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Abstract

Informed by different grassroots learning and educational practices engaged in waste
management, and drawing from the concepts of insurgent citizenship and environ-
mental stewardship, we examine the role of waste picker organizations and movements
in creating new pathways towards more sustainable environmental waste governance.
Two case studies (Argentina and Brazil) demonstrate how waste pickers inform and
educate the general public and raise the awareness of socio-environmental questions
related to waste management. Different educational practices are used as strategies to
confront citizens with their waste: to see waste as a consumption problem, resource,
and income source. Our paper draws on grassroots learning (social movement learning
and insurgent learning) and education (stewardship) aimed at the transformation of
waste practices. We argue that waste pickers play an important role in knowledge
production promoting recycling, in landfilling less and recovering more resources. We
conclude that waste pickers act as insurgent citizens and also are environmental
stewards.
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Introduction

Solid waste is a significant urban problem, receiving increasing attention by the public
and government. In many cities in the global South, municipal waste is still primarily
landfilled or dumped. Often, peripheral neighborhoods do not have regular garbage
collection and the locals dump or burn their waste, if it is not collected by informal or
small-scale waste entrepreneurs and waste pickers (Gutberlet et al., 2016, 2017). Most
cities in Brazil and Argentina do not yet have a widely installed official recycling
program in place. Only recently, some municipalities in Brazil have established
contracts with waste picker cooperatives, responsible for selective waste collection
which sometimes provides them with opportunities to engage in educating households
about recycling. In Argentina, waste picker cooperatives engage in environmental
education activities to improve formal selective waste collection, yet with very little
recognition by the local government. Gille (2013) argues that all these developments
reveal an emerging resource recovery waste regime, linked to policy shifts that promote
resource recovery over disposal in landfills. No significant policy changes and im-
plementations, however, have been materialized in terms of avoiding waste generation
or even reducing the generation of materials that are not recyclable and will become
waste once discarded. Ideas of consumerism, capitalism, economic growth, and global
market primacy continue defining the socio-material relations of production, con-
sumption, and waste (Corvellec, 2016).

Grassroots initiatives in the global South are challenging the current waste regime by
rising socio-environmental concerns in waste management (Zapata & Zapata Campos,
2018). Recycling is not the solution to the waste problem, but it is rather a myth or
a societal trap, that to some extent further reiterates the status quo of wasteful con-
sumption and indiscriminate discard with no decreasing effect on the total waste
production (Hird et al., 2014; Lepawsky, 2018; MacBride, 2012). Beyond regulations,
education can play a significant role in shifting habits, lifestyles and in promoting
policies towards more sustainable behaviors, processes, and practices (Asmawati et al.,
2012; Boyes & Stanisstreet, 2012). In this paper, we argue that waste pickers can fulfill
the task of building environmental awareness among the public for recycling. The
educational processes we discuss build on the social learning of waste pickers, who
have engaged with other waste pickers in promoting popular learning on waste pre-
vention and resource recovery in the wider community. Wenger introduces commu-
nities of practice as a social learning system. “Arising out of learning, it exhibits many
characteristics of systems more generally: emergent structure, complex relationships,
self-organization, dynamic boundaries, ongoing negotiation of identity and cultural
meaning, to mention a few” (Wenger, 2010, p. 179-180). Communities of practice are
part of larger social systems involving many other actors and communities, institutions,
movements, projects, or different forms of associations. However, the social learning
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within these communities is equally shaped by their specific situated institutional,
political, or cultural contexts, which makes them also vulnerable to intrinsic power
plays. Wenger further reiterates, “[t]he concept of community of practice yields an
inherently ‘political’ view of learning, where power and learning are always inter-
twined and indeed inseparable” (2010, p. 190). Social learning theory recognizes the
agency in learning and sees practice as active production of identity, a response to
power, not as an outcome of it (Foley, 1999).

Waste pickers organize in cooperatives, associations, or unions to participate in
waste management, providing different services, for which they want to be recognized
and remunerated. Organized waste pickers are part of a community of practice. They
meet regularly in cooperative assemblies, network meetings or other meetings,
workshops, or conferences, where they can share their work experiences, expand their
capacities and use their agency for advocacy. They promote recycling in their com-
munities, sometimes by engaging in educational tasks, such as informal conversations
with households, presentations at schools or community centers, or through partici-
pating in formal programs linked to environmental education. Some scholars argue that
these grassroot initiatives and networks have turned into the new social movements of
the urban poor that, intentionally or not, challenge the nature of the state, local
governments, and civil society (Gutberlet, 2010; Mitlin, 2008; Zapata Campos &
Zapata, 2012). We agree that waste pickers reveal what James Holston (2009) calls
“insurgent citizenship,” a phenomenon of new urbanism emerging specially among
subaltern populations in the peripheries of the cities in the global South, where in-
dividuals organize in movements and use the urban space as strategic terrain for making
claims on the state, to address social and economic inequalities. This is particularly
apparent in the movement against waste incineration, spearheaded by the worldwide
alliance of grassroots groups, non-governmental organizations, and individuals in over
90 countries, called Gaia (Gaia, 2021). In Brazil, the national movement of waste
pickers (MNCR, Movemento Nacional de Catadores de Materiais Reciclaveis) is one of
the key organizers in the anti-incineration movement, together with regional and local
networks of waste picker cooperatives and NGOs.

Waste pickers benefit from what Hall et al. (2005) call “‘social movement learning’,
or learning by people who are part of a social movement and learning by individuals
outside of a social movement as a result of the actions taken or simply by the existence
of social movements” (Hall et al., 2005, pp. 584-589). Learning happens informally,
and is often improvised and uses popular knowledge as much as acquired technical
knowledge. Eyerman and Jamieson (1991) recognize the creative and central role of
learning processes in what they call “cognitive praxis.” Waste pickers educate out of
their everyday cognitive working praxis. Interacting with waste generators and ma-
nipulating recyclable waste on a daily basis exposes them to detailed practical learning
on waste related issues. These grassroots knowledges are shared within their com-
munities of practice during opportunities such as meetings, workshops, or other in-
teractions as they surface.

This paper connects the literature on social movement learning with the work on
environmental stewardship, to be introduced in the next section of this paper, by
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examining the role of organized waste pickers, part of a social movement, in creating
new pathways towards more sustainable environmental governance and a more just
society.

