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Waste pickers’ cooperatives in Brazil: 

Social inclusion while recycling

João Damásio

The recycling of solid urban waste currently presents itself as a short-run 
formula to mitigate the growing problems generated by the consump-
tion standards of the societies in which we live. The production of goods 
through re-uses and recycling has already shown itself to be a technolog-
ically feasible, environmentally correct and economically efficient practice. 
Besides, it is a potent instrument of social inclusion and poverty reduction. 
This solution presents a set of characteristics, all of them individually 
considerable: economies in the extraction of natural resources; reduction 
or minimisation of environmentally negative impacts; reduction of public 
costs for the collection and treatment of these materials; incentives for jobs 
and income creation, and the ensuing positive impacts on the economy 
along the recycling chains.

  The presence of recyclable materials’ pickers is a visible phenomenon 
in the great majority of the Latin American and Caribbean metropolis 
and big cities. It is a social segment immersed in a critical poverty con-
dition, working in streets and garbage dumps, and selling its materials in 
economically subdued conditions. There are about 800,000 waste pickers 
in Brazil, occupied in the streets and garbage dumps, and only around 12 
percent of this number is organised in 353 cooperatives, associations, or 
other groupings throughout the country (cf Damásio 2006). 

This sector is articulated to the productive chain of dynamic industrial 
branches through the recycling of materials, generating wealth, resources 
conservation, and environmental sustainability. However, their participa-
tion in the resulting wealth is less visible. In other words, almost a million 
waste pickers live in conditions of extreme poverty in Brazil – nevertheless 
surviving – feeding what is becoming one of the most dynamic industries 
in the country, the recycling industry. The need for gathering information, 
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aiming at the formulation of public policies on an emblematic sector 
from the viewpoint of enhancing social inclusion on an environmentally 
sustainable society, has become apparent.

Structural differences among waste pickers’ organisations in Brazil 

Qualitatively, in Brazil, it is possible to segment the waste pickers’ active 
groups into three big sets – with very heterogeneous levels of structural and 
productive organisation – alongside a fourth set, composed of groups of 
waste pickers that have no formal organisation. For lack of better names, 
I call these sets ’Situations’, and number them from 1 to 4, in increasing 
order of organisation (Damasio 2006, pp 78-86).1 

Situation 1: No or very low level of organisation   

These are formally non-organised groups – collecting together in streets 
or garbage dumps – without any equipment, and often working for 
middlemen and deposit owners under extremely precarious conditions. 
They have no access to sanitary facilities and/or building infrastructure. 
Nor do they own proper pushcarts – frequently obtained as a day lease. 
Except for the raw basic knowledge linked to the collection and selec-
tion of materials, they lack almost any other applied knowledge on the 
process of recycling. Financial support for the complete mounting of the 
equipment and for building infrastructure facilities is needed. The formal 
establishment of their cooperatives or associations would mean social 
inclusion through the creation of new labouring posts for waste pickers.

Situation 2: Low level of organisation

These are groups with some but loose organisation, with very few types 
of equipments – but some are owned by them. They have no sheds or 
warehouses of their own, and they frequently labour under overpasses 
and on vacant lands. They are in need of financial support to acquire 
almost all of the necessary equipment, besides for the building of their 
own sheds. They have little specific acquired knowledge and are in need 
of strong support in the form of training and learning. These groups, in 
general, do not even have the knowledge about the sources and means to 
demand financial and technical support, and are still subject to exploita-
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tion of middlemen and deposit owners. The formal establishment of their 
cooperatives or associations would mean social inclusion through the 
creation of new labouring posts for waste pickers – and the beginning of 
their rising to a higher step of knowledge and revenues. 

