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Abstract
The paper links measurable impacts towards tackling SDGs through the work of organized waste
pickers involved in resource recovery. There is a large structural heterogeneity among organized
waste pickers, which directly affects the working conditions, the level of income and productive
outcomes and the sustainable development potential of waste pickers. The Social and Solidarity
Economy (SSE) plays an important role in successfully organizing waste pickers and supporting
their infrastructure and capacity building. The political will of local governments to establish
selective waste collection and recycling contracts with waste picker organizations is crucial to
allow these groups to thrive and address the SDGs. The empirical findings show how these
cooperatives and associations are addressing key social, economic and environmental challenges,
build resilience and reduce vulnerabilities. The study reveals some of the mechanisms through
which the SSE provides a means of implementation for the SDGs and discusses challenges and
the possibility for scaling up or replicating some of these innovative grassroots initiatives. The
findings contribute towards transformative policy changes.
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1. Introduction: Waste picker organizations and the social and
solidarity economy
In the absence of proper formal waste management services, the environmental situation,
especially in informal settlements, has become deplorable and unhealthy. Millions of informal
waste pickers seize the opportunity to daily collect recyclable household waste in cities around
the globe to earn a living. In doing so, they make significant contributions to reducing the
carbon footprint of cities, recovering resources and reintroducing them into the circular
economy, improving environmental conditions and health, particularly in low-income
residential areas and to generating income among the poor. These innovative grassroots
initiatives and networks encounter many challenges in their livelihood practices. Waste pickers
play an important role in coproducing city services and thus addressing several of the UN
SDGs.
Waste picker organizations fall under the definition of social and solidarity economy (Moulaert
and Ailenei, 2005). They are mostly bottom-up initiatives, offering services that create
synergies between local authorities, private enterprises, state and citizens. What most social and
solidarity economy (SSE) experiences have in common, is the recognition and underpinning of
the values related to cooperation, sharing and reciprocity in these forms of organizations.
Autonomy and self-determination are also key values to their members, becoming a driver for
social innovation, from an institutional (governance, social relations, empowerment), economic
(satisfaction of needs) and social (collaboration, solidarity, social capital) perspective. Truly
democratic social economy businesses require decentralization with the transfer of power,
responsibility and deliberation to its members (Moulaert and Nussbaumer, 2005). What
differentiates their praxis from the mainstream economy, is a work and business ethics of
collaboration and solidarity rather than primarily profit orientation. The government plays an
important role in facilitating the “public sphere of communicative action and deliberation in
which, according to a more or less supportive institutional framework, the process of political
opinion and will formation take place” (Gerometta et al., 2005, p. 2017).
This paper will discuss preliminary results about the ways in which the activity of waste pickers,
organized in cooperatives, associations and networks, contributes to achieving some of the
SDGs. The research to support this argument was conducted with 21 waste picker organizations
(20 cooperatives and 1 association) in the metropolitan region of São Paulo, in 2018. An indepth socio-economic survey was applied to these 21 groups, complemented with short
interviews with the leaders. During a separate workshop, conducted in December 2018, a short
questionnaire was applied to 10 leaders of waste pickers cooperatives, asking about specific
social benefits from working in cooperatives. The author has been working with waste picker
cooperatives in the region for over ten years, which allowed for the necessary level of trust and
support by these groups. This study is part of a larger research consortium, titled ‘Recycling
Networks and Waste Governance’, an international partnership with universities in Argentina,
Brazil, Canada, Kenya, Nicaragua and Tanzania and in collaboration with grassroots recycling
networks (waste picker cooperatives, associations and other forms of community-based resource
recovery initiatives)1.