The paper is informed by the educational practices of waste picker organizations in
Brazil and in Argentina, which the authors have accompanied for more than 10 years.
These initiatives constitute important innovation spaces for sustainability and social justice
(Brown & Vergragt, 2008). Addressing waste related challenges (e.g., the lack of regular
recycling programs in the city and waste incineration) and bringing diverse knowledges
into circulation (particularly from waste pickers or the public) creates the potential for
innovations that stimulate and support interventions that improve waste management (e.g.,
door-to-door household waste collection and education for wasting less). The possibility
of engaging mainstream policy-makers with the grassroots still remains a difficult task
(Smith et al., 2014). However, in the cases presented here, we will argue, a bridging
dialogue can be established between waste pickers and other stakeholders (e.g., gov-
ernment, the public, and universities). These examples introduce certain forms of in-
novations, tackling personal waste behaviors, the waste management system, and
collective policy-oriented transformations to increase the rates and quality of recycling.

In the next section, we introduce the theoretical framework bringing together ideas
on social movement learning (Hall et al., 2005) and environmental stewardship
(Bennett et al., 2018) to contribute to the discussion on socio-economic and envi-
ronmental aspects of waste. We will use structure and agency to analyze waste
management education, discussing perspectives on relations, rationales, and resources.
We then provide reflections on our methodology and present the two case studies on
grassroots interventions in environmental education and insurgency. Concluding re-
marks will touch on the role of these educational actors and insurgent citizens who
through their narratives address broad ideas on urban sustainability.

Theoretical Insights

Discourses on waste vary significantly, with narratives drawing from landfilling as the
solution in the past, to presently landfilling less and recovering more (Corvellec &
Hultman, 2012). Increased recycling but also expanding incineration are part of the
“landfilling less” narrative and are also connected to the understanding of “waste as
a resource.” In the global North, waste incineration (waste to energy) has been seen as
alternative to landfilling, despite the complex environmental impacts it generates
(Corvellec et al., 2013; Demaria& Schindler, 2016), particularly in view of climate
change. Without denying the economic value of waste, nor the need to reduce
landfilling due to its environmental hazards, the new “wasting less” narrative becomes
a multi-entry narrative that connects the social critique of an unsustainable con-
sumption with the economic rationality of using resources effectively and making
profits through their recovery (Corvellec & Hultman, 2012). Although it may sound
contradictory, this political practice allowed waste picker organizations to dispute both
the recognition of their work and, also, the consideration of it as an environmental
service. On the other hand, when their work can be carried out correctly, the selective
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waste collection and separation for recycling directly results in less waste since these
recovered materials are reinserted into production processes and are not buried or
incinerated.

People have always found a way to extract value from specific waste (O’Brien,
2008; Strasser, 1999; Sjostrand, 2014). Particularly in cities in the global South, waste
pickers have been reclaiming those materials since long and are still doing so (Fahmi &
Sutton, 2010). Official waste management in the global South considers primarily the
collection and disposal of municipal waste at landfills or dumps. There are very little
formal recycling programs for household waste in place and most materials are re-
covered by the informal sector (Kaza et al., 2018).

Organizing collectively, for example, into cooperatives, associations, networks, or
social movements provides opportunities for empowerment and use of agency. In the
case of waste pickers, their level of organization has allowed them to expand their
knowledge and has already created significant changes and successes for the waste
pickers. We discuss learning as “social movement learning,” describing how the or-
ganization of waste pickers contributes to social learning, which then frames educa-
tional processes to improve recycling.

Waste management education has been portrayed for the global North as a gov-
ernmental tool used to discipline and normalize citizens into the dominant waste
narrative of the prevailing waste regime, which currently worldwide depends on
consumerism and throw away practices (Zapata & Zapata Campos, 2018). From that
perspective, educating citizens to separate and to recycle ensures that waste man-
agement continues to be framed largely in terms of technological innovation, juris-
diction, and diversion practices, as is the case in many global North countries (Hird,
2013). Educating towards specific waste management forms can also create notions of
citizenship, progress and even strengthen the understandings of statehood, and na-
tionalism. For example, public educational discourses support the idea of being a good
citizen, by recycling and having thus solved the waste problem (Hird, et al., 2014).

In the global South, the absence of waste collection and poor waste management
practices as well as the lack of education often cause severe environmental and public
health problems. Informal neighborhoods, which often expand over large areas, are not
serviced by formal waste collection (Gutberlet et al., 2017). When looking for al-
ternatives, too often the official narrative supports technological solutions from the
global North, such as Waste to Energy to address the increasing quantities of waste
being generated in the cities. In Argentina and Brazil, this process can be traced back to
at least 45 years, when the construction of proposed sanitary landfills was imposed,
mainly by multilateral organizations, as the hegemonic model of waste management in
the region, (Sorroche, 2016a) and which, in recent years, has resurfaced in different
proposals to establish incineration systems. In the transfer of these “Northern” tech-
nologies and waste management strategies, the “Southern” everyday context situated in
local culture, environment, and politics is disregarded (Gulrajani & Swiss, 2019;
Gutberlet et al., 2020; Troschinetz & Mihelcic, 2009).

In Brazil and Argentina, part of the waste pickers organize in cooperatives, as-
sociations, unions, federations, and networks and form social movements which



374 The Journal of Environment & Development 30(4)

provides new formulations on how to deal with waste and how to promote participatory
waste management, disrupting existing assumptions about them that have sustained
stigma and marginalization. The struggles of waste pickers, usually the most im-
poverished and socially excluded citizens, have also generated new movements of
insurgent citizenship based on their claims to have a right to resources and spaces in the
city as commons (Dias, 2016; Zapata & Zapata Campos, 2015). Holston has studied the
citizen power and social justice struggles with the “entanglements of these insurgent
urban citizenships” in different countries, including Brazil, particularly related to the
homeless movement and the strive for housing in a political system of inequality and
violence (Holston, 2008, 2009). In Argentina, high level of unemployment was the
driver for popular struggles towards takeover and worker-managed factories in the late
1990s or, more recently, the organization of waste pickers into a social movement
(Parizeau, 2015; Sorroche, 2016b).