Situation 3: Medium level of organisation 

At this level, groups are formally organised in associations or cooperat-
ives, possessing some equipment, makeshift sheds or warehouses and 
pushcarts of their own. Some of them own collective key equipment, 
such as trucks, power presses, and scales. They are able to circumvent 
middlemen but not deposit owners. Their organisations provide literacy 
classes and are able to perform pretty sophisticated triage and packaging. 
However, they are still in need of financial support for the acquisition 
of additional hardware and/or for the building of adequate sheds. These 
cooperatives are in an intermediate phase. They lack some infra-structure 
and training support aiming at expanding production – and are in need 
of infrastructure and knowledge strengthening in order to be able to 
increase the collection and selection processes, so they become strong 
enough to include new waste pickers. 

Situation 4: High level of organisation  

These groups are formally organised in quite advanced associations or 
cooperatives with power presses, scales, trucks and motor pushcarts, and 
their own adequate logistic skills. They have one or more warehouses of 
their own, and display the ability to amplify their physical structures 
and equipment endowments in order to absorb new waste pickers. They 
hold an appreciably high level of acquired knowledge, with possibilities 
of diffusion. They also display some necessary conditions to eventually 
introduce basic units of pre-industrial plants for in loco recycling. The 
cooperatives in this Situation – leaders on acquired knowledge – must 
be seen as important vectors of knowledge diffusion and social inclusion. 
These cooperatives are already mature and ready for the verticalisation 
of the production of recyclable materials. Their ability to sell directly 
to industries makes them the natural candidates to become the core of 
trading networks.
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Distribution of waste pickers into Situations

According to the above mentioned criteria, it is possible to get a glimpse 
of how the cooperatives and associations of waste pickers in Brazil are 
distributed. In the sample on which my earlier study is based (Damá-
sio 2006), the cooperatives in better-off conditions – as in Situation 
4 – involve only some 7 percent of all the cooperatives – formal and 
informal – in the sample, and occupy an even lower proportion of all 
waste pickers, some 4 percent. When the cooperatives in the two better 
Situations (3 and 4) are coupled, we can still see that 28 percent of the 
cooperatives – the best equipped – congregate only 12 percent of the 
waste pickers in the sample.

In the opposite extreme, 72 percent of all waste pickers in the sample 
pertain to Situation 1, with no or only little organisation, working under 
absolutely precarious conditions, where we  find 35 percent of all the 
cooperatives, however all of them highly informal. As Situation 2 is not 
significantly different from Situation 1, it leads to the conclusion that 
a total of 72 percent of all the cooperatives in the sample – with about 
88 percent of all the waste pickers – remain in an unassisted state as 
regards their minimum infrastructure and labouring conditions. Table 
1 summarises these results:

Table 1: Number of cooperatives (formal and informal) and waste pickers in the sam-
ple and their respective Situations 

Source: Damásio 2006, p 85, table 5.1 (translated).

Situations Number of % Number of % Average waste
Cooperatives waste pickers pickers per

cooperative

Situation 1 115 35 25,783 72 224,2

Situation 2 122 37 5,720 16 46,9

Situation 3 70 21 2,753 8 39,3

Situation 4 24 7 1,381 4 57,5

Situation 5 331 100 35,637 100 107,6
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Public investment in waste pickers’ organisation infrastructure

How, then, could public policy support be directed to these waste pickers’ 
groups – without re-enforcing and reproducing the same structural situa-
tion? It may not be enough to enhance the possibilities for the creation 
of new labouring places through capital investment, if the waste pickers’ 
organisations are inserted in a subdued and undermined position – 
without any chance to escape the vicious circle of inefficiencies and low 
productivities – structurally dependent upon intermediaries, middlemen 
and deposit owners. 

 For improved economic efficiency and a better use of the available 
resources of recyclable materials a set of information is required, on the 
behaviour of total production vis-à-vis the increasing amount of recyc-
lables, per type of materials – alongside a more detailed characterisation 
of the actors involved in the process. Without that information it becomes 
impossible to know the adequate and efficient operational scales. How 
can one assemble a pickers’ organisation facing such uncertainties?

Some very important and basic questions arise, and deserve an answer: 
•	 What	is	the	optimal	size	of	a	plant	for	processing	recyclable	mate-

rials, the optimal level of equipment, and the optimal number of 
associated waste pickers to be occupied in this plant? 

