations are the main actors in 
this process – and the base of the pyramid of the recycling productive 
chains – they constitute the multiplier link throughout the process of 
macroeconomic value aggregation in this emblematic sector.

Payment for environmental urban services as a municipal public policy

The recognition of the role that waste pickers play, from a macroeco-
nomic, sanitary, and especially environmental point of view, begs for a 
reorientation of municipal action. It should go well beyond the trad-
itional social assistance programs, as a new strategy towards sustainable 
social inclusion of this labouring stratum. A public policy at municipal 
level concerning their activities ‒ collecting and processing more than 90 
recyclable materials ‒ should establish regular payment to the cooperatives 
for performing urban environmental services. Policy lines to this end for 
Brazil were first outlined by IPEA, the Institute for Applied Economic 
Research (2010)2 and fostered as a national demand from waste pickers’ 
organisations in Damásio (2011). Generally, this payment should display 
the following characteristics:

•	 The payments should be focused on promoting the creation of new 
cooperatives; on expanding the number of organised waste pickers; 
and on the increasing productivity and efficiency in collecting, 
sorting and packaging of recyclable materials. It would be desirable 
to set up an administrative body to manage the program – linking 
it to other initiatives of the local government.

•	 The payments should be understood as an incentive to rational 
practices that simultaneously generate economic results, environ-
mental sustainability and the effective social inclusion of waste 
pickers.

•	 Based	on	these assumptions, it is suggested that a) the public policy 
would be exclusively focused on the organisations of waste pickers, 
excluding middlemen and deposit owners; and b) it should only 
consider the processed portions of MSW that can be destined to 
the recycling industries – which excludes domestic reuse and any 
incineration of urban waste – but also include local transformation 
of materials that is carried out in the waste pickers’ own cooperatives.



112

Waste p ickers’  urban env i ronmenta l  serv ices and susta inabi l i ty

•	 The	payments proposed include three integrated components: i) 
they are upward scaled from floor basic values   – weighted by the 
per capita physical productivity; ii) graduate and countercyclical 
bonuses may be added – as instruments of price control and 
discretionary intervention; and iii) an incentive should be added 
if the cooperative is affiliated to a trading network. Given these 
three components, such a municipal mechanism will contribute 
to the stabilisation of waste pickers’ incomes, while simultaneously 
making it   possible to formulate parametric profiles to encourage 
the improvement of environmental quality.

Recent developments

It would not be an exaggeration to say that the implementation of a 
municipal program with this profile would lay the foundation for a 
profound structural change in the underpinnings of the entire recycling 
chain, inducing enduring and continuous effective social inclusion of 
waste pickers. In the long run, it would also contribute to permanent 
good practices to prevent disaster risks deriving from climate change.

The above presented propositions are now being subject to discussions 
in the Brazilian federal government – and other administrative spheres – 
aiming at devising appropriate legislation to discipline this public policy 
intervention at municipal levels. In at least one instance it has already 
been implemented at state level, as Dias (2013) relates:

Brazil has been in the forefront of progressive legislation and public pol-
icies geared to the integration of its informal recyclers. In the last 12–15 
years, Brazil has seen the enactment of laws supporting the social inclusion 
of these workers and the implementation of public policies designed for 
cooperatives and associations of informal collectors of recyclables […] a 
major development occurred: the state of Minas Gerais became the first 
to implement a scheme for payment of environmental services. Although 
the State Parliament approved a law in November 2011 whereby waste 
pickers who belong to cooperatives are allowed to receive a monetary 
incentive called bolsa Reciclagem (recycling bonus), the scheme was only 
implemented in December 2012. The law establishes a monetary incen-
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tive paid by the state government to waste pickers who are members of 
cooperatives. The first law approved in the country that authorizes the 
use of public resources to compensate waste pickers for their work on 
an ongoing basis, the law aims to improve recycling rates, to encourage 
the reintroduction of raw materials into the industrial circuit, and to 
compensate the catadores for environmental services rendered. This is 
also a redistributive mechanism—informal waste workers are at the 
lowest end of the recycling chain [...] The first payments were made in 
December 2012, and the innovation was received with great enthusiasm 
from the waste pickers [...]

 Also, IJgosse (2012, p 23) from WIEGO seems encouraging in his 
concluding remarks in a recent evaluation of the premises advanced in 
IPEA (2010):

Finally, as was stated at the outset of this section, the study of the IPEA 
analyzed in this Urban Policies Technical Brief is an important contribu-
tion to the current discussion taking place in Brazil on how to formalize 
the involvement of the catadores.3 The analysis and building of scenarios 
discussed serves as an important tool at the national level in Brazil. At the 
same time, they can be of benefit to the discussion taking place in those 
countries that are also seeking to create formal financing mechanisms 
that recognize the valuable work of the informal recyclers.