The idea of resistance and manifestation is central to the organized waste pickers
whom we identify as “insurgent citizens.” Waste pickers and their allies create new
spaces of active citizenship, according to Miraftab (2004) “invented spaces,” to discuss
and strategize interventions in waste management. In 2000, for example, waste pickers
in Sdo Paulo created the Sdo Paulo Recycling Forum, and, in 2001, waste pickers
formalized the organization of the National Recyclers’ Movement (MNCR) (Dias,
2011). The most important new spaces created by the waste pickers, since 2008, are
networks (Redes) and inter-networks (/nfer-Redes). In the case of Argentina, in 2011,
the Argentine Federation of Waste Pickers (Federacion Argentina de Cartoneros,
Carreros y Recicladores) was created, which is now part of the Confederation of
Workers of the Popular Economy (Confederacion de Trabajadores de la Economia
Popular). The Confederation brings together waste pickers, street vendors, small
farmers, workers in recovered factories, and textile workers.

Through these organizations waste pickers have become forces and a movement
acting outside the state. Friendly and Stiphany (2019, p. 275) describe insurgent
movements as “those that manage to innovate amid the necessity of coping with urban
inequalities.” The driving forces of insurgencies have to be located in the realm of civil
society and in their daily life, originated from forces acting against the dominant
political system. In opposition to the results of neoliberalism and particularly emerging
out of urban peripheries, subaltern populations confront the regimes that have created
the huge disparities and inequalities between the impoverished peripheries and the
urban elite centers that benefit from their services and their poverty (Holston, 2009).
Miraftab (2009) describes these citizen practices as insurgent, counter-hegemonic,
transgressive, and imaginative. Waste picker organizations have become deeply in-
volved in practices of collective action, empowering their members to challenge es-
tablished assumptions about them being uninformed, mostly ignorant and incapable of
knowledgeable decision-making (Holston, 2008). Leaders who used to work in the
streets or dumps have used their agency to reconfigure power relations enabling them to
partake in policy decision-making in waste management. The social movement
learning has allowed them to “step out of the futures expected for them, and make a life
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that is totally unanticipated, a life for which there is no obvious preparation or eli-
gibility" (Simone, 2010, p. 137).

Learning is a cognitive process that can take place in informal or incidental ways, in
specific social contexts and can occur purely through observation or direct instruction.
The learning can be enhanced when controversies are viewed and engaged in. The
different world views of the collaborating actors then become assets in the process of
transformation. Often starting out with conflicting world views and experiences, over
time the different parties reach mutually agreeable problem definitions and develop
solutions to questions and new products, or they develop practices based on reordered
priorities and alternative values. These knowledge sharing interventions among
members of the social movement (in meetings, conferences, or actions) or with other
interlocutors (government agents, businesses, NGOs, academia, etc.) can be intensive
and empowering for the participants.

The spaces where waste pickers act had to be conquered over many years and with
persistent struggle. In some cases, waste picker organizations have a close dialogue
with local politicians, advancing the movements’ agenda of inclusive waste man-
agement. Yet, as Holston notes, “the result is an entanglement of democracy with its
counters, in which new kinds of urban citizens arise to expand democratic citizenships
and new forms of urban violence and inequality erode them” (Holston, 2009, p. 246).
Particularly, governmental change and political discontinuity, often come with a dis-
mantling of the previous politics that had supported the waste pickers’ work (Zapata
Campos & Zapata, 2014). That is one of the reasons why progress is being slow and
development seems to sometimes go backwards.

Often waste pickers actively engage in environmental stewardship practices,
through which they seek to transform the politics of waste management, granting them
fair remuneration for their services. Different circumstances define whether and how
individuals or groups become involved in stewardship activities. Bennett et al. (2018)
differentiate between two broad analytical categories: “intrinsic motivations™ (ethics)
and “extrinsic motivations” (incentives) for engaging in environmental stewardship.
These motivations can also be understood as “rationales.” Social relations, bodies, or
informal networks can provide reinforcement and the rationales for local collective
actions, generate resources or facilitate learning for stewardship, as oftentimes dis-
cussed in natural resource management situations, for example, small-scale artisanal
fisheries (McConney, et al., 2014; Medeiros, et al., 2014). Whether the capacity for
individuals and groups to engage in stewardship activities becomes empowered or
constrained depends on different factors and assets that provide the capacity to enable
these relations. Much of the success of stewardship initiatives depend on the level of
organization as well as the local government support to involve grassroots actors, for
example, in the selective waste collection. The continuity of door-to-door collection—
which is an opportunity to practice environmental stewardship, by educating the
households—most often depends on the continuous support by the government, for
example, the city providing a truck for the collection, or remuneration for the amount of
materials collected and separated. Stewardship, then, becomes a central tool for the
political struggle for recognition of the work of waste pickers, realizing that it is not



376 The Journal of Environment & Development 30(4)

only their livelihood that ensures the activity but also the care of the environment in
contexts where there are no public policies aimed at waste recovery. This dialogue with
consumers makes it possible to generate awareness about separation at the source and,
in this way, improve the daily working conditions of the waste pickers, which results in
less waste sent to landfills and greater amounts of materials being re-integrated into the
production processes of the circular economy.

Bennett et al. (2018, p. 601) describe how “procedural considerations, such as
inclusion of stakeholders, participation in planning, social learning, knowledge co-
production, cooperative management, trust building, negotiation, and conflict reso-
lution, can also enable the effective stewardship of resources” (see also Jupiter et al.,
2014; Lockwood et al., 2010; McConney et al., 2014; Turner et al., 2014). We argue
that, particularly in the absence of any state program on environmental education,
grassroots organizations can fill that gap in the community of waste management
education, resulting in the promotion of door-to-door selective household and business
waste collection or resulting in the creation of new small-scale waste organizations
turning into institutional entrepreneurs in waste collection and diversion (Gutberlet,
2016; Gutberlet et al., 2017). Organized waste pickers have a distinct understanding of
waste and waste management, situated in their everyday learning about waste. They
form their own narratives and public discourses on waste.

In these cases, the individuals or groups make use of their agency and the existing
structure to act as socio-environmental stewards. We take the definition provided by
Bennett, et al. for local environmental stewardship, as “...the actions taken by in-
dividuals, groups or networks of actors, with various motivations and levels of capacity,
to protect, care for or responsibly use the environment in pursuit of environmental and/
or social outcomes in diverse social-ecological contexts” (2018, p. 597). The authors
define stewardship assets or categories of assets that provide capacity to enable local
environmental stewardship. The capacity and rationales depend on available resources,
socio-economic status, race, gender, level of access to education, political will, and
other aspects that allow for social inclusion. Local community assets and broader
governance factors, such as public policies and funding are also involved.

