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INTRODUCTION

Globalization, inequality, and exclusion

Over the last few years—after more than three decades of intensification of
the flow of goods, services, capital, and people across borders—the efforts of
thousands of individuals and organizations around the vworld denouncing the
various kinds of exclusion brought about by neoliberal globalization have
had a considerable impact on scholarly and political debates about the world
economy. Demonstrations against corporate-friendly trade agreements such
as the WTO and the FTAA in Seattle, Quebec, Genoa, Canciin, Miami, and
elsewhere have distupted the hitherto smooth advance of the neoliberal
agenda. Demonstrators have been Jjoined by an emerging coalitioh led by
major countries of the global South—Brazil, India, China, and South

Africa—aimed at changing the rules and the distribution of the benefits of

the global economy. Across Latin America, the left has been on the rise in
the first years of the new century, especially in countries such as Argentina,
Bolivia, and Brazil, which only a few years eatlier were the poster children
of structural adjustment policies (Rodriguez-Garavito, Barrett, and Chavez,
2005). These and similar developments—notably the consolidation of the
World Social Forum—entail the emergence of counter-hegemonic
economic practices and discourses that, without yet replacing the hegemonic
Washington Consensus, highlights the fact that neoliberal globalization is
based upon and reproduces political, social, and economic conditions that
tend to create further inequality at every geographical scale (Evans 2000;
Santos and Rodriguez-Garavito 2005).

At the global scale, the gap between the North and the South is increasing
(Galbraith et al., 1998). At the scale of the nation-state, mounting inequalities
over the fast two decades have wiped out the effects of progressive social
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redundant for capital accumulation” (Friedmann, 1992: 14). Redundant as
producers inasmuch as the productivity of their tork is relatively low.
Redundant as consumers in so far as their purchasing power is extremely
precarious, to the point that their participation in consumption—as Moody
(1997) has poignantly noted—is often limited to window-shopping.
But social exclusion does not proceed without encountering resistance.
The excluded confront it through multifarious individual and collective
actions, from subsistence strategies to national and global oppositional
projects and countless local initiatives. In Latin America, for instance, as
Hirschinan (1984) has shown in his fascinating survey of economic initia~
tives undertaken by the poor, such activities of resistance range from efforts
by small farmers to control the commercialization of their products through
marketing cooperatives, to the collaborative work of stum dwellers to gain
property titles to and build decent dwellings on the land they occupy, as well
as to the struggle of impoverished craftspeople to confront, by founding
worker cooperatives, the threat to their livelihood posed by the competition
of factories that produce crafts on a massive scale. As Hirschriian notes, what
these experiences have in common is that they serve as a means for margin-
alized sectors to organize in order to “get ahead collectively.” Similarly,
multiple social movements for social citizenship have arisen or continued to
thrive in Latin America in times of globalization, involving, among others,
indigenous peoples, black communities, industrial workers, landless peasants
and women (Alvarez et al., 1998; Eckstein and Wickham-Crowley, 2002).
For the purposes of this chapter, whose case study refers to the collective
struggle of garbage recyclers' to improve their life conditions—it is partic-
ularly important to highlight initiatives undettaken by the urban popular
classes, namely, the majority of the cities’ population comprising poor salaried
workers, informal workers and the unemployed. To the large number of
workers earning the minimum wage, street vendors, garbage recyclers,
domestic workers, homeless people of all ages, and the thousands of people
trying to eke out a living by performing all types of services on the streets,
getting by is a daily hassle. Both as buyers and as producers, members of the
popular classes feed a low-cost urban economy that allows them to have
access to basic goods and services. In this sense, such “popular economies”
entail a form of resistance, albeit a precarious one, in so far as they are the
means through which the popular classes create’ and exploit an economic
niche in order to survive (Quijano, 1998; Burbach er dl., 1997). However,
when seen within the context of the urban economy as a whole, it becomes
clear that popular economies are far from being autonomous and, in and of
themselves, emancipatory. As Castells and Portes (1989) have argued, it is
often the case that informal economic activities are thoroughly articulated
with the formal economy, as shown by the fact that informal garbage
recyclers sell the materials they recover to intermediaries who, in turn, resell
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them to large, formal industries producing paper, cardboard; and _ gl.as.s.
Further, as the case of the recyclers clearly illustrates, popular economic ini-
tiatives can be—and often are—sources of cheap products, serv1?es and labPr
for the modern sector of the economy. Thus, popular economies can facil-
itate rather than counter the exploitation of the popular classes:
In light of the ambivalent functions of. Popular economies, th.e 'k.ey

question guiding the selection and the empmcal. Stl:ldy of collec.tlve mu:}a}—1
tives undertaken in the context of such economies is Fhe followmg: Whl}c1
strategies of collective organization and action can mitigate ot eliminate the
exploitation of popular economic actors and release the emancipatory Pot.en—
tial of these types of economies? In this chapter, I argue that cooperatives
and other solidaristic forms of econotnic organizatlon—gen.erally referred
to in Latin America as “solidarity economy” (economta solidaria), a term that
has gradually been adopted and expanded in other pa.rts of the VVOrld—CO}Il—
stitute protnising strategies. The argument proceeds in three steps. In what |
semains of this introductory section I set up the case~§tudy of t%le coopera-
tives of garbage recyclers. I then describe the economic and S‘()Clal setting 151
which informal recycling takes place in Colombia. Agamst‘ this ba?kgr.oun ;
I analyze the operation of the cooperatives and assess t.helr contribution t:l
the recyclers’ struggle for social citizenship, as well as the 1nter-nal and extern
factors that limit their impact. Finally, I offer some conclusions.

The case study

What are the conditions for the emergence and consolidation of non-
capitalist popular economic organizations that can bf)th @rther t‘he struggle
for the inclusion of the popular classes and compete in an increasingly glob-
alized rharket? To tackle this question 1 present in what follf)WS the results,
of a study on the formation and development of cooperatives of .galj)age
recyclers in Colombia. The research entailed fieldwork that c_ombme , on
the one hand, a study of the 94 cooperatives of recyclers, which was based
on semi-structured interviews and the analysis of primary and secondary
documents, and, on the other, a detailed study based upon paftlapant obser-
vation in one of the most established cooperatives of Bogota (by the name
of “Rescatar™—|“Rescuing”]).?