In Brazil, SSE is promoted since the early 2000s, as an alternative path to the exploitive,
competitive and commodified social and work relations that characterize capitalism. The
National Secretary of Solidarity Economy has actively supported these other forms of
production, that are based on collective principles. The “main protagonists of SSE are the
workers, seen as historical subjects in social transformation, defending in a militant way a new
mode of production and wealth distribution. Self-management and the productive character are
essential features of the initiatives. In addition, it is also close to unions and the labour
movements” (Marques, 2014, p. 5). Inclusive deliberation becomes a challenging process in
1
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participatory governance, particularly in the case of waste picker organizations working towards
the emancipation and inclusion of those individuals who oftentimes are excluded. From the SSE
perspective, civil society’s role in governance is seen as a valuable contributor to building better
communities and the social economy provides the space for public deliberation.
This research is framed through a situated urban political ecology (UPE) perspective (Gandy,
2006; Lawhon et al., 2014; Rigg, 2007; Swyngedouw, 2004), which draws the attention to
social and environmental justice issues, many of which are also addressed in the SDGs. Critical
social theory through specific post-colonial and global South lenses allow for a contextualized
interpretation and understanding of cities as complex metabolisms, with actors and processes
involved in local solid waste systems. UPE draws our attention to questions of social and
environmental justice, inequality, and the connection between the political economies and
everyday material lives in the city.
This paper will focus on the work of organized waste pickers, particularly those that organize as
cooperatives and 2nd degree cooperatives in Brazil. These workers provide many contributions
to society, discussed as economic (SDG # 1: End poverty, SDG # 8: Productive employment
and decent work), social (SDG # 5: Achieve gender equality) and environmental (SGD # 11:
Make cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable and SDG # 12:
Ensure sustainable consumption and production patterns) impacts.

2. The work of waste pickers intersecting with SDGs
The following section will contextualize the contributions of waste picker organizations linked
to specific SDGs. The discussion is based on theoretical insights and introduces empirical data
collected in Brazil, in the context of the Recycling Networks and Waste Governance research
consortium, in 2018.

2. 1 Productive employment and decent work
Waste picker cooperatives are autonomous and participatory organizations, based on values of
self-help, self-responsibility, democracy, equality, equity and solidarity. Their members believe
in the ethical ideals of honesty, transparency, openness, social responsibility and caring for
others. They provide livelihoods for millions of people around the world. While not all
cooperatives follow the economic practice of self-management, where the workers are the
owners of production and decisions are made collectively, many of them strive for participatory
governance, the support of democratic practices and social inclusion. Cooperatives place
emphasis on job security, improved working conditions, fair wages, and often they provide
services to their neighbouring communities as they also struggle to support each other and
enhance service provision to members. Cooperatives have also shown resilience in face of the
economic crises. With these characteristics, cooperatives are per se well-placed to support the
achievement of the sustainable development goals. According to the ILO, cooperatives that are
formally established as legal entities are considered part of the formal sector (ILO, 2013). While
worldwide, most waste pickers are not organized and the majority of recycling cooperatives are
not legally established, there are excellent examples in many countries, where waste pickers
have already achieved a high level of organization and formalization into worker owned
cooperatives.
The ILO has contributed significantly to advance the understanding and recognition of the
multifaceted actors, activities, and contexts in the informal economy, endorsing the strive for
decent work, defined as “… productive work for women and men in conditions of freedom,
equity, security and human dignity. Decent work involves opportunities for work that is
productive and delivers a fair income; provides security in the workplace and social protection
for workers and their families; offers better prospects for personal development and encourages
social integration; gives people the freedom to express their concerns, to organize and to
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participate in decisions that affect their lives; and guarantees equal opportunities and equal
treatment for all” (ILO, 2008, p. VI).
The target ‘decent and full productive work’ is framed under the SDG # 8. The engagement
with this target means creating employment and developing enterprises, guaranteeing social
protection, standards and rights at work and a governance structure that fosters social dialogue.
Unemployment is a global challenge, particularly to the countries in the global South, with a
wide-based population pyramid, reflecting a young and rapidly growing population. Brazil as a
transition country with a large urban population showcases the problematic related to high youth
unemployment (15 to 24 years and neither in school, nor in formal work), high female
unemployment and unemployment concentrated mostly among African descendent,
(particularly black) individuals (IBGE and PNAD, 2009). Coincidently the map of violence for
Brazil also illustrates that the highest rate of homicides falls between young, black men
(Waiselfisz, 2012).