Research Methodology and Epistemology

This article builds on research which was conducted by the authors in Sdo Paulo and in
Buenos Aires. Three of the authors have a long standing relationship with the waste
pickers in the region and can draw on many years of participatory research with waste
pickers. In both cases, the authors work with participatory and action oriented research
frameworks, embedded in an epistemological understanding of knowledge being
co-generated with the participants during the research process. The authors were only
instrumental in helping organize and facilitate the meeting space, and systematize the
observations, voice recordings, and additional information collected during the re-
search. In both cases, waste pickers were involved from the beginning in the design and
implementation of the interventions. It is the authors’ understanding that participatory
research is praxis oriented and transformative. Early on in the research process, during
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meetings with waste pickers and informal conversations during visits to the cooper-
atives, waste pickers identified the need to work on interventions or actions that would
support the de-stigmatization of waste pickers, and improve the work in selective waste
collection programs, advancing the level of knowledge amongst waste pickers and in
general in the community.

This grassroots—academic collaboration (Gaudry, 2015) is based on critical social
theory and radical pedagogies that are committed to provoking social and political
change (Branddo, 1987; Freire, 1997; Santoro Franco, 2005; Thiollent, 2008), through
meaningful dialogue. We take feminist and decolonizing lenses, valuing cultural and
community identity as a building block for empowerment (Frisby et al., 2009). Doing
research with and by people, rather than research on people has the potential to raise
consciousness, awareness, and self-esteem of all participants, and it further helps
identify needs, which can be addressed through the research process (Kindon, 2016).

Participatory action research (PAR) promotes mutual involvement, personal growth,
and empowerment of the participants through the research process (Amauchi et al.,
2021). Researcher and participants are actively involved in developing the goals and
methods for collection and data analysis, as well as implementation of the results that
will promote social change (Kidd & Kral, 2005). Particularly in the case of Buenos
Aires, the original intervention has now become a long-term strategy which is still
occurring. In the case of Sdo Paulo, the intervention has been replicated several times
and has been picked up by individual waste pickers who have incorporated the ex-
periences from the intervention into their everyday praxis.

Participatory and empowering approaches are becoming more widespread in en-
vironmental and social studies, involving citizens as scientists, co-generating
knowledge (Pandya, 2012). Participatory action research is dialogical and proactive
(Thiollent, 2008). It seeks a reciprocal appreciation of co-researchers’ knowledge and
skills (knowledge co-production), “going beyond the traditional scientific orthodoxy of
positivist research... with the view that people need the opportunity to learn through
their own experiences rather than be ‘objects’ (Green, 2008, p. 82—83).

An emphasis on emancipatory transformation is often implicit in the tools applied in
PAR, and interventions can transform the lives of the participants. We have used
workshops, general assemblies, participant observation, and citizen scientists approaches to
work through the interventions. Throughout the application of these tools, we documented,
transcribed, and systematized the information for data analysis, making sure to incorporate
the feedback received from the participants. The specific approach and methods applied
will be introduced for each of the two case studies in the following sections.

Case Studies: Everyday Experiences in Education on the
Reduction, Reuse, and Recycling
Next, we will introduce the empirical studies, conducted in Argentina and Brazil,

focusing on the similarities in terms of structure and agency of the main protagonists
involved in the activity of insurgent citizens, educating for environmental stewardship.
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Building and Expanding Environmental Education Programs for Female
Waste Pickers in Buenos Aires, Argentina

This case draws on ethnographical research, based on PAR, that one of the researchers
conducted with the National Waste Picker Federation (Federacion Argentina de Cartoneros,
Carreros y Recicladores—FACCyR) since August 2016. The key objective of this research
was to develop systematized data that shows the developments of the federation that let
the cooperatives to become part of the Integrated Solid Waste Management program. In
Argentina, waste management is organized by the local governments, and waste picker
cooperatives in Argentinian municipalities often struggle to be part of the local waste
management system, managing the recyclables materials.

Anuillan (which means “decisive women” in Mapuche, one of the local indigenous
languages) is a recycling cooperative composed mostly of women. The cooperative is also
a member of the excluded workers movement (Movimiento de TrabajadoresExcluidos—
MTE) and of the FACCyR, which is affiliated to the Workers Confederation of the Popular
Economy (Confederacion de Trabajadores de la Economia Popular—CTEP), in Argentina.

In 2014, Anuillan and the Recycling Board of the city of Buenos Aires (DGREC)
decided to start an environmental stewardship program. Even though, waste separation
is mandatory in the city of Buenos Aires since 2002, there was no state program in place
to introduce or to reinforce the recycling program as a form of household waste
management. The government did not encourage resource separation, while the waste
pickers continued to access open curbside garbage bags containing mixed waste, in
order to find the recyclables amongst the discarded materials. Under the environmental
stewardship program, information about waste separation at the source is collected and
the program teaches households about recycling and brings them in contact with the
waste pickers that work in their neighborhood, in order to start waste separation at the
source. The women involved in this program developed a pedagogical approach, where
they conducted a survey and, at the same time, hold informative conversations with
household members, they speak at schools and other community institutions, and they
promote the idea about source separation during recreational activities in parks and at
public recycling centers, where the community can deliver their recyclable materials.

In September 2016, FACCyR who is committed to improving the livelihood
conditions for all waste pickers in the country understood the importance of the role of
the cooperative members as being the first link of the chain in a model of waste re-
covery, and they decided to replicate this experience with other cooperatives. In 2016,
the researcher began working with FACCyR in two cooperatives, to whom the re-
searcher established a trustful relationship, which reflects inconsistency in the support
provided to the groups, the development of projects, and the stimulation of joint
discussions and workshops to address the problems the cooperatives are facing (Figure 1).
Based on their needs, they decided to start an environmental education course. During the
courses, we noticed the need for a guide with systematized information on the course
content, to be consulted in case they would have doubts. The idea was proposed to
FACCyR, who was supportive, and together with the coordinator of the environmental
promoters, the researcher started to develop a guide and course material.
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Figure |. Workshop with waste pickers in Buenos Aires.