Four reasons make this case study particularly suitable for the purposes of
this article. First, the conditions of extreme deprivatio'n in which garbage
recyclers live in cities around the world provide stark ev1d'ence of the process
of social exclusion to which I alluded above. Far from being a phenomenon
unique to Colombia or Latin America, the existence of thousa?nds of peop.le
surviving by sifting through the rubble in dumps and s.treets is common in
cities in the global South, as well as, although probably in less dran}aﬂc pro-
portions, in large cities in the North. For instance, the most reliable data
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estimate that in Colombia around 300,000 people—i.e., nearly 1 percent of
the national population—eke out a living by scavenging for recyclable
materials (Hower, 1997). In Mexico and Egypt, informal recyclers make up
as much as 2 percent of the population (Hoyos, 2000). In Buenos Aires alone,
an estimated 100,000 people have turned to scavenging in the wake of the
2001 economic crisis (Koehs, 2004). In Manila, Philippines, the number of
people who directly depend on “the recycling waste chain” is estimated at
12,000, while in Beijing about 82,000 migrant peasants work as scavengers
(Mydans, 2000). Second, garbage recyclers are the victims of a particularly
vicious kind of social exclusion. Given the generalized repugnance tosvards
their lifestyle—which oftentimes involves homelessness—and their trade—
which involves handling what the rest of society has decided to
discard—recyclers are the objects of the maximum degree of exclusion and
are confined to the most marginal zones of the urban cartography, i.e., the
dumps, streets and ghettos where they live and sell the materials they collect.
In Colombia, the degree of exclusion to which recyclers are subjected is
revealed by the scornful colloquial expression desechables (“disposable
people”) with which people refer to them. In other words, the recycler is
excluded to the point of being considered disposable, like the garbage she
sifts through. Far from being a fortuitous expression, the idea of the recycler
as a disposable person underlies the operations of “social cleansing” under-
taken by violent groups inspired by fascist ideologies, sometimes with the
connivance of the police, which result in the killing of recyclers and other
people forced to work or live on the streets at night. Third, recyclers in
Colombia have organized themselves in non-capitalist productive units,
namely worker cooperatives. Thus, the achievements and the shortcomings
of this experience are useful for addressing the research question I laid out
above on the potential of non-capitalist organizations as a means for the
empowerment of marginalized classes in the South. Fourth, the recyclers’
cooperatives have had to face up to the challenges posed by the opening of
the Colombian economy to international competition. The cooperatives
were created precisely at the time (the late 1980s and early 1990s) when
economic policies in Colombia veered towards internationalization and
neoliberalism. Therefore, the cooperatives have experienced both the diffi-
culties and the opportunities involved in the process of globalization. In
particular, they have had to respond to the conditions created by the process
of privatization of garbage collection in major cities, which is part and parcel
of the general trend towards the privatization of public services in Colombia
since the early 1990s. Thus, analyzing the evolution of the cooperatives sheds
light on the economic potential of this type of organization in the context
of globalization.
In the next section, I lay out the results of this case study. In doing so,
I set out to engage the literature on popular economies, alternative
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development, and cooperativism.? Given that, as noted in the.intrc;ldudctzoiri
to this volume, such bodies of work tend to focus on the 1ocal. to t hj he r}i
ment of the national and the global scales, 1 stress the way in w dc tl'te
cooperatives have been affected by and have react'ed to economic and poht-
ical changes associated with the process of globalization.

FROM “DI_SPOSABLE PEOPLE” TO WORKER-OWNERS:
THE STRUGGLE OF COLOMBIAN GARBAGE RECYCLERS

The market for recyclable materials

Recycling solid waste—i.e., paper, cardboard, glass, plz‘lstic, ar}d alumlpurlr;r—l—
is a key stage in the production cycle of numerous mdustrles:ipart(licbq ‘ dy
those producing paper, containers of all types, tles, co.rrugatef car ;)la t;
and a growing number of new rnaterials such as th.e hlgh-rems'tance shee t
used in construction. Itis estimated, for instance, that 1.n Colombla.4’8 perc?:l
of the fiber used to make paper comes from recychng‘(Fu'ndacmn SO(EI 1,
1998: 23; Polo, 1990). The atilization of such raw materials is made pos§1fue
by the fact that 51 percent of all the paper and carfiboard cor{sumed an;lu‘ lty
in the country is recuperated through the circuit of recycling (Fundacion
ial, 1990).
Soflti:: 156 o)f recycled materials has key economic and environmental efjfelct%
Recycling lowers production costs as the price of L:ecyc.led raw mater.llj ; 115
usually far lower than that of new inputs. Recycling is also a re-mal ably
dynamic economic activity. In 1990,income genefatefd by the d1ffe1e¥1t actlv(—i
ities constituting the recycling circuit—i.e., the plck%r’lg, tran.sformatlon, a?
transport of materials—reached $22 million (Fundacién §0c1al, 1990). As orf
the environmental effects, it is estimated that the recyclmg of every ton _}(l)
paper or cardboard avoids the felling of twenty trees. This meani ?at t~1e
approximately 300,000 tons of paper and cardbo;u.'d_that are recycled year y
in Colombia allow for the preservation of 6 million trees (ANR, 2000;
cidén Social, 1998).
Furjl\dgagregate figures 012 the size and impact ‘of ‘the market for recyclat?le
goods do not reveal, however, the highly exploxtatlve. structure and dynamics
of such a market. The circuit of recycling vividly illustrates the process of
social exclusion in large cities, to which 1 referred above.‘lndeed, as prac-
ticed in Colombia, recycling is the result of the combinatlo%l of the e-ﬁ"ects
of a rapid and disorderly process of urbanization-——among \.Vllnch are an inad-
equate garbage collection service and the absence of civic c.onsc1ousnf.:ss
vis-a-vis the benefits of recycling at home—and a profound social and spatial
cleavage. Such a cleavage gives rise to the coexistence, on the one .hand, of
a small and relatively wealthy sector of the urban population producing most
of the garbage and recyclable residues and, on the other, of a large number
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of people who are either unemployed or informally employed, and who turn
to recuperating and selling such materials to survive. Thus, the economic
niche created by the demand from formal industries and the insufficiency of
services of garbage collection and recycling is occupied by a marginalized
population that survives by foraging for cans, paper, bottles, and other goods

- in city dumps and streets—particularly in upper-class neighborhoods, where

most of the valuable waste is produced.

Against such a background, it is possible to understand the structure and
operation of the market for recyclable materials. The market is divided into
three stages. The first one is the picking of the materials. This is a highly
competitive activity since it involves more than 300,000 informal* recyclers
around the country, out of whom about 50,000 work in Bogoti (Hovver,
1997). The second stage of the market involves the formal and informal
middlemen who buy materials froin recyclers and sell them to large indus-
tries. It is not rare for these middlemen to have direct links and even be
funded by the industries that buy from them. The third stage involves the
industries that buy, transform, and sell recyclable materials. In contrast with
the collection stage, the purchase of materials is highly concentrated. Indeed,
the market for recyclable materials is an oligopsony. A small number of firms
buys the materials and thus gets to set the conditions and prices for the
myriad recyclers.

Given the structure of the market, it comes as no surprise that the buying
industries—and, to a lesser extent, the middlemen—appropriate the consid-
erable profits derived from the recycling circuit. Meanwhile, informal
recyclers, as I will explain in detail below, usually make less than the minimum
wage—which in Colombia hovers around $125 a month—and hence remain
in conditions of extreme poverty. The structure and dynamics of the market
also illustrate the intimate connection and exploitative relations between
popular informal economies and the formal economy. As Birkbeck’s study
on recycling in Cali, Colombia, has shown, informal recyclers are in fact
indirect employees of the handful of factories that buy and re-use the
materials—although they neither recognize themselves nor are recognized
by the buyers as such (Birkbeck, 1978).