Lack of decent work corrodes the well-being of the present and future society as a whole. The
ILO recognizes that youth employment is particularly strategic on the public policy agenda,
given its importance to producing social cohesion and safeguarding the wellbeing of the people
(ECLAC/ILO, 2012). In order to move towards ‘decent work’ conditions, the ILO has
developed a framework of ‘seven essential securities’, which are often refused to informal
workers (2002). These seven securities are labour market security (ensured by macroeconomic
policies); employment security (related to mostly to employment stability); job security (the
opportunity to develop a “career”); work security (for example, protection against accidents and
illness at work); skill reproduction security (opportunities to gain and retain skills); income
security (adequate income); and representation security (representation through independent
trade unions and employers’ organizations, for example) (ILO, 2002, p. 3). Applied to the
working situations of waste pickers in the global South, this framework highlights main
deficiencies and some solutions underway. In the following section, the data will call attention
to the structural improvements waste pickers operating in cooperatives, supported by the SSE,
have emphasized. Brazil’s solidarity economy crowns the re-emergence of alternative economic
development and has gained momentum over the past twenty years, with concrete experiences
and policies supporting waste picker groups. Solidarity economy centres on the agency of
individuals and organizations through increased democratization, thus promoting systemic
transformations in society.
The pathways towards decent work is addressed by the social and solidarity economy (SSE) as
alternative concept to the current market and consumption driven, capitalist economies. The
SSE conceptualizes and provides practical instruments for the transformation of informal work
into decent working conditions. In Brazil, the SSE has achieved constitutional and legal
recognition and the Government has created structures to implement specific policies that
facilitate the emergence of community-based social enterprises and cooperatives (Caruana and
Srnec, 2013). The recycling cooperative sector in Brazil fits under this umbrella and has been
able to benefit from institutional support of the SSE, which reflects in an increase in the number
of waste picker organizations.
Coopermare is the oldest cooperative in São Paulo and was formalized in 1989. Another longterm established cooperative is Cooperlimpa in Diadema, which was formed in 1999.
Comparing the other cooperatives from the total pool of 21 organizations studied in the
metropolitan region of São Paulo, indicates that 6 cooperatives were created between 2000 and
2005, 5 were formalized between 2005 and 2011 and another 7 cooperatives were formalized in
2012 or later. These developments clearly relate to a strong support of the SSE from the federal
government, creating a total of 747 work posts. 4 of these 21 cooperatives are large, with
respectively 128, 115, 82 and 72 members, while the majority has a membership between 48
and 30 individuals. 3 cooperatives are very small with only 6 to 9 members and 6 cooperatives
have between 15 to 27 members. Applying the aforementioned ILO (2002) lens on the seven
securities, underscores the importance of a national SSE strategy, as pursued by the Brazilian
government, in recent years, particularly in order to increase labour market security and to
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further enhance job security. Specific funding made available by the Government to the waste
pickers (e.g. the Pro-Catador programs), are aimed at increasing work security and skill
reproduction security.

2. 2 Eradicating extreme poverty
There is a close link between ‘being able to provide productive employment and decent work’
to the SDG # 1 to eradicate extreme poverty and hunger. The ILO estimates that there are
approximately 15–20 million informal waste workers worldwide with very low incomes, often
living below the poverty level. For Latin America and the Caribbean, estimates suggest up to
3.8 million waste pickers, most of them working independently (Terraza and Sturzenegger,
2010).