Then, the researcher collaborated with many other courses to adapt these to the
needs of the waste pickers in other cooperatives, also associated to FACCyR. The
researcher took notes on key learnings, concepts, and methods from the course and
passed them to the promoters as text. These notes allowed the systematization and the
reformulation of the workshops and finally led to the development of the course
material. The content of the courses is focused on four key themes:

* Introduction to the program of environmental stewards
* The challenge to separate waste at the source

* General concepts related to waste management systems
» Laws and regulations in waste management

The content was then discussed and collectively adjusted during follow-up meet-
ings. Based on these courses, a guide was created, together with the development of
a program for these courses. By doing so, not only the materials were developed but
FACCyR also created a policy to set up these courses throughout the country with all
cooperatives that are members of FACCyR. This social learning experience then also
contributed to the creation of the training program itself.

Being a policy “made by women for women,” oriented towards waste pickers with
a specific gender perspective and recognizing the work of women as a central part of the



380 The Journal of Environment & Development 30(4)

relationship between households and waste pickers, makes this program one of the
foundational proposals for an Integrated Solid Waste Management Model with social
inclusion, as part of the main demand of FACCyR’s platform, nationwide. Women were
generally the ones who, during the door-to-door collection in the streets, established the
links with the merchants and households. Being a woman made the communication
easier, and strangers felt less intimidated than being contacted by men. The policy seeks
to recognize the specific role of women and, at the same time, re-signifies their place in
the work of collection and classification of recyclables. This Integrated Waste Man-
agement Model, where the promotion of source separation is a key issue, is being
proposed in different places all around the country and, at the moment, it has been
adopted by all members of the federation, as a central aspect of the work of waste
pickers, not only to support their livelihoods through waste diversion but also as a way
of rendering visible their work in the streets, in schools, sport clubs, and government
offices.

Waste Pickers Informing the Public in Sdo Paulo, Brazil

The Sdo Paulo case study, focuses on environmental education activities at the
University Fundag¢do Centro Universitario Santo André(FSA), where waste pickers
have been invited to present in lectures and to participate in the dialogue with students
and staff during the ‘Environment Week’ (Semanas Integradas do Meio Ambiente). The
interventions of these waste pickers have challenged the everyday academic space and
practices, traditionally perceived as symbol for authorized and legitimate knowledge
development and expertise. This case study describes experiences invovlving two of
the authors engaging with environmental education carried out by waste pickers in
collaboration with academics from the University of Saaaaaa.

Since 1993, environmental education processes had been estabished at the in-
stitutional level, through specialization courses and other formal initiatives in this area.
Between 2005 and 2011, teachers and students participated in a research and extension
project (coordinated by the authors) aimed at strengthening waste pickers and public
policies for waste management with social inclusion, a partnership between the
University of Victoria — CA, the Faculty of Education at the University of Sdo Paulo
(USP) and is FEUSP, the Foundation, supporting USP, with a grant from the Canadian
International Development Agency (CIDA). This partnership project called Participatory
Sustainable Waste Management (PSWM) was developed using a PAR approach.
Throughout the Project, exchanges of experiences and actions were developed in col-
laboration with waste pickers, contributing to their personal development, self-worth, in-
ternalization of cooperative values, and solidarity economy, and also with the appropriation
of sociopolitical and environmental contexts (Baeder & Pontuschka, 2017). In 2006, PSWM
supported the structuring of the first Environment Week, at the Funda¢do Santo André
University Center, which then became an annual event, with an interdisciplinary character
focused on the interaction with the community and society in general.

Furthermore, since 2011, waste pickers have been involved in giving talks and
engaging in educational activities on recycling and related socio-environmental issues,
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specifically touching on waste challenges in the metropolitan region of Sao Paulo.
During the lectures, the waste pickers’ stories highlight their origins and their everyday
work experiences, pointing towards their struggles and difficulties to survive as well as
their advances in organizing and creating new spaces as cooperatives, networks, and as
a social movement.

The knowledge shared by these waste pickers include insights into technical aspects
of the collection and separation of recyclable materials and their transportation, the
organization and governance of work in cooperatives, the socio-environmental impacts
caused by waste, as well as the necessity to prioritize waste avoidance and reduction.
The waste pickers bring technical information with a critical positioning regarding the
interests of their professional category and regarding the environmental impacts from
waste which are a collective concern. Even given all the differences between the
various speakers, over the years, their discourses emphasize the need for change in
consumption behavior and the struggles to design public policies that are inclusive and
tackle the social and environmental issues related to waste.

In 2013, the Environment Week was carried out slightly different. The event was
aimed at highlighting the need to implement selective waste collection and this in-
tervention should help raise awareness among students, teachers, and employees on
waste issues and the role of waste pickers. Piles of waste accumulated during the
previous day was displayed in the universitys courtyard. The dialogue between waste
pickers and the public developed as soon as the students left the classrooms and, along
with their teachers and staff, visited the exhibit showing the garbage pile Figure 2.
During this intervention, waste pickers posed provocative questions about waste
generated within the university and how those left overs had their owners. They linked
this scenario to waste disposal issues in Brazil, to the need for a greater commitment
from all, in avoiding and reducing waste generation, in promoting adequate separation
of waste materials, making waste infrastructures and services visible, and, therefore,
making citizens confronting their waste, but also in participating in the struggles for
social change towards more inclusive public policies. These issues were identified
during the lectures, through written reports by students, and during the classes and
activities that followed at the university.

These lectures and critical dialogues around the topic waste at the university have
developed follow-up interventions. The waste pickers involved were able to sensitize
those who were present, by their special way of approaching the topic and by their
communication filled with lived knowledge, emotions, and meanings. The work and
struggles of the waste pickers, hitherto ignored by the academic community, were thus
revealed. In this interaction, the waste pickers themselves were also challenged by entering
new spaces and speaking in these spaces from which they were previously excluded.

The agility performed by the waste pickers during these lectures indicates a possible
contribution of the PSWM to their empowerment (as was also concluded by the
Project’s independent final evaluation survey), which was later expanded throughout the
networks of interactions between groups in the region as well as their participation in the
National Waste Pickers Movement (MNCR), which they helped to strengthen. In parallel,
the exchange of experience has supported the empowerment of waste pickers but has also
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Figure 2. Intervention and waste exhibit at the university FSA, during the Environment Week
in 2013.

helped make these organizations stronger. At the beginning of the PSWM project, a long
process was required until the waste pickers felt at ease in the physical space of the university,
which they never dreamed of having access to. Then during the events, they appeared as
protagonists in the teaching of various types of knowledge. Our long term contact with waste
pickers, dating to the beginning of 2005, allow us to perceive such changes.