The recyclers

Who are the people wandering the streets and the dumps in search of
recyclable items? The fragmentary data available on the matter, supplemented
by the information obtained during fieldwork, shows that men and women
participate in similar proportions in the trade of recycling. Although the age
of most recyclers ranges between 20 and 40, it is common to find children
and elderly people working as recyclers (Corporacién Raices, 1998).
Recyclers usually work in kinship groups, rather than individually. In
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accompanying recyclers who are members of Resc?tar——c—lthelcoiitgcr;t&\:efgi
was the focus of the ethnographic re}slearchhfcg tlnstrs::t Syo(f 1;;10g0té i,t the
operative”)—in their journeys througn the s ,
ngg’ent that)a division (1>{f labor existed \avn;;r;gs sﬁefiﬁéesztﬁeﬁif;
of extended families working asa team. O arts and
picked through the garbage b}ns, others drove.ths m; e e macked
carriages on which the materials were transported, w 317 others packc
e collected materials into compact bundles for sale. It is co on.
lrlepcst’lglers to carry their children in their. cax'ts..The colmrr.lenil migz‘g.l—‘l‘?ji
a 17-year-old member of the cooperative is illustrative in ¢ d15t0 far : am
a recycler since the day 1 vvai1 born lllefia},lsse my mother use ry
inside the cart while she worked. .
! b"(l)"}}i:ll;ie majority of recyclers have little.: or 1o schooh‘n?. Tl;; m:rsz ecrcl)trr(l)—f
prehensive study on the recyclers’ population has shown t 1at5 P ent o
the interviewees did not finish clementary school and that. 1 per.ceh e
illiterate (Corporacion Raices, 19918). é\/ly o:lvn fet:mlfi;il;;z fierze;;ce hon e
ive produced similar results. Several of 1ts
(s::}?f;ln‘:)t:;emie they had to work fulltime as re-cyclers in order to maki engs
meet or because, as in the case of Heidy, “there was no more r}rllor.xey oS;i)ny
for school.”® However, a new and striking phenomenon 1s t. e 1n;1:ahavi
number of people with a high-school or even a college degl_ee (\;VO 10 hav
become recyclers in the face of skyrocketing unemploymentflnh em_.
This is the case, for instance, of Henry, 51, a new meml?er o .t e coop ™
tive who turned to recycling after losing his job as an engine (.ifiwle; 9;1(5) are
of the liquidation of the national railway company in the-: Ilr)lll - X 1"s.of .
Recycling involves three types of work. The m.05t '.\7151b e se ot e
recyclérs’ population works on the streets, tra_rfsportmg in ::i)g\s, puiers - or
carriages the items they pick from garbage.bms and l-)ags.b fecycthe Jocus
on the wealthy zones of the city and do their rounds rlgh.t e (.)lre he truck
from garbage companies do theirs. Such a modus operandi entai 1s1 e " rgs
routines that take between 8 and 12 hours a day and require t ;;E 1iecyc )
crisscross the city, usually on foot and pushing a makeshift c;ltrt. he ro;:: !
begins at home, goes on in the working zone, located 1.Jsual y ;t tde ohere
side of the city, and finishes with the return to the poor nexghl?or o;)1 S W y
the middlemen’s warehouses are located and the recyclers hv.e. The s;ie.c.on
type of work is the collection of matetials from dumps. Worklng ‘(;or; 1t10ntsl
in dumps are particularly appalling. Men, women, anc.l children dm t ; 1rou§—
the mountains of garbage work in constant contact. with rats an vul tg)es N
thus the name “vultures” that is given to recyclers in some c'mes (31[ :;f ;
1978)—and must bear the fetid smell and other factors dc.:tnm.ent 1to ;11
health. The third type of work entails sorting th.e r{mterlals dlrf.:(:t y gt 1e
“source,” i.e.,in office or residential buildings. This kind of .VVOI‘k 1; evi ebnt 3;
more advantageous to the recycler. Working at a fixed location—the garbag
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deposit of a building—is safer and less exhausting than wandering the streets
or searching through a dump. However, given the generalized perception of
the recycler as a dangerous, indigent person (a “disposable” person), in
practice, direct access to sources of waste can prove very difficult.

The recyclers’ income is highly variable. This is because buyers and
middlemen frequently modify prices, and because recyclers are paid accord-
ing to the weight of the materials they collect, which changes vastly
depending on how lucky they are on a given day. Incomes also vary sub-
stantially depending on the type of recycling. Incomes are higher for recyclers
wlho have direct access to sources of waste than for those working on the
streets or in dumps. The joint effect of these factors explains the contradic-
tions evident among the few studies that have estimated the recyclers’ income.
Depending on the population of recyclers under study, estimates range from
sums above the minimum wage paid to formal workers to sums that consti-
tute only a small fraction thereof. However, when the fact that the reported
revenue is generated not only by the head of the family—who is the inter-
viewee in most studies—but by her and three or more additional menibers
of her family working as a team, it becomes clear that the recyclers’ income
per head is usually lower than—or in some exceptional cases similar to—the
minimum wage. Indeed, one study found that recyclers make about 50

percent of the minimum wage (e.g., about $60) (Fundacién Social, 1990),
while another shows that revenue can range from 48 to 96 dollars per month
(Corporacion Raices, 1998). Ethnographic work with members of the co-
operative confirmed the high variation and the precariousness of their
income. During trips on the cooperative-owned trucks that pick up the
materials gathered by the members in the prosperous zones of the city, it
became apparent that while some families with experience and contacts in
the neighborhoods managed to collect daily materials worth about 30 dollars
(i.e., $7.50 apiece in a family of four), other families barely made $15 a day.
Despite the harsh working conditions and the stigma that goes with them,
informal recycling is largely a permanent occupation. In conversations with
the members of the cooperative, numerous comments pointed to the fact
that recycling is a lifelong occupation that, as in the case of Darly, 25, began
“when I was little [...]. I have been recycling since the age of 13, when my
mother would bring me to the cooperative.”” Several reasons explain the
persistennice of recyclers in their trade. Despite being meager, the income
obtained through recycling is higher than that typical of other informal activ-
ities open to people with little or no schooling and capital, such as small-scale
street vending. Also, working as a recycler has a non-economic appeal that

“is precious to those in the trade, i.e., the independence and freedomn that go

along with working on their own. As Jairo, 50, a nember of the coopera-
tive for several years, put it, “I have always liked to work on my own. [...]
1 do not like being bossed around.”® In fact, the paramount value of freedom
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in t} ders’ culture—“there is nothing in the world like one’s freedorE;
o, thrt::YWhat it takes,” in the words of Diana, 26°—goes a long way ;Q\E;izve
rel)(:ptlnaining the individualistic behavior that he‘lps per;;:tuartlf a::z ;):;r)t;llumﬂy
structure of the market for recyclable materials. It also

notewot t]:ly th.e eﬂOI ts to Otganlze th.e IeCyCletS m S()lldallstlc a.‘ld CO—

operative forms of work.