•	 What	are	the	adequate	flows	of	production	processing	that	allows	
for the optimisation of the plant, transforming recyclable materials 
into money in the shortest timestamp possible? 

•	 What	 is	 the	 optimal	 capital/labour	 relation	 in	 a	waste	 pickers’	
plant, compatible with the highest efficiency levels? 

•	 How	can	one	measure	the	levels	of	physical,	economic	and	market	
efficiencies for a waste pickers’ plant of recyclable materials?

These questions have been the object of study of GERI (Grupo de Estudos 
de Relações Intersetoriais) of UFBa (Universidade Federal da Bahia) and have 
involved the articulation of academic and scientific knowledge with the 
experiences of waste pickers’ associations and cooperatives in 22 Federal 
States in all of the Brazilian regions. This study has been instrumental for 
the creation of the Research Center on Waste Pickers Inclusion (Centro 
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de Pesquisas Para a Inclusão dos Catadores - Salvador-Bahia), and was 
supported and financed by the Brazilian Ministério do Desenvolvimento 
Social e Combate à Fome ‒ MDS (Damásio 2006).

On public financing 

The answers given to the above questions led to a proposal of a basic-unit 
module for cooperatives of waste pickers that would create the primary 
conditions for rupturing the vicious circle of existing inefficiencies in 
recyclable materials processing (Damásio 2006, pp 87-112). On the 
basis of these modules, it was then proposed a total investment of some 
BRL 169 millions2 in order to equip 244 cooperatives and associations 
of waste pickers in 22 Brazilian Federal States, most of them (112) in the 
south-eastern part of the country, very few (2) in the north. 

The study proposed some blueprints and guidelines for the Brazilian 
Government’s initiative, through the Social and Economic Develop-
ment Bank (BNDES), when launching a broad investment program on 
physical capital earmarked for the Brazilian waste pickers’ cooperatives. 
In 2007, the Bank issued a funding program for applications from waste 
pickers’ organisations, aiming at financial support to their capitalisation 
on equipment and labouring tools. On its web site (www.bndes.gov.
br), an assessment of the results can be found (translation by the author):

There were 127 project submissions, from which 67 were considered 
eligible as fitting the framework. Among these, 44 projects were fitted, 
from which 34 have been approved, for a total value of BRL 23 millions.7 
It is estimated that these operations will lead to an increase of about 
2,300 workplaces at these cooperatives and of 45% up in cooperates’ 
average income. [...]

The support from BNDES to this segment was structured on the basis 
laid by the study Análise do Custo de Geração de Postos de Trabalho na 
Economia Urbana para o Segmento dos Catadores de Materiais Recicláveis 
in which it was typified the cooperatives and associations of waste pickers 
and advanced propositions on a basic unit of investments for each of the 
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types, according to its stage of development, aiming to the creation of 
new work posts and an increase in the segment efficiencies.8

Thus, more than USD 80 million was granted to the benefit of funding 
infrastructure for about 130 cooperatives across Brazil. It is worth noting 
that this was not lent money or budgetary costs; it was inscribed as social 
investment and taken out of the BNDES’ own profits. 

It should be clearly stated that the fundamental question here is the 
insufficient or non-existing capital goods and tools in these organisations 
– in a single word, the de-capitalisation – of waste pickers. This question 
is central – a touchstone – to the waste pickers’ social exclusion problem, 
and in Brazil, as we have seen, it is being dealt with through BNDES’ 
foregone financing.

Social integration 

This kind of projects are focused on the, arguably, most excluded human 
segment among all strata of our societies. Therefore, it becomes inevit-
able to discuss their organisation, formalisation, training and ways to 
improve their living conditions with implications such as an increase in 
their daily work earnings, in their acquisition of equipment and facilities 
for efficient operation, in their literacy and use of adequate equipment, 
as well as in their adoption of hygiene notions and sanitary conditions, 
and cleanliness of their working tools and uniforms.