In Brazil, the numbers of waste pickers are high, between 400,000 and 600,000, depending on
the information source (IPEA, 2013; MNCR, 2012). According to IBGE census data, 38.6% of
the waste pickers in Brazil work in formalized organizations, 66.1% of the total waste pickers
involved in the census inquiry, declared being Afro-descendant and 20.5% illiterate, while
24.6% had only completed basic education (IBGE, 2012a). The monthly income of waste
pickers varies significantly, depending on whether they are organized or work independently,
depending on the location where they work, the access to infrastructure and technology, as well
as the quality and quantity of materials, and level of collective organization of the waste picker
groups in the hierarchy of the commercialization of their materials. In most cases waste pickers
earn a higher income when they are organized and work collectively. Waste picker cooperatives
provide a livelihood to many deprived individuals, suffering from hunger, extreme income
poverty, discrimination and exploitation
Several international agencies, including the United Nations, the International Labour
Organization, and the International Co-operative Alliance, have declared that “the cooperative
enterprise is the type of organization that best meets all dimensions of reducing poverty and
exclusion” (Wanyama, 2014, p. 59). This has to do with the collective and value-based
approach cooperatives take, that often empowers the disadvantaged to fight for their rights and
interests, and provides security (e.g. job security) given their collective and solidarity-based way
of operating.
10 of the 21 cooperatives have established a contract with the municipality for the service of
selective waste collection. The payment the cooperatives receive varies between R$527 per ton
to R$746 per ton of recycled material and some of the groups only receive R$220 per ton of
material. The remuneration varies according to the negotiation power the waste pickers have.
Those who have been supported by regional networks (2nd degree cooperatives) are usually in a
better position.
While the members in 11 cooperatives earn more than R$ 1000.-/month (2 of them earning
between R$1750 and R$1800.-/month), 5 cooperatives still make less than a minimum salary
per month (R$937.-) and are facing extreme economic hardship. In most cases waste picker
cooperatives have to struggle persistently, to become part of the municipal formal collection of
recyclables. It is also not a given that an existing contract with the city will continue in the
future. These spaces need to be constantly defended and re-conquered by the waste pickers.
Those waste picker organizations that have established contracts are able to improve their
working conditions and earn for the services of collection and waste diversion. These municipal
contracts are a path towards providing income security. However, without the support of the
local government, and without paying a fair price for the work of waste pickers the aim of
eradicating poverty will not be reached. In addition to income security, the ILO (2002)
underlines the necessity for representation security for decent work conditions. The better the
representation, e.g. by the national waste pickers movement (Movimento Nacional dos
Catadores de Materiais Recicláveis), or regional networks, the more powerful waste pickers are
in negotiating contracts with the Government.
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2. 3 Gender equality
The organized work of waste pickers also contributes towards the SDG # 5 to achieve gender
equality. The cooperative space attracts more women than men. It is an environment that affirms
collective female identities, allowing them to value themselves, develop personal self-esteem
and provide opportunities for personal growth through leadership development. A regional
study identified 56% cent of the organized waste pickers as women (INSEA Instituto Nenuca de
Desenvolvimento Sustentável, 2007) and asserted that the number of women employed as waste
pickers in associations and co-operatives was increasing, from 18% in 1993, to 55% in 1998
(Dias, 2002). Many of the cooperative leaders are women. The empirical research results
confirm the predominant female work force in waste picker organizations. Out of the total of
747 organized waste pickers in 21 cooperatives that took part in the research, 63% are women.
While in most cases more women than men were involved in the governance of the cooperative,
12 out of the 21 cooperatives had a female waste picker as president of the cooperative. There is
a distinct female leadership in organized waste picker organizations in Brazil.
Participating in a cooperative or association enables women to become a leader and to develop
their skills. The collective work allows them to exchange ideas, discuss everyday problems and
engage in political decision making. To them the cooperative is a space that generates collective
consciousness. Women value the social relations within the working space, avoiding alienation.
Gambina and Roffinelli (2013) talk about the relations between workers, bosses, employers and
the products generate as a process of alienation, in which the employees often feel outside the
job, where they do not see the utility of their work. The self-management (autogestão) of the
cooperatives changes the relation with work and it empowers specifically the women. Women
waste pickers who have experienced leadership, affirm how important collective working
practices are for them.