The two central problems

How is the extreme marginalization of recyclers reproducid?r:/-l}lxz; i':rl;:;lonr;
t for the stability of the social and economic structu ndertying
:liconlil;rket for recyclable materials and maintaining 1r111form;l rec;;c nelr?saat e
y “ i lower end of capitalism, where the syste s at i
bouorlr)lliutla(;calig :irilxt:i)sitv}:?’ (Birkbeck, 1978: 1185)? Two c’au§es a;;lpale.nito ;r;
mos(ti iption of the market offéred above generate, to my m1}1d,t el: vic ous
tt.le] es;rf erpetuates the-recyclers’ pauperization: economic 'exp 01t31 }0 t
o t . g’orﬁ the structure of the market and the actions of 1Fs dom(l{nalrll
Stetmmlgi. large industries and middlemen), on tbe one haﬁd, t:.mi torel
i ti s<;cial exclusion of which recyclers are victums as a collectiv t};the
?}:Iz:h‘; Both causes feed on each otheL:. The effects of the dsgjuc(zt:lr; (:nade
market explained in the previous section are c;mpc:ll:rs e the
ible) by the social exclusion of the ‘recyclers. ecycles A o
bves 1 art of the urban population, the lowest social ﬁtratum, g
ey'e;obfa argsetll)lieves the homeless and other people wandering the streets
wad weith wh the, are thought to be related. Recyclers are 'oft«,e’ntmjes
i’ vcviltfil Wi‘;) rll)]v theypoor“’ and become victims of “social cleansing Oier_f
Zz(::;s.in(j:ed, o}ne of the events spurring.the foun(?anon of (t)l;e cx;;tv:;r t }(:e
lets’ cooperatives was the murder, in 1992, in a maj . Sub;
Canibh Coast (Barranquilla), of eleven recyclers, whose bodies were su
Carlbbtelanﬁse(:i to carry out medical experiments' Eft a well-kno'wn_ umverzllt:lzi
o s, & nomic exploitation creates the conditions for the indigence y
- S";lm’ CZI(:Jsion that, in turn, confine recyclers to. the urban sp:s\lce’st i-;l,e
oo r:;c niches that make possible the perpetuation of the exploita
econo
Strucm'rehof df]'et111r'11:l 1\:;:cti.ous circle, the few scholatly studies on infor'mal
Ir'llhfg ttelfd to conclude on an utterly pessimistic note. Thf: coTlc.lusgzllsi
offeccd by Bi kbeck (1978; 1979) in his studies on garbage pickers in
Ofreie(lili?g, ?:: thfs regard. ,To Birkbeck, the obstacles facing recyclers are
are te

virtually insurmountable.
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in anything but a limited way because of the structural c

onstraints that operate
in determining income. The garba

ge picker may work hard, may have a
shrewd eye for saleable materials, may search long for the right buyer; in

short, he may be the near-perfect example of the enterprising individual. It
will not get him far. (Birkbeck, 1979 182)

A few years after Birkbeck’s study,
challenge his tragic conclusion. In
sector of the population of recy.
establish cooperatives in order to
seemed immutable.

the collective action of recyclers would
the following section I explain how a
clers in Colombia has gotten  together to
fight precisely the structural limitations that

The recyclers’ cooperatives

Tackling the above difficulties requires a twofold strategy. On the one hand,
a structural transformation of the market is needed that tilts the balance of
recycling in favor of informal recy
goal is the concentration of the supp
number of recyclers’ organizations
materials. This could allow
the market and thus wicld

clers. The obvious means to attain this
ly of recyclable materials through a small
capable of collecting a sizable amount of
such organizations to gain an important share of
bargaining power vis-d-vis buyers, as well as to cut
out the middlemen. On the other hand, given that stigmatization and mar-
ginalization are important obstacles to the transformation of the structure of
the market, such organizations must undertake social, political and cultural
initiatives aimed at countering the social exclusion of recyclers as a whol
Among such undertakings are promoting access to basic goods and servic
the lack of which reinforces the recyclers’ marginalization (e.g
and healthcare); creating mechanisms of advocacy
the state and civil society; and forging solidarity
can create the potential for collective action. As sl
ering economic experiences initiated by popular actors in Latin America,
the struggle for economic advancement is most successful when intertwined
with the political struggle for social rights and citizenship (Eckstein and
Wickham—Crowley, 2002; Wasserstrom, 1985; Hirschman, 1984). In the case
of recyclers, the improvement of material conditions
inclusion are two sides of the same coin. Without a vi
recyclers are doomed to live in conditions of abjec
depend upon the charity of NGOs or government agencies. Lacking a social
and political strategy, economic gains canmnot alter the conditions of exclu-
sion of recyclers at large,
The need for a social, political, and economic str
ceived by leaders within the recyclers’ community
state agencies that, in the carly

e
€5,
., education
and bargaining vis-d-vis
ties among recyclers, which
hown by studies on empow-

and the struggle for
able economic strategy,
t poverty or,at best, to

ategy was lucidly per-

and by some NGOs and
1980s, undertook the first efforts at organizing
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i icked up by a group of nearly
uch experiences were picke . ’
e el 3 &OII?/IZnizaljf——a mid-sized city 'the “Colomblar,l’
6 founded the Pre-Cooperative ProsPc}:lm;'1
(“Prospering’”) To this purpose, recyclers worked in collaboration with the
1os .

s,
i perativi ity’s telephone and
national agency for the promotion of cooperativism, the city P

( )?
Clectl 1C1ty COInpaIly, al’ld tlle I uIldaClOIl SOClal 1lellcefortll IS a ptwate

foundation supported by a holding owned by the Jesu

200 recyclers in
hinterland—that in 198

Colombia (Hower 1997). FS, which specializes in promotng economic ini-
0Qlo1il s . s

iti isively influence
jatives i inalized communities, would come to decisively
e pooess of ¢ yclers throughout the country.

the process of collective organization of rec o ot ey
Indeed, FS would come to play the role of the exte;n e vionees of
. ; i ly found in ¢
i ? (Fri 2)—that is frequently ’
teur” (Friedmann, 199 : ur . e
ammamic or(ganization in underprivileged sectors. Initially in c(;)lllatbr ation
O » . . a e
ec'(;}? the national agency for the promotion of cooperatives (;m O e
1 .
an FS reached out to recyclets throughout the country an ;ur[;pional the
Oreai:ion and consolidation of the pioneering cooperatives an g
C .
i ratives.
national networks of cooperatr S and some
The tesult of the collaboration among groups of relclyc:le :1  and some
tional and local governmental agencies gave rise to the rap(l) p pteraclon
of o . One o
of recyclers’ cooperatives in the late 1980s and early 1990s

) . ;- B
ratives thus founded was Rescatar, established in Bogota in 1987. In

1851 tives in Bogota, was created.

i ful coopera

9 Porvenir, one of the most success ves o e

éiiilaroinitiatives were undertaken in large and r.md~slze.d Cm-‘jeth;?,:fw -

the country. In 1990 there were fifty cooper'a'tlves n-auon\;l(l) :Fhere v o
v;hich were partially supported by FS (Fundacién Social, 19 ).