Since then, the waste pickers have also been lecturing in different elementary
schools, bringing to these spaces a reflection and awareness through the encounters
with their real world, giving new meanings to the knowledge usually stripped of the
historical complexity that engenders socioenvironmental problems.

The approach by the waste pickers to socioenvironmental themes at the university
has instigated yet another important dimension, impregnated with meanings and social
representations (Moscovici, 2003): regarding to what they think and feel about the
world, as social subjects, and about their relationships with nature. Their values and
reflections about the government, their superiors, co-workers, and about academic
knowledges became evident. They contributed significantly to the debate with their
knowledge about selective waste collection. These "technical issues" regain "life," that
is, they become re-situated in a place where the supposed “scientific neutrality” had
removed them from. They re-emerge, filled with values, shaped by the complexity of
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the social relations in their everyday life, giving them other, different meanings
compared to those imposed by “neutral” observation.

Waste pickers’ voices are usually not recognized within the Social Sciences, but
through their narratives, the social, economic, cultural, political, and human dimensions
of their exclusion becomes evident. In interactions, they demonstrate that beyond the
work they do, they are also people, social subjects. This was a more frequent and
relevant aspect that emerged out of the reports from the students delivered after the
lectures. Since the first intervention, the awareness among students and faculty had
increased and particularly students showed a higher level of interest and sensitivity to
selective waste collection issues, attested by the surveys conducted after these En-
vironment Weeks. In addition, the community’s response to institutional debates on the
implementation of selective waste collection was greater which, in 2017, resulted in the
implementation of the Selective Waste Collection Program at FSA. This accom-
plishment was not only the result of the lectures given by the waste pickers, but also of
the reports and research confirming the importance of their contributions.

The following table (Table 1) summarizes key findings linked to our theoretical and
analytical framework, which will be discussed in the next section.

Discussion

The collective impact of waste actors such as the waste pickers in Argentina and Brazil
on improving the environment goes beyond the environmental and sanitation measures
mandated by the government (McCay et al., 2014), and therefore, these actors engage
with more sustainable waste regimes than the authorities themselves. Environmental
promoters of the Argentinean Federation of Cartoneros, Carreros y Recicladores
(FACCyR), aim to teach the neighbors in the city of Buenos Aires how to sort waste
correctly. In this case, it is important to notice that one of the first struggles of the waste
picker cooperatives in Buenos Aires was to dismantle the predominant waste regime
which consisted of landfilling all waste generated in the city. The waste pickers were the
first to advance and advocate for a radical change, showing the environmental and
social importance of recycling. This knowledge was constructed during the first years
of their intervention, when the problem was first put on to the public agenda. As
a consequence, the perception of waste pickers as environmental promoters began to
increase, focusing on women workers in particular. The connection between their local
waste management practices and global discourses of environmental protection and
recycling, led them to engage in a broader demand than just their labor needs. The
framing of waste pickers as environmental stewards links the knowledge and the praxis
of the waste pickers as resource reclaimers working in the city. By claiming the moral
right to discards, the waste pickers’ movement recalls ideas of environmental stewardship
(Lane & Watson, 2012) as well as Harvey’s “right to the city” (Harvey, 2012). It also
recalls the right to discards as “commons” (Dias, 2016; Zapata Campos & Zapata, 2015),
the commons being both the planetary natural environment and the discards as assets that
are available for the urban poor. In the case of waste, these resources have for decades and
worldwide been reclaimed as a livelihood strategy, by the waste pickers.
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Table I. Waste Pickers Engaging in Educational Activities in Buenos Aires and Sdo Paulo.

Argentina Brazil
Transformative space  Within the cooperative The University (FSA): classrooms
(Anuillan) and central hallway
Target population Waste pickers and wider Students, faculty, staff, surrounding
community community
Immediate product of Curriculum development Environmental education with
intervention or Content development (training interventions to deconstruct
activity courses for recycling waste and to question

cooperatives in Buenos Aires)  consumption
Methodological guidebook
(training manual)

Insurgency aspect Gender and empowerment Entering spaces previously
Waste as a resource inaccessible,
De-stigmatization of waste De-stigmatization,
pickers Valuing the work of waste pickers,
Valuing the service of waste Radical exposure to waste impacts
pickers
Local community focus
Environmental Waste avoidance and waste Education on the work of waste
stewardship aspect reduction pickers
Efficient and effective resource Knowledge co-creation
recovery
Learning aspect Recognition of waste pickers as Responsible consumption, valuing
environmental stewards reduction and reuse, correct
Separation at the source waste disposal for recycling,
Waste management waste as a resource, waste

pickers as service providers

Our research also shows efforts to diffuse and institutionalize these knowledges
towards mainstream institutions. In Argentina, a collaboration with FACCyR works
towards the development of a training manual and the systematization and pro-
gramming of a course that can be replicated in different cooperatives throughout the
country, thus expanding the impact of waste pickers’ environmental stewardship
education. This process is also essential for the construction and consolidation of new
paradigms. In the two cities, the institutionalization of these knowledges encountered
a “porous” and receptive public administration (be it the city or the university ad-
ministration) (Zapata Campos & Zapata, 2017) that facilitated infiltration strategies
through which moderately these novel practices could be introduced. The two ini-
tiatives deal with the construction of new values and rationalities through practical
activities and new interactions that penetrate and alter the dynamics of the personal
lives and cities in general. Material, social, and environmental rationales are entangled
and difficult to separate (Gutberlet et al., 2017) and together fuel its penetration to
further these groups of insurgent citizens (Zapata Campos & Zapata, 2017).
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In the case of the environmental stewards in Buenos Aires, it was a bottom-up
approach, with the waste pickers themselves being the ones that implemented the
training with waste pickers, and not people from the outside, contracted by the
government. In this way, they were able to fight for recognition, both of their work and
of their specific knowledge regarding recycling. In the case of Brazil, while initiated
with support from the university, waste pickers continued on their own, promoting
environmental education at schools and among clients (small business and housing
communities), giving presentations and engaging in meetings, often involving
struggles and disputes in order to access new spaces and to de-stigmatize their activity.