The cooperative can also be a space where women can ‘escape’ from the subordinated
conditions and where they grow awareness and discuss human rights and social justice issues.
Recycling cooperatives have a great potential for creating social assets, given the transparency,
trust and reliability which is encouraged among the members. The cooperatives also provide
emotional support for members who suffer from exclusion, discrimination, violence or
loneliness (Sentama, 2009). The number of members that are single parents is large in waste
picker cooperatives. 7 out of the 10 cooperatives that participated in the questionnaire,
confirmed the social role cooperatives play in supporting its members, being solidary and
providing specific help when needed.
Cooperatives contribute towards gender equality, not just by increasing female membership and
providing them with an income, but also by expanding the opportunities for women to empower
themselves, to engage in capacity development and life-long learning as well as expanding their
leadership skills and to help other women.

2. 4 Building better communities
Cities and their surroundings are dense spaces of material consumption and waste generation.
Particularly in the global South, cities suffer from deficiencies in their solid waste management
system, which is often fragmented or insufficient with hazardous waste accumulation, specially,
in informal settlements. In addition, governments are challenged by poverty and high
unemployment rates. It turns out that it is often the effort of informal and volunteer groups that
contribute to community building, making neighborhoods more livable. In many cases these
communities end up depending on individual waste pickers, recycling groups or communitybased organizations for cleaning, collection, and recycling services (Gutberlet et al., 2017).
SDG # 11 is about making cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient and
sustainable. Adequate waste management is important, particularly in densely populated areas.
The goal specifically targets the reduction of the adverse per capita environmental impact of
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cities, also by paying special attention to air quality and municipal and other waste management.
This goal puts emphasis on the removal and the adequate disposal of waste, waste reduction,
recycling and reuse.
There are many ways in which resilience has been defined. It consists of “the capacity of linked
social-ecological systems to absorb recurrent disturbances such as hurricanes or floods so as to
retain essential structures, processes, and feedbacks” (Adger et al., 2005, p.1036). Resilience,
moreover, “reflects the degree to which a complex adaptive system is capable of
selforganization … and the degree to which the system can build capacity for learning and
adaptation” (Adger et al., 2005, p. 1036). Finding adequate strategies by which systems can
better address uncertain, new or overpowering stressors is at the forefront of making our
communities more resilient and sustainable.
Waste picker organizations provide social support to their members. Waste pickers are among
the most excluded and often stigmatized sector of society. The cooperative plays an important
role of support. All 10 cooperatives surveyed in this research (out of 21 organizations)
confirmed that at least one or more members were or had been in a situation of extreme
vulnerability (being a single parent, having an addiction problem or suffering weak health). In
all cases the respondents highlighted that the cooperative helped accommodate such situations;
either by finding institutional help, accompanying the individuals during visits to supportive
agencies, sharing resources to pay for required services or medicine, or by taking the time to
listen and speak to the affected member. Sometimes the children of the members get sick, which
requires the parent to be absent from work. The costs involved are then shared by all members
or voluntarily by some members of the cooperative. Each cooperative builds their own ways of
supporting their members. Often the adopted strategies are to have an open dialogue with all
members, to be able to help, when needed.
One group mentioned that stress and anxiety is frequently related to income insecurity. Hence
the cooperative needs to focus primarily on increasing the salaries, by establishing a contract
with the city for the collection service they provide, getting better prices e.g. by selling
collectively and making the work processes more efficient, e.g. by reorganizing the work space
or introducing appropriate technology. Some groups also recognize that they have no real
structured plan to deal with the level of social vulnerability they experience in their cooperative.
In order to foster inclusion one cooperative mentioned educational campaigns, that were
regularly conducted at local schools and in the community, to raise the awareness of the waste
pickers’ work. Besides social and economic support, the cooperative also provides the benefit of
increased self-esteem to its members, a fact that waste pickers considered as very important.