|]le]| IIIC IIee(l to ax t 'I 1 the ent COO t.lVeS thlough
f h nascen pera
tlcula ¢ the eﬁb ts O v
31 aSS()Clatl()ll. At tlle regloﬂal SCQle, fOr

regi iati d a nation: : ‘
eglonal associations an s .
instance, the Bogoté Recyclers’Assoc1at10n (ARB) ‘was created in ,while
1 y 1990, whil

the Recyclers Association of the Caribbean Coast (ARCON) \Zazlzjza}i);l
i i 92 in the wake of the killing of the eleven. re yM g
e ln'1119 At the national level, FS convened the first National eé mag1
](?EI Ir::ccgzlleis in 1990, which gave rise to the foundation of the Nation
jati in 1991. .
Ass"l(z;mtii:atoigrlj\ ZEVS;;E‘;NJB national associations of cooperatlv:(s) \::;);
lace just as Colombian economic poliFy was taking ;\1 sha:;pcct:;rr‘r;onem ol
?b alization along the lines of the neoliberal agenda. cor mponen <.
: el'rx 1 licies was the privatization of public services. One of the 1rs.t s’ ccs
Stzcbep;rivatized was garbage collection in Bogota. In 1n9p9a(:i2:e ;:Ntyrrl Z dg v
1 wvith private cot ’
ernm'erll)t' Cc;lxllgaf:)tree?grlﬁiivesset:r:.ceSu\ch con?lpanies were gi\_ren ,the.respc;ris}i—
E):i(l)ilt(;rrzf 1cgl:)lllecting garbage in 60 percent of the city. The privatization ot the

i Colombian
ice revealed the two-sided effects that the opening of the
serv

tives and the
has had on the coopera
economy to the global market
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associations of recyclers. On the one hand, the privatization of the market
for garbage collection and recycling has created an economic opportunity
for the cooperatives to exploit, i.e., the possibility of providing the service
hitherto reserved to state companies. On the other hand, given that the strin-
gent financial and technological conditions set by government agencies in
charge of privatization processes cannot be met by such small companies as
the cooperatives, recyclers tend to be excluded from the definition of the
future of recycling. Indeed, the cooperatives have constantly faced the risk
of disappearing in the face of the expansion of private garbage collection
companies into recycling. Such a risk was in fact one of the reasons leading-
recyclers to organize regional and national associations capable of represent-
ing their interests before the state.
The first experience of the cooperatives with the privatization process clearly
shows both the opportunity and the threat entailed in such a process. In 1992
the state company responsible for collecting garbage in 40 percent of the city
went bankrupt and stopped providing its services. Thus, Bogota tinderwent a
sanitary emergency: It was then that the Bogot4 Recyclers Association (ARB),
with the support of FS, proposed to the city government that the cooperatives
take over garbage collection and recycling in the areas of the city hitherto
served by the public company. The city government accepted the offer and
contracted with FS—which in turn sub-contracted with ARB—for the imme-
diate collection of the garbage that had piled up in such areas. However, after
the cooperatives successfully tackled the emergency, the city government
demanded as a condition for the continuation of the contract that FS—rather
than ARB—continue to be the official contractor, given the government’s
distrust of the recyclers. As FS could not take up such a responsibility—both
because of legal limitations and because of its philosophy of not taking the
place of autonomous communities in the process of organizing themselves col-
lectively with FS support—the government decided to grant the right to
provide the service in this area of the city to a multinational joint venture.
Throughout the 1990s, recyclers’ cooperatives continued to proliferate.
Also, as the process of privatization spread through the country, the co-
operatives started forging strategic alliances with each other in order to create
garbage collection and recycling companies able to face up to the competi-
tion from capitalist multinational firms. Despite the obvious economic
disadvantages of such companies vis-d-vis large capitalist garbage collection
firms, they have slowly made progress and have taken over the service in a
few small cities (Fundacién Social, 1998).

A sizable number of cooperatives have also made remarkable progress on
their own. The most successful ones have diversified their activities to include
not only long-term contracts with private and public institutions and with
neighbors’ associations to collect and recycle garbage in vast areas of the cities
but also the transformation of recyclable materials into reusable raw materials,
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which constitutes the activity with the high.est value—add?d .comﬁonertlti :‘;
the recycling chain. Moreover, the coope%'atlves and assoc1at10.r3 a;:et :he
to undertake directly the commercialization of all tl}e materials that they
collect through marketing cooperatives created for this purpose.f e
The number of cooperatives has recently peaked at 94, out of w 1:1 N
are affiliated with the National Association of Recyclets. It is estimated ¢ a;
the members of such cooperatives and ’associations amot_mt to 10 per((lt.enz 5(;
the recyclers in the country (ANR, 2000). The cooperatives are vgydlve até
Some have recently been created, lack a stable n}em?ershlp (;n a eqtfce
levels of capitalization, and are constantly on the' brmk. c.)f 15::1p§ea1ralr‘11 .
Others—e.g., Rescatar—have consolidated their position arll) oa(l: [iy
economic niches that have allowed them not only to survive but also to
accumulate, reinvest and diversify their activities. 4 ith the
The development of the cooperatives has gone hand in an alw1 .
consolidation of the regional and national networks. T.he nation 1assocm(—1
tion has become widely recognized as the repres.er%tatlve of recyc exs an
coordinates the activities of the nine 1'egiona1. associations. The latt'er, in ttén;;
have operated both as nodes for collaboration among cooperatives an
providers of basic services (e.gs childcare? to recyclers. i
Both the cooperatives and the associations are cu'rrently going t| ;l_lgt 2
critical stage of adjustment and transition for' two different reasons. Furs i,n "
line with its goal of promoting the self-sufficiency of Po?ular .econo;mrcr )
tiatives, FS. withdrew from the cooperatives and associations n '199 d uas,
organized recyclers have been forced to make up for the ecor});)nlnc alnd (t)}rl%m
nizational support provided by FS for over twelve years. This 1as le :
to take a more active role in diversifying and strengthening !.:henr e'conc_)z.mc
strategies and in eliciting the support of governmental :i\genc;es},lumvef:S Sles,f
foreign governments, and NGOs. Second, th.e deepening ° the [C):rolc Bia
privatization of the service of garbage collection afnd recycling in 1 o orln I
lhas accentuated both the opportunities and thf: risks to the recyc belrs e 1;&1
have argued are inherent in such a process.’Thls trend is most visi ehmU }el
current plans of the government of Bogoti to revamp the service Z} r(:b I
an ambitious, comprehensive plan—the so-called MasFer Plan for ar alge
Collection (Plan Maestro de Basuras). According' to tlTls plan, to be imp }el—
mented in the next few years, private companies will not onl;i hav;lt e
monopoly over garbage collection but also over garbage r'ecycl(ling. l-t]-u:i
unless recyclers’ organizations manage to forge e.conomlc an pofl 1ch
alliances in order to wicld some influence over the 1mplerr‘1€ntat1on o()sg(c)0
a plan, the economic niche off of whicb the approximately 30 1., o
Colombian recyclers survive may disappear 11 the near future. The pohtic
conditions for such alliances may be particularly favorable under thelnfe.w
city government led (for the first time in history) by a mayor from a leftist
party, who took office in January 2004.
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What is the overall balance of the short history of the cooperatives and
associations of recyclers? To my mind, the evolution of the cooperatives shows
both the emancipatory potential of popular economic initiatives based on
non-capitalist forms of production—which has been recognized through
various international awards''—and the multiple difficulties confronting the
“effort to organize a highly dispersed, disenfranchised population within an
unfavorable economic and political milieu. In the following section 1 set out
to further address this question and to offer a brief account of the current
achievements, shortcomings and challenges of the cooperatives and associa-
tions. In doing so, I take into comnsideration not only the economic
performance of such organizations but also their social performance—i.e.,
whether they have led to the improvement of the life conditions of recy-
clers both as individuals and as a community. As such effects can be fully
appreciated only at the micro level, i.e., in the daily life of the members of
the cooperatives, in what follows I focus on the data gathered through ethno-
graphic work with the members of Rescatar in their activities both on the
streets of Bogotd and at the cooperative’s offices and warehouse.