Conclusion with a counter punch: Recycling versus incineration 

What is commonly called the recycling chain, in reality corresponds to 
a whole set of specific productive sub-chains for each different type of 
collected recyclable material. That includes several different qualities of 
plastic materials: PET, PEAD, PEBD, PVC, PP, PS, and plastic film, 
among others. It also includes papers (white ‒ type 1, 2 and 3, magasine 
papers, newspapers and catalogues), cardboards, aluminum, different 
types of scrap metals, styrofoam, tetrapaks (which combine three recy-
clables materials in a single product: aluminum, polypropylene and 
cardboard) ‒ and many other types of recyclable materials frequently 
found at the industrial market place. Many of them must be handled and 
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stored with care since they are highly flammable and combustible. Pulp 
and plastic materials provide about 80 percent of waste pickers’ revenues.

A final observation seems relevant. Although still very limited,  Brazil 
has recently seen investment initiatives directed towards the incineration 
of municipal solid waste. It is insistently argued that the recovery of its 
energy content is a form of recycling. In other words, incineration is being 
touted as an energy recovery alternative, a new style of recycling.

Is incineration then an acceptable way to recycle plastic materials? 
Is it sound from the viewpoint of sustainable resource management? Is 
that a good destination for domestic waste selective collection? Granted, 
fossil energy dependent economies could find it reasonable to generate 
power through this alternative process. After all, one ton of plastic waste 
is, in average, equivalent to about one ton of raw petroleum, if used as an 
energy source. Fair enough. This is, however, not to argue or to dispute on 
the issue of recyclable materials’ energy content! There must be no doubt 
that current or fossil biomasses – in the form of wood, paper, cardboard 
and thermoplastics in general – have high enough available energy to be 
reduced and captured, according to the principle of entropy in physics.  
Actually any biomass can be reduced to heat via incineration. Just light 
up some coal...

However, incineration reveals itself – under the second law of ther-
modynamics – as only a partial and pretty inefficient use of the energy 
content in a process that intentionally degrades complex materials through 
combustion. Incineration destroys recyclable plastics, wood, paper, 
cardboard and other materials present in MSW in an environmentally 
prodigal and thriftless way. It breaks the chain for reusing materials, while 
at the same time increasing the entropy of the ecosystems. It entails the 
extraction of new resources, renewable or otherwise. The incineration of 
recyclables gradually eliminates the ‘raw materials’ that could be a positive 
factor for economic and social inclusion of waste pickers, as it eliminates 
job opportunities. It is not necessary to argue about the deleterious effects 
of such development on their activities.4

Recycling of urban waste through the replacement of virgin raw 
materials, by contrast, seeks to keep the energy content of each different 
piece in its composition, providing means for re-use with reduced overall 
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energy costs. It does not degrade materials. It preserves their energetic 
content, and it is instrumental to a conservative environmental use of 
natural resources that reduces the synergetic impacts on the ecosystems. 
Besides, considering that combustion of complex materials causes 
increased levels of emission of greenhouse gases – and other gaseous 
and solid effluents which display poisonous and biocides features – it 
becomes evident that, far from being a form of recycling, incineration 
has the imprint of a wasteful use of natural resources. In general, as a 
rule-of-thumb, the process of incineration and burning should only be 
reserved for biohazardous waste, or for substances which decompose into 
non-harmful components.

It seems that it is not possible to continue ignoring the manifesto 
of the Global Alliance for Incinerator Alternative – GAIA (2013), also 
dubbed the Global Anti-Incinerator Alliance:

We recognize that our planet’s finite resources, fragile biosphere and the 
health of people and other living beings are endangered by polluting 
and inefficient production practices and health-threatening disposal 
methods. Because of this, we oppose incinerators, landfills, and other 
end-of-pipe interventions. Our goal is clean production and the crea-
tion of a closed-loop, materials-efficient economy where all products are 
reused, repaired or recycled.

Notes

1. It is argued that the labouring of waste pickers’ cooperatives and associations go 
frequently unnoticed – sometimes challenged and repressed – by the municipal authorities 
in Brazil and elsewhere. This would be a relevant portion of the ‘blind spot’: the urban 
waste’s final destination. The other significant blind spot relates to the final destination 
of urban sewage, which does not concern us here.

2. I personally had the opportunity to lead the group that formulated the IPEA (2010) 
document, as a PNPD research scholarship’s recipient.

3. In Brazilian Portuguese, waste pickers are generally referred to simply as catadores.

4. Incidentally, although it is not a specific topic of this article, it should be added that 
recyclable urban waste should not be buried in landfills before triage – as it is not pres-
ently uncommon in Brazil – but actually recycled. 
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