Ultimately these interventions, such as the waste related activities with waste pickers
during the Environment Week at the university FSA in Sao Paulo have created the
potential for generating more sustainable ways of producing, consuming, and living.
Same results are achieved by the environmental stewardship of informed waste pickers
in Buenos Aires who have been trained and educated to disseminate best material
separation practices at the source. In the case of Buenos Aires, in buildings where only
20% of the housing units separated their waste, the number rose to 80% after the
intervention of the environmental stewards. The interactions between waste pickers and
university students, schools, ordinary citizens, politicians, and public officers, as well
as with members from other organized waste picker cooperatives and networks are
geared towards endurable changes in relation to solid waste and related socio-
environmental aspects, facilitating the transition between local scale and more
structural societal changes (Smith et al., 2017). In both cases, waste pickers educate
citizens for adequate separation of waste materials, making waste infrastructures and
services visible (Star, 1999) and making everybody confronting their waste (Hawkins,
2017). With the diffusion of their practices, the waste picker movements modify the
assumptions and practices of consumption, discard, and recovery of natural resources.
In other words, they question the existing relations people have with their own waste,
creating opportunities to revaluing materials and change consumer behavior (Hawkins,
2017), therefore generating the insurrection of subjugated knowledges, which means
“knowledges that have been disqualified as inadequate to their task” (Foucault, 1980, p.
81-82).

In the interactions between schools and waste pickers, described in the Brazilian
case study, new habits and attitudes are created, enabling the capillarization, the rooting
of these learnings, reflecting in general perceptions and public policies related to
environmental education (Brazil, 2012). This capillarization was possible by adopting
a “waste picker’s gaze.” As Zapata and Zapata Campos (2018) have shown in the case
of waste tours in Sweden, tour guides can direct the visitor’s gaze towards certain
issues, values, and practices, while other can vanish from the framing of the scenario.
Here, we argue that a “waste picker’s gaze” is fundamental to engage citizens and
residents in more sustainable recycling practices. Waste pickers’ knowledge based on
their participation in this community of practice is crucial. The experiences of the waste
pickers bring meaning and content to the practice of recycling and waste management,
just as Paulo Freire highlights the fact that educating is not just the transferal of
knowledge, but rather a praxis where theory and “concrete, practical examples of
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theory come together. .../ [as a teacher]must already be involved in it ...and where
the praxis and theory also needs to be constantly witnessed, lived ” (Freire, 1997, p.
21). That is the strength of waste pickers in their role as insurgent environmental
stewards. The waste pickers are able to promote social learning, bringing the par-
ticipants closer to the quest for social and environmental sustainability, stimulating
participation in the management and solution of problems, both in schools and uni-
versities and potentially also in the wider urban community (Baeder, 2009; Loureiro,
2004). Through interventions and communications, waste pickers in both cases are
acting as environmental stewards, teaching about the advantages of recycling, showing
the value chains of the materials, and also giving an account of the social inclusion that
is achieved through the recognition of the work of waste pickers.

Waste pickers are vulnerable to shifts in politics, particularly after elections. Political
will may change and previously supported programs for waste pickers can quickly
become discontinued as a consequence. Previously valued environmental education
activities performed by waste pickers become dismantled. Newly elected governments
often decide to oppose preceding programs and terminate relations and policies that had
funded waste pickers’ until then (Sorroche, 2018).

Regarding the Brazilian case study, it is important to point out that the relations with
the municipal governments vary greatly from one city to another and, similarly, the
interactions between the political leaders and cooperative members. It would be very
positive to strengthen both internal relations and the relations of different governments
with cooperatives, in order to achieve better conditions, especially for those that are still
fragile. However, it is possible to emphasize the aspect that there was a noticible
advance in the concrete conditions and in the expansion of knowledge and action
towards changing the current conditions.

Waste pickers challenge notions of modernity, for example, how the latest, largest,
and more expensive technology might not necessarily be the most appropriate one.
These notions of modernity are deeply entrenched in waste management governance,
and achievements gained after years of struggles by these groups can be quickly eroded.
On that note previous research has shown how local politicians and municipal officers
observe these low-tech grassroots solutions as temporary until “modern” appropriate
technologies are available or can reach, for example, informal settlements; after they are
upgraded, their streets widened and cables lift up enough to allow a modern waste truck
to enter them (Zapata Campos & Zapata, 2014). Following Foucault, the insurrection of
subjugated knowledges (including those from other individuals, e.g., local residents)
generates “alternatives to modernity,” as informal settlements challenge the ideal of
modernity, the ideal of a modern and rational city that planners and politicians envision
in their plans. Insurgency actions do not necessarily persist as insurgent citizens, and
social movements weaken or give up.

Exclusion takes place in an objective and material way. Waste pickers often work
under precarious conditions from childhood on to maintain themselves. They are
usually unable to buy books or cloths and other material goods. Their exclusion also
takes place in a subjective and symbolic form, influenced by values, religiosity, de-
valued empirical knowledge, among other intangible cultural aspects, as illustrated by
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Bourdieu et al (1999) through “cultural capital” as a form of domination. The pre-
sentations of the waste pickers in the described cases revealed an amalgamation be-
tween technical aspects of selective waste collection, the historical issues related to
waste picking, as well as the material and immaterial needs for their survival. Yet,
precisely the insurrection of this subjugated knowledge serves to invert the identity of
the excluded.

Socio-environmental issues come to life when contextualized in everyday expe-
riences. The ideological dimension and the political clashes arising from socio-
environmental interactions between waste pickers and other social actors become
evident and shape the content and process of environmental education. In the presence
of waste pickers, reality is loaded with the possibility of acting in order to change the
socio-environmental condition and overcome the immobility and apathy in the face of
the amplitude of the problems (Sorrentino et al., 2001). Students, teachers, and em-
ployees have their own agency and the potential to act and seek socio-environmental
sustainability, breaking the paradigm of society’s relationship to nature, based on profit-
oriented exploitation of resources, mass consumerism, and the perpetuation of social
differences. The described interventions of waste pickers as environmental stewards, as
they happen in Sdo Paulo, Buenos Aires, and elsewhere can break with the paradigm, as
expressed by Tido Santos, president of the waste picker association of the metropolitan
landfill in Jardim Gramacho (Associacdo dos Catadores do Aterro Metropolitano de
Jardim Gramacho) in Rio de Janeiro: "People consume too much and is so exaggerated
and unnecessary, and the worst is that people don’t think ... I mean everyone, ev-
erywhere in the world takes their garbage and puts it in the door of their homes ... and
then the garbage disappears. ... People think that it evaporates, that it does not occupy
a place in space ... that it will decompose in the environment. So, I think before people
consume, they should think about recycling too ....we need to consume in a sustainable
way, in a conscious way" (Gutberlet et al., 2009).