The “social profit” of the cooperatives

References to “social profit” are common in both the documents produced
by Rescatar and the discussions among its members during their periodic
meetings. For instance, one of the key achievements presented by the heads of
the cooperative to the thirty-seven recyclers attending the 2000 general
meeting!? was the fact that the cooperative had produced in 1999 an “economic
profit” of around $5,000 and, more importantly, that its “social profit"—i.e.,
the amount of money invested in promoting members’ welfare (almost
$25,000)—had been high and that the year had thus been a successful one.
What exactly is the social profit? It alludes to a series of individual and
collective benefits—some tangible, some intangible—that, albeit seemingly
minor, entail profound changes in the lives of recyclers who belong to the
cooperative. The cooperative has promoted the gradual access of its members
to the benefits that typically accompany fulltime employment in the formal
sector of the economy. Recyclers who become full members of the co-
operative erjoy such benefits as subsidized healthcare, paid vacations, and
pensions. They have thus come to partake, probably for the first time in their
lives, in the benefits of social citizenship. This has resulted in situations that
are exceptional in the highly stratified Colombian society. For instance, occa-
stonal collective recreational activities organized by the recyclers in working-
and middle-class clubs, to which they have come to have access as a result
of their paying social security taxes, give rise to the unseen coexistence, at

least for a day, of the recyclers and members of such classes in the pools and
on the lawns of the clubs.
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as a thief.”"? Henry, the new member of the cooperative quoted above, put
the transformation of his working conditions after having joined the coop-
erative in the following terms: “when I worked on my own I didn’t do great
because T didn’t have the same guarantees that I have here [at the coopera-
tive]. For example, stability, wearing a nice uniform, having good advice,
having my cart in good conditions [...] there are many little things one
doesn’t have when one works on his own.”™
Similarly, collaborative work in the various organizational units of the
cooperative—e.g., the general assembly, the board of directors and the
planning committees—constitutes for many their first meaningful experi-
ence in democratic participation, given the generalized political apathy
among the recyclers that has resulted from having been excluded from the
benefits of citizenship.'s Also, teamwork tends to mitigate the strong distrust
vis-3-vis any person outside the family circle, which is pervasive among recy-
clers. For instance, in contrast with Birkbeck’s (1978) report on the use of
all sorts of tricks by recyclers and middlemen to deceive each other about
the weight of the collected materials, my experience as ani observer on the
rounds done by the cooperative’s trucks showed that the members of the
cooperative fully trust their fellow cooperators in charge of driving the truck
and weighing the materials. Besides allowing for solidarity ties among
members of the cooperative, trust gives rise to economic gains derived from
the more rapid and efficient performance of the different tasks involved in
handling the recycled materials.

In sum, social benefits are an essential part of the operation and appeal of
the cooperative. Indeed, in somne instances they are the only reason why recy-
clers remain in the cooperative. Members of the cooperative often pointed
out that selling materials to the cooperative rather than to a middleman did
not entail immediate economic gains. The cooperative cannot offer prices
that are above those paid by middlemen against whom they have to compete
and, unlike the latter, cannot loan money or make advance payments to its
members. Thus, social benefits explain in these cases the recyclers’ desire to
stay in the cooperative. The cooperative’s members, moreover, actively seek
to expand the membership by recruiting fellow recyclers on the streets, thus
opening up the possibility for the extension of social benefits to larger
portions of the recyclers’ population.

Cooperative work also creates multiple difficulties that were evident
during fieldwork. For instance, deliberative processes of decision-making
within the cooperative give rise to constant disagreements and conflicts
among members that hinder (sometimes severely) the functioning of the
cooperative. The most common conflicts have to do with distrust and resent—
ment between members occupying adnrinistrative positions and those doing
manual work either as recyclers on the streets or at the cooperative’s ware-
house. Members also complain about the frequent meetings, which entail a
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vehicles, and specialized machinery. Indeed, a visit to Rescatar’s warehouse—
where trucks, machines, and office equipment bear witness to the relative
prosperity of the cooperative—would surprise anyone used to seeing recy-
clers’ dressed in rags as they pick though the garbage on the sidewalks.
Furthermore, as noted above, some cooperatives have managed to diversify
their activities and forge incipient alliances in order to participate in priva-
tization processes.

Nonetheless, it is clear also that the market continues to be controlled by
middlemen and buyers. Given that 90 percent of recyclers do not belong to
any cooperative, the destructive dynamic of fierce competition among recy-
clers is still in place. It is also evident that the recyclers’ income is still very
low. As the evidence gathered during fieldwork with the members of the
cooperative shows, the average income continues to be lower than the
minimum wage. Moreover, given that social security and other benefits are
granted only after recyclers become full members of the cooperative—which
can take several years—a large sector of organized recyclers continues to be
excluded from such benetfits. ' '

What explains the persisting difficulties for cooperatives to modify the
structure of the market? Some of the factors contributing to this result—
such as the predominance of an individualistic culture among disorganized
recyclers—are beyond the control of the cooperatives. However, the co-
operatives have insufficiently addressed other factors. Two issues that have
proven crucial for the success of some of the most prosperous cooperative
experiments around the world—most notably, the Mondragén cooperative
complex in Spain—are particularly important to the survival and expansion
of the cooperatives in the midst of the changing market conditions to which
I will refer in the following section. First, the recyclers’ cooperatives have
emerged and developed as relatively independent units. The associations aim
at ensuring the political representation of the recyclers’ interests rather than
at providing the key financial and technical support for, as well as the means
for the economic coordination among, the cooperatives that second-level
organizations provide in such cooperative groups as Mondragén in Spain
(see Santos and Rodriguez-Garavito, this volume). Thus, the cooperatives
have not managed to construct a network of mutual support. The isolation
of the cooperatives is compounded by the fact that in general the coopera-
tive sector in Colombia is weak and has been declining after the failure of
most cooperative banks in the mid-1990s (Valencia, 2000). Second, the co-
operatives have not been able to establish stable alliances with government
agencies and capitalist firms. The relation of the cooperatives and associa-

tions with the state is intermittent and variable. There does not exist a stable
state policy for supporting efforts by organized recyclers. Instead, what exist
are occasional projects by some state agencies in support of the cooperatives.
Alliances with capitalist firms are also rare. Although there are some
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exceptional cases—such as the partnership between Rescatar anda mid—sizeld
capitalist firm for producing high-resistance sheets made from I'C.CYlelb e
materials—in general the cooperatives have not managed to establish links
with other firms. Lacking the requisite links among cooperatives, onl the one
hand, and between cooperatives, the state and other firms, on the other, recy-
clers’ organizations have failed to develop the kind Q.f sectoral—-—let’ alone
local or regional—cooperative economy that characterizes Mondragon -and
other successful cooperative experiments (Whyte and Whyte, 1(95.58).