 But it also has implications for the transformation of the waste pick-
ers as protagonists: in their taking part in the plants’ management and 
decision-making.  In a nutshell, the decisions would generally include 
the following characteristics:

•	 Revenues	are	shared	among	waste	pickers.	No	appreciable	over-
heads for managers. 

•	 Take	home	pay	by	accrued	points	on	a	previously	agreed	system.
•	 Democratic	decision-making	process:	assembly	on	Friday	nights.
•	 No	gender	discriminations.	Lunch	prepared	on	premises	by	men	

and women.
•	 Compulsory	enrolment	of	children	at	schools	and	health	system.
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	•	 Waste-pickers	gradually	become	protagonists on their plants man-
agement.

Trading networks 

It is apparent that waste pickers’ associations and cooperatives presently 
classified in Situation 4 display a higher level of organisation, greater 
economic, physical and market efficiencies, as well as better levels of 
revenues and social welfare. They also exhibit higher hygiene levels – 
with adequate bath and restrooms, cleanliness and uniforms wearing – 
and  they even have a kitchen and dining room at their own processing 
plants. Many of these cooperatives also have classrooms – for literacy 
classes, adequate technical assistance, and training – and some even have 
computing rooms to induce digital integration. 

There is an abysmal difference – in terms of knowledge, organisation 
style, logistics and commercialisation advantages – between the waste 
pickers in this group and the great majority that remain in the other 
three groups. However, the knowledge in these cooperatives could be 
a foundation that would potentially qualify them as centres in trading 
networks. Deeper and broader studies – as compared with the study 
here discussed – could lay an analytical ground for the understanding 
of additional problematic dimensions related to productive chains and 
sub-chains of the recycling process and to its efficiency.

Market players in the recycling process  

The identification of the main actors in productive chains and sub-chains 
in the commercialisation of recyclable materials is a necessary first step. 
The main bottleneck for direct sales of materials from waste pickers to 
the recycling industries – besides correct selection – is scale and regularity 
in delivery. The recycling industries, as a rule, cannot accept irregular-
ities in the supply of recyclable materials, nor will they be interested in 
buying little amounts of goods, averting risks to its productive processes. 
However, most waste pickers are unorganised and work in an isolated and 
atomised way. They pick out their recyclable materials by hand in the 
streets, or in the cities’ garbage dumps, and sell non-selected materials in 
small portions each day9 – to the advantage of the intermediating struc-
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tures. Nevertheless, even when waste pickers do acquire some amount of 
equipment – and organise themselves in cooperatives or associations – the 
volumes of recyclables collected by them are still relatively small, when 
compared to the scales required by the demanding industries, and  they 
remain subdued by commercial intermediation.

Trading networks10 introduce new organisational and logistic strategies 
in the short run, fully able to generate efficiency gains, with reasonable 
diffusion of power, and with a potential for improvement of the life stan-
dards of waste pickers who are affiliated to cooperatives and associations 
that are linked to these networks. In a trading network, one could find 
cooperatives that are structurally different: it puts together highly efficient 
cooperatives with groups of waste pickers who still work the streets and 
garbage dumps, displaying extremely low efficiency. 

 A trading network would also allow certain types of materials to be 
sold at better prices. The main objective is to group – and in some cases 
stack – recyclable materials until the required volumes are obtained that 
will satisfy the industries’ demand specifications. It is apparent that the 
returns would be higher than those obtained by individual, decentralised 
commercialisation. In this sense, a trading network puts together the 
efforts of different cooperatives and becomes an efficient management 
strategy by which to face a concentrated middlemen market. The biggest 
gains in economic efficiency through trading network sales are, not 
surprisingly, displayed by smaller and less structured cooperatives. 

The characteristics of a trading network may thus become an entrepre-
neurial strategy for small, medium and big waste pickers’ organisations, by 
which they coordinate and perform systematic and simultaneous trading 
actions. If trading networks are efficient enough, they may also surpass 
the intermediating structures, selling directly to the recycling industries, 
getting better prices for the same aggregate volume of materials.