In both cases, actors from universities were involved in supporting the creation of
small spaces of experimentation, producing knowledge at the margins. In some cases,
these became innovative spaces, creating, for example, a transformative curriculum
with courses appropriate to the needs of the waste pickers as well as a methodological
guidebook providing orientation about the training and learning program developed by
the waste pickers. In the Brazilian case, opening up the university space for insurgent
interventions by the waste pickers had stimulated reflections over waste and resource
recovery and how to create a more just society, valuing the work of waste pickers. Both
examples highlight the fact that here we are producing knowledge from the margins at
least in two ways: the margins of cities, as many waste pickers serve informal set-
tlements and low-income neighborhoods; and the margins of the system, as literally
waste management (still) holds a place at the end of the pipeline in our society. In
addition to the new knowledge produced, the studies reveal a change in attitude of these
waste pickers in the direction of personal transformations, as evidenced by the very fact
that they took responsibility for the performance of lectures and actions in which they
became protagonists.
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Conclusions

In this paper, we argue for the expansion of the concept of local environmental
stewardship to include the insurgent perspective of grassroots initiatives who get
involved in diverse innovative, educational contributions. Insurgent citizenship in-
volves those that manage to innovate amid the necessity of coping with urban in-
equalities (Friendly and Stiphany, 2019). The integration of stewardship considerations
into local waste management programs supports planned or anticipated interventions,
involving the praxis and understandings of waste pickers.

The examples from Argentina and Brazil demonstrate how individuals who have
historically been excluded and stigmatized, are speaking up, reinventing themselves as
insurgent citizens and environmental stewards, making themselves heard in spaces they
were previously not invited to, as, for example, the university. The cases serve to
illustrate how knowledge production can be insurgent being co-created from the
periphery of the systems by questioning the current culture of consumption and discard,
giving the power to recover resources by ordinary people.

Insurgent citizenship challenges established knowledges, questions technology
assumptions linked to modernity, and critiques the concept of “the expert,” sometimes
creating clashes with more powerful actors (politicians, professors, university ad-
ministrators, etc.) in these newly occupied spaces. The learning that stems from these
grassroots processes is insurgent. Insurgent learning is experiential and validated by
everyday experiences of subaltern populations.

In the case study from Sado Paulo, Brazil, the lectures allowed for the creation of
a bond between students, teachers, and staff with the socio-environmental situation
experienced by waste pickers, a social group largely excluded in all dimensions of life.
In part, the lectures filled the frequent "void" between academia and reality, as observed
in traditional research and even extension work, which often acts as "deposition of
knowledge in communities" and understands social subjects as simple “study goals”
(Green, 2008). Ideally, this open “dialogue” with the community should be expanded,
transversal, and continued, encompassing various areas of academic knowledge and, on
the other hand, interacting with other social categories and other socio-environmental
problems. This would enlighten research and bring new ideas to overcome challenges
in society.

The knowledge of waste pickers allows for policy recommendations supporting
other forms of interventions in waste management that have the potential to be most
beneficial to the urban context. Their suggestions to the government include the need to
commit to capacity building of waste pickers to implement door-to-door separate
material collection and household education for recycling on an extensive scale.
Anchored in public policies that guarantee continuous environmental education and
awareness building, the quality of source separation and the recycling rates can be
improved. Waste pickers also request to participate in reverse logistics schemes. EPR
policies need to recognize waste picker organization as important actors in the circular
economy. Finally, waste pickers require resources, technology, and access to
knowledge to further improve their capacity to work in formal waste management and



Gutberlet et al. 389

environmental education using their real life experiences with waste to leverage for
greater awareness of the general public. From a socioecological perspective, waste
pickers are important actors with the potential to address some of the most pressing
waste related issues in the city, reducing waste leakage into the environment, increasing
the circular economy, and promoting social inclusion.

We agree with Bennett et al. (2018) on the assumption that “NGOs, local organ-
izations, co-management bodies, or informal networks—can provide reinforcement for
local collective actions, generate resources or facilitate learning for stewardship” (2017,
p. 601). However, the still neglected conditions under which most waste pickers have to
work are a huge impediment in their strive as environmental stewards. While the waste
education interventions described here have the potential to address the quest for more
social and environmental justice outcomes, insurgency is a cutting edge and often
extremely vulnerable undertaking, not always successful in promoting the aspired
outcomes of change. Waste pickers learn through their everyday livelihood struggles,
fighting poverty, oppression, discrimination, stigmatization, exclusion, precarious and
unhealthy living conditions, and other injustices. They learn about waste from a dif-
ferent perspective than the rest of the society, often living in neighborhoods with no
regular waste collection, making a living from resources embedded in waste and living
the drama of littered waste causing water logging affecting their communities with
floods and disease. Insurgent learning is powerful and challenges existing paradigms.
The specific learning that happens through daily routines and what is considered
ordinary as it refers to subaltern populations feeds into social movement learning, of
which many of the waste pickers in Brazil and Argentina are part of. However, up to
date waste governance and specifically the policy realm does not yet recognize the
contribution of the knowledge produced by waste pickers, and there are no formal
structures in place to expand, disseminate, and implement the grassroots learning
around the topic waste on an expanded scale.

In this article, we have discussed the emergent spaces of invention and agency where
waste pickers become active. New kinds of active citizens and citizenships emerge in
global peripheral urbanization, as suggested by Holston (2009). We demonstrate, by
combining the concepts of insurgent citizenship with environmental stewardship, how
grassroot initiatives have contributed towards wasting less and building a more just
society.

Finally, the interaction between knowledge produced in academia and local
knowledge is always a reason for reflection, especially when the aim is to empower and
expand the autonomy of exploited community social actors (ANTEAG, 2005). Access
to scientific information and technologies is a “right for everyone,” but one that is
extinguished amidst inequalities. The challenge is to promote access, to seek equality,
and to appreciate other knowledges. The dialogue with waste pickers and the amal-
gamation of knowledges are necessary to overcome current problems. Although the
required transformations seem utopian and unattainable, reflecting on them makes us
walk and strive to accomplish change (Galeano, 1994). Insurgent movements are
fundamental to breaking through and seeking new conditions.
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