Despite these limitations, the history of the recyclers’ coopefatives shows
that they can survive and even expand slowly under the current market con-
ditions. However, such conditions are rapidly changing because of the process
of privatization and modernization of garbage coﬂeFtion and recycling in
cities throughout the country. These developments, in turn, accent‘uate.the
shortcomings that stem from the lack of integration of the cooperatives into
networks of mutual support. In the following section, I conclude the pres-
entation of the case study by looking into the future of the cooperatives
under the changing conditions of the market.

Can the cooperatives survive?

Two key changes are taking place in the market for recyclable materials: First,
large industries controlling the demand for such materials are merging to
face the competition from foreign producers of paper, glass, and plastic. This
entails the further concentration of demand and thus the tightening of the
control of the market by buyers. This development has been cleatly per-
ceived by leaders of the cooperatives, as shown by this state':ment made by
the general manager of Rescatar in his speech to seventy—mne leaders.rep~
resenting forty-four cooperatives during the annual meeting of the Natiopal
Association of Recyclers that I attended in March 2000:

What is going on in the paper industry? [The dominant national producer]
has become the owner of virtually all the firms producing paper in Colombia
after it bought out [its main competitor.] [Similarly,] the two surviving steel
mills in the country control the market for scrap metal and look how they
have reduced the market to nothing; prices have plummeted. So we, the
recyclers, are in the hands of a few buyers. In other words: in the hands of

the monopoly.

Second, the process of privatization has deepened and spread thro.ughou-t the
country. In view of the shortcomings of extant systems for handling residues
in cities, local governments have drafted comprehensive plans to. entrust both
garbage collection and recycling to large multinational firms. Given th‘e clear
technical and financial superiority of such firms vis-d-vis the cooperatives of
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recyclers, the survival of the latter depends on their ability to create alliances
allowing them to provide such services. In other words, in light of the rapid
technological upgrading of the service they perform, it is unlikely that recy~
clers will be able to continue occupying the margins of the market by relying
upon their techniques and makeshift equipment. This serious risk has been
lucidly perceived by the community of organized recyclers, as demonstrated
by the words of Rescatar’s manager in the same speech quoted above:

Look at what is happening in Colombia and around the world. This is a
globalized economy, it is universal. The very same privatizations that are
taking place in Colombia are taking place in Venezuela, Ecuador, Peru [...].
We are énter'mg the twenty-first century, but we are stuck with the tools of
1900. We are one hundred vears behind! We are competing in unequal con-
ditions, with pushcarts and carriages, while the large firms own American
or European trucks that cost $100,000. We cannot go on competing like
this [...] we have got to learn how to formulate new projects.-

The need to make capital investments to upgrade their machinery has put
the cooperatives in a dilernma that is characteristic of cooperative firms in
general. Contrary to what has happened in Mondragdn, where members of
the cooperatives have the funds to make new contributions to capitalize the
firms (Whyte and Whyte, 1988), the recyclers’ cooperatives depend on
external investors to secure the necessary funds. This dilemma is compounded
by the fact that the cooperative financial sector in Colombia went bankrupt
in the 1990s, and that there are thus no favorable sources of credit. Under
these circumstances, the cooperatives have had to rely on their limited
capacity for accumulation or on occasional donations to buy capital goods.

What strategies might prevent the disappearance of the cooperatives and
sustain their emancipatory potential? This question points to the challenges
that scores of cooperatives and popular economic organizations face in times
of structural adjustment and globalization. In the concluding section I tackle
this question and set out to lay bare the insights that may be extracted trom
the case study presented above.

CONCLUSION

The experience of Colombian garbage pickers illustrates both the potential
of and the challenges currently faced by worker cooperatives, especially those
that have arisen in social contexts characterized by extreme deprivation. The
central contribution of the case study to discussions on worker cooperatives
is the evidence concerning the need to go beyond the emphasis on local ini-
tiatives that dominates theories on and practices of alternative economic
organization. The survival of worker cooperatives in open and volatile
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markets depends on their insertion into x.leh.;vorks of su[;lpolrt -v;n:};tioot:;r
cooperatives, government agencies and capltahst' firms a‘t‘ the local, © O:
and international levels. As Whyte and Whyte pomt‘ out, “there is onle P pun
sition on which all students of worker c.oop.eratlves agree: The c:ng—:;ses
prospects for a cooperative trying to survive in a sea of ‘prlvat}el. eln :}r{plains
are very poor” (Whyte and Whyte, 1988: 277). Networlgng, W ich c E)llaﬂ
the success of Mondragén and other cooperatlve'prqects, 1;1 pa; lic s )_7
important in the case of initiatives undertakc.er} by social groups t11 até. 1eeact‘1 Zn
clers, live in poverty and work under conditions that make collectiv
dlﬂl‘licsltgt)'lishing alliances with other national and .foreign nonjcalgtilllsst
firms—e.g., worker cooperatives, consumer cooperatives, cqoperfltlve a .
mutualities, etc.—is a natural strategy for the cooperatives, smce 1nt'er—c03pd
erative collaboration is one of the tenets of cooperativism. What 1(5i nee t:l
is the consolidation of a cooperative sector of the economy based on 1 e
cootdination and collaboration of non-capitalist firms carrying oEt cott1‘1p ea—1
mentary activities. In the case of the recyclérs’ coop.eratxves, at t e na 10:;1 !
level it is necessary to forge productive alhances. with cooperat;l'\'rels in
recycling and other sectors. This type of nTtegranon; through w 1cd1 C?OEI
eratives can complement each other in a .network of pro u(c1 o 1;
transformation and marketing of recyclable materials, has been propose \R(;t
little success by some leaders of the community of recy.clers and by studies
on the market carried out from the perspective of business ad'mlniistratflr;
(Hoyos, 2000). At the international level, the natural means to this en wo 1
be to create links with worker cooperatives that use recyck:(.i raw materxla s.
The latter is perhaps the most daunting task for ?he coop.eratlves of relcyc eri
to puréue; the most successful among them are just starting to use te ecl())lr‘n1
munications and do not have either the resources ot the personnel to c':sta is ;
the necessary contacts with other cooperatives abroad. Technololglcal an
linguistic barriers are for the moinent diﬁicult‘ to overcosne. In these con-
ditions, the support coming from abroad continues to consist of do;?iionsf
by sympathetic foundations and governments rather than of durable links o
economic cooperation. .