The structuring and operation of a growing number of waste pick-
ers’ trading networks may eventually make possible the analysis of the 
consumer markets for recyclables materials on a regional and/or national 
basis. It would also become feasible to develop an information system 
about present and future trends of the productive chains and sub-chains 
– following the medium and long-run market movements.
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Trading networks of waste pickers are new and recent phenomena, 
less than six years old in Latin America; still singular, almost restricted to 
Brazil – with much experience but still little academic knowledge about 
them.11 They imply a shift of strategic positioning of waste pickers in the 
productive chains and sub-chains, from mere isolated providers to the 
intermediating structures, to active suppliers of recycled raw materials 
to the demanding industries. A better understanding of the productive 
chains and sub-chains in the recycling process, and the adoption of 
measures to foster the organisation of trading networks for waste pickers, 
will certainly lead to opportunities as well as accumulation of critical 
knowhow for structuring a social technology to fight poverty and enhance 
social inclusion.

Conclusions: On municipal public policies 

Poverty, marginalisation and unemployment are still key factors in the 
degradation of the environmental quality of life in most Brazilian cities. 
At this point, it should be clear and evident that the only way to promote 
the economic inclusion of waste pickers is through the organisation, 
formalisation and, particularly, the capitalisation of their cooperatives and 
associations. A project aiming at their social inclusion (ie better urban 
environmental quality coupled with poverty reduction and the creation of 
more stable job positions) through the above-mentioned set of measures 
would clearly ask for additional public policies at municipal level. 

  Unfortunately, waste pickers daily face many aspects that impede, 
impair or limit their access to the recyclable materials that are part of 
urban waste. In some municipalities, institutional interference bans 
their access to garbage dumps and/or sanitary landfills. In other cases, 
third-party private garbage collection businesses will not allow previous 
screening and collection of recyclable materials. Obviously, the measures 
here described cannot solve problems arising from marketing structures, 
or remedy institutional aspects in the field of local municipal government. 
However, the work of waste pickers’ cooperatives must not remain hidden 
in what seems to be a ‘blind spot’ for urban planners and local authorities.

Simple appropriation of equipment and facilities by the cooperatives 
and associations – a sine qua non for the onset of waste pickers’ economic 
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integration – shows itself to be a necessary but sometimes insufficient 
action. The complex structure and concentration of markets for recyclable 
materials require a decisive level of municipal governance in addressing 
the bottlenecks that currently exist and prevent the full activity of the 
waste pickers. An indifferent municipality may, for example, promote 
the burial of materials that could be reclaimed through recycling. Such 
an obstacle contributes to cumulatively negative urban environmental 
impacts; it reduces the mean lifetime in the areas of dumps and landfills, 
while limiting possible levels of recycling as well as the scope of social 
inclusion of the mass of waste pickers currently in the streets.

Overcoming obstacles such as the ones described above – some subject 
to legislative regulation – tends to enhance the positive effects resulting 
from the introduction of programs focused on social inclusion while 
recycling. In most cases, this would require that municipalities and waste 
pickers’ cooperatives establish partnerships – the best solution already 
implemented by a few but increasing number of mayors in Brazil.

Notes   

1. From an analytical perspective, these sets could be treated as organisations’ typologies, 
although they were originally aggregated through statistical multivariate analysis.

2. About USD 105 million at the exchange rates of 2006.

3. About USD 14,375,000 at the exchange rates of 2007.

4. Author’s version.

5. The daily survival time-horizon of the majority of waste pickers implies the continuous 
selling of small amounts of non-selected recyclables. This precludes inventories building, 
reduces the prices of all of the materials and permanently subjugates the waste pickers.

6. For a more detailed discussion of a working trade network in São Paulo, please refer 
to Damásio 2007. 

7. Please see Damásio 2007, 2008, 2009. In Rio de Janeiro the first Recycling Central for 
waste pickers’ cooperatives was begun to be built in January 2013 in the place suggested 
in the latter of these works.
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