Many responses reaffirmed the multiple services provided by waste pickers, helping built better
communities, in terms of health, education and environmental awareness building. One female
waste picker put it as: “we are in a struggle to make our world better and we need to do much
more, future generations depend on this”. Another member mentioned “the social benefits the
cooperative provides to society are very important, it is an environmental service”. “We know
of the importance of our work in terms of the environment, but we are not always recognized in
our community where the cooperative is located. We perceive that there is less waste in the
streets and less flooding have occurred since we carry out door-to-door collection. We also
have created greater job opportunities for those interested in joining the cooperative”. Another
member spoke to the “continuous positive social and environmental outcomes in the short,
medium and long term. Nature reacts to our actions, whether positive or negative, it depends
only on us”.
In sum, the waste pickers are well aware of their contributions to building better communities,
tackling SDGs # 11. Finally, another waste picker alerts: “there are many environmental assets
involved in our work: benefits offered to the municipality by the cooperative, such as: social
inclusion, … strengthening / valuing self-esteem, contributing to the quality of life in the
municipality and an increase in the life of the landfill”. These findings speak to the required
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representation security that also builds decent working conditions. Those waste pickers
organized in cooperatives or associations benefit from representation security.

2. 5 Changing consumption and production patterns
The social facets of waste need to be taken into consideration in waste governance. Waste
pickers are also environmental stewards who perform the service of material recovery from
waste, making the city environments cleaner. Driven both by the desire to maintain a clean and
healthy environment and the need for jobs, in many cities, residents initiate and support
activities focused on the provision and improvement of critical waste collection services. The
activity creates low barrier jobs for those who otherwise would fall through the cracks, because
they lack the skills or required level of education for other jobs. The waste recovery sector holds
important opportunities for making cities more resilient. Recovering materials from the waste
stream addresses climate change by curbing greenhouse gas emissions, saving energy and
preserving natural resources through material recycling, ultimately impacting on the resilience
of urban systems (Mitlin, 2008; Wilson et al., 2008; King and Gutberlet 2013; Zaman and
Lehmann, 2011).
Urban populations are the main consumers of materials, energy, water and food, and
consequently are also an important generator of GHG emissions associated with climate change
(Satterthwaite, 2009). In a transition, away from wastefulness, towards resource recovery,
ensuring sustainable consumption and production patterns, as outlined in SDG # 12, inclusive
solid waste management, involving waste pickers, addresses the objectives of a low-carbon,
resource efficient, resilient and socially inclusive economy and of a society with greater social
cohesion. The social and environmental dimensions of inclusive waste governance (e.g.
including waste pickers in waste management) are important in the pursuit of a genuinely
resilient future for cities worldwide.
Several processes directly and indirectly related to municipal solid waste generation and
management emit greenhouse gases. The principal climate-relevant GHG generated through
solid waste are: methane (CH4), carbon dioxide (CO2), and nitrous oxide (N2O) (Gentil et al.,
2009). These emissions occur both upstream and downstream of the municipal solid waste
management system. A change in society’s consumption patterns and a reduction in the amount
of solid waste generated contributes to mitigate these burdens from waste.
Diverting waste towards the circular economy, as waste pickers do in their everyday activity,
reduces GHG emissions. Carbon crediting is an instrument to visualize resource recovery and to
value the socioeconomic and environmental benefits of recycling (King and Gutberlet, 2013).
Recognizing the work of waste pickers as a Clean Development Mechanism, would help
economies to fully meet their CDM commitments for sustainable development (IPEA and
IBGE, 2004; United Nations, 2011). However, the national and supranational bodies governing
carbon finance and waste management must do more to encourage projects focused on resource
recovery by waste pickers. Such environmental and socioeconomic outcomes would be in line
with SDG # 11, in addition to targeting poverty eradication. Many urban policies around the
world now aim at zero waste, involving CBOs, small-scale waste entrepreneurs, and organized
waste pickers in the material collection, separation, commercialization, and transformation
(Bartl, 2013; Zaman and Lehmann, 2011, 2013). King and Gutberlet (2013) have created a
calculator to estimate GHG emission reduction and energy savings from recycling, adapted to
the circumstances of a waste picker cooperative in the metropolitan region of São Paulo. The
present research provides data for 18 of the 21 cooperatives on the amount of materials
recovered and commercialized every month (a total of 2,320.5 tons), which can be translated
into environmental benefit created by the cooperatives.

8

3. Conclusion
Solid waste is a visible result of growth-oriented production and consumption and, it is a major
urban challenge worldwide, with a myriad of impacts on the environment, public health and
economy of local communities. There is increasing recognition that continuous growth cannot
be reconciled with the environment and that current economic and productive relations as well
as identities need to be re-conceptualized away from economic growth-oriented thinking. A
focus on the SDGs through the lens of waste and those who reclaim and reintroduce recyclable
materials into material flows, opens new potential opportunities for achieving progress on some
of the targets set under the SDGs and for urban transitioning towards greater sustainability.
Worldwide waste pickers organize and retrieve recyclable materials, for reuse and further
industrial processing. These groups re-imagine their production and economic activities in terms
other than those made available by capitalism, but following the logic of the Social and
Solidarity Economy. Their everyday actions produce democratic spaces centered on solidarity
and the care of others, and also seeking to reclaim citizenship. The collective practices of
recycling cooperatives generate social, economic and environmental benefits, which are not yet
widely perceived as such. Most waste pickers are also not yet fairly remunerated for the social
and environmental services they provide. Governmental arrangements created for the coproduction of waste collection services calls for regular and long-term relationships where
network and partnership arrangements are integrated in governance structures (Joshi and Moore,
2004; Gutberlet, et al., 2016) and policy and legal national frameworks (Aparcana, 2017). Many
new waste picker organizations have been established over the past decades under the SSE, in
Brazil. Engaging in participatory waste management, establishing service contracts with waste
picker organizations and maintaining funding / capacity building opportunities for waste pickers
are fundamental to make a difference and to more effectively advance the SDGs.
The paper has discussed different social, economic and environmental roles the waste pickers
play in waste management. The case study results from a mixed methods approach, applied to
waste picker cooperatives in the metropolitan region of São Paulo, provide first glimpses of the
important responsibility these cooperatives, associations and networks have in fighting poverty,
improving working conditions, building better neighborhoods and contributing to climate
change mitigation, by reducing GHGs and energy consumption. We are able to measure the
contribution of reducing the material footprint per capita by calculating energy savings and CO2
reductions from resource recovery (King and Gutberlet, 2013). The SSE has facilitated the
organization and strengthening of waste picker cooperatives. Translated into public policies
these research findings will favor the inclusion of organized waste pickers in waste governance,
so that the full potential of waste pickers to promote sustainable consumption and production
patterns can be enjoyed.
A key recommendation from this research to policy makers is to strive for participatory waste
governance, inviting local stakeholders in waste management to the table to negotiate, plan and
implement partnerships in waste management. This means recognizing the skills and knowledge
organized waste pickers have (which is built on everyday experiences with resource recovery,
reuse and recycling) and acknowledge the social and environmental services they provide to
cities and their communities, for which they need to be fairly remunerated. An inclusive
political agenda on waste management will not only provide more opportunities to achieve the
ILO proposed seven essential securities, necessary for decent work (SDG # 8) but there is also
the potential to address several other SDGs, including: poverty reduction (goal # 1), gender
equality (goal # 5), inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable cities and human settlements (goal #
11) and sustainable consumption and production patterns (goal # 12). It should be the highest
priority of policy makers to invite waste picker organizations and their representations into the
debate of urgently addressing our waste problems and to establish fair contracts with these
organizations for the payed service of collection and separation of recyclable waste among other
tasks.
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