Collaboration between popular worker cooperatives and gox{ernment
agencies responsible for promoting economic and social initiatives s egua]]ly
important. As Friedmann (1992: 7) points out, al.though alternative evel-
opment must start at the local, communal 1evct:1? it canno.t stop there since
the state continues to be a key actor. The traditional wariness of gras_sroots
cconomic views and initiatives vis-d-vis the state has the virtue otj helping to
avoid cooptation and dependency. Howeve; it is unlikely that.thhout stat‘e
support the conditions for the consolidation of a cooperative economic
sector can emerge. This entails a challenge for the state .and, in Partlcular,
for those in charge of economic and social policymaking. As illustrated
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dramatically by the civil war that has raged in Colombia for over forty years,
postponing the solution to the economic inequalities and the social exclu-
sion endured by most of the population has explosive effects. Thus, it is not
fortuitous that violence in Colombia has risen after the frustration of the
redistributive project embodied by the Constitution of 1991—which
enshrines specific, albeit ineffectual, rules aimed at promoting the gradual
access of workers to the ownership of firms—and that the promotion of
cooperatives has repeatedly emerged as a topic for discussion during several
rounds of negotiations aimed at bringing an end to the civil war. It is not a
coincidence either that the problem of land and wealth redistribution
through programs for the collective appropriation and exploitation of land
has been an essential part of constitutional pacts that have marked the tran-

sition to peace and democracy in such countries as South Africa (Klug, this
voluime).

Forging alliances with capitalist firms is also an important strategy in an
economic environment characterized by corporate mergers carried out to
face up to global competition. As shown by the case of Mondragon, this type
of alliance can take place without endangering the structure and principles
of worker cooperatives, when the latter are built on solid foundations.
However, when the cooperatives involved are less established, it is necessary
to carefully stipulate the conditions of collaboration with capitalist firms lest
the cooperatives lose their nature. The case of the recyclers” cooperatives
illustrates quite adequately the need for and the risk of this strategy. Unless
they succeed in forming joint ventures with other firms to provide the service
of garbage collection and recycling, and thus secure the requisite capital and
technology for participating in privatization processes, the cooperatives run
the risk of disappearing. At the same time, if such an alliance is established
in terms that endanger the cooperative structure of the organizations of
recyclers, the latter are likely either to be absorbed by their capitalist partners
or to lose their cooperative character.

The result of the promotion of these kinds of networks of mutual support
is a pluralist economy in which state, cooperative and capitalist firms coexist
in a regulated market. Thus, the cooperative promise disappoints both
defenders of the neoliberal agenda (for whom the ideal economy would be
based exclusively on capitalist firms competing in a deregulated market) and
the proponents of state collectivism (for whom centralized economic
planning should substitute for the market). It is neither the utopia of the
market criticized by Polanyi (1957) nor the collectivist utopia. It is a real
utopia (Wright, 1998) insofar as it is radical enough not to resign itself to
regulating the market without affecting the division between capital and
labor, and real enough to be viable under contemporary economic condi-
tions. And, as its vocation is global in nature—since one of the principles of
cooperativism is collaboration among cooperatives worldwide—it has the
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i - onic
potential for becoming one of many possible forms of counter-hegem ‘

i i worker
lobalization. In order for such potentlal to be realized, however,
g .

cooperatives in the global South have a long way to go-

Notes

“ lers”’—rather than the more
use the term “garbage recyc . : the
L e ts in the title to this article—

“gar ickers” that appeal le—
common term “garbage pic pears in the title :
despite the fact that most people working 1n this activity acFually(?r{n

1 ;
themselves to scavenging for recyclable materials in garbage bm? an tc Z
dumps and selling them to intermediaries and thus do not participate

) i jals—i.e., in its
the transformation of such refuse into reusable raw materials s

recycling. I do so not only because the organized recyc}ers wh;:e CO(;E—

ives dv are actually starting to take up the

eratives are the focus of my case study

recycling of the imaterials they collect, but also because they, ,prefe'r ;101 'c:;lllt
both themselves and the disorganized scavengers “re.cycler.s' to highlig :
their contribution to the circuit of recycling and to its positive economic
and environmental effects. . . » .

2 The author carried out the fieldwork for this study in collaboration w1t11
Betsy Perafin of the University of the Andes, Bogoti, between January
and June 2000. _ . .

3 Thejfocus of the chapter, however, is the discussion of the findings of the

case study. The introductory chapter by Santos and Rodriguez-Garavito

in this volume engages more systematically the theoretical debates and

proposals on alternatives to capitalist production———n;‘m%ely, altzmatlve
development, alternatives to development, market socialism, and coop-
erativism. . ' . .
4 1 follow here Castells and Portes’s definition of informal economic activ
ities as being those that circumvent official legal rules (Cas.tells and I.’ortgs,
1989). Thus, recyclers in Colombia are informal economic actors imso ar
as various city regulations prohibit picking through the garbage in dumps
and sidewalks. ]
5 Interview with Heidy, Bogot4, 28 January 2000. F'or reasons of .conﬁ
dentiality, fictitious pames are used when referring to Interviewees
throughout this chapter.
6 Interview with Heidy, Bogota, 28 January 2000.
7 Interview with Darly, Bogoti, 8 February 2000.
8 Interview with Jairo, Bogoti, 30 May 2000.
9 Interview with Diana, 23 April 2000. ~ . )
10 This was painfully demonstrated by the fierce resistance of the %nhalil
tants of two working-class neighborhoods in Bogota 1996 agamstt) the
relocation to their neighborhoods of a group of recyclers that' had been
expelled from the land they had invaded several decades eatlier. When
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the mayor of Bogoti attempted the relocation in order to comply with
a court order, people in the neighborhoods “revolted and staged street
fights, protesting and screaming that they did not wish undesirable people
to live with them” (Uribe, 2002: 403; author’s translation).

11 Among them is the prize awarded to the Bogoti Recyclers Association
in 1999 as the best community project in Latin America during the UN
Summit on Human Settlements and Development. Also, the Second
Conference on the Environment in Istanbul recognized FS’s program of
support to the associations and cooperatives as one of the thirteen most
outstanding projects in the world.

12 The meeting took place in Bogotd on 25 March 2000. Thirty-seven
members out of a total membership of fifty attended. Out of the thirteen
members who did not attend, four produced a written excuse, two were
not allowed to attend due to failure to pay their monthly contributions,
and one was barred from attending due to a recent sanction.

13 Interview with Cristobal, Bogot4, 19 june 2000.

14 Interview with Henry, Bogoti, 20 February 2000.

15 Indeed, some studies have shown that a considerable part (15 percent) of
the population of recyclers lacks a national identification document,

which is the minimum proof of citizenship and a requirement for voting
{Corporacién Raices, 1998).

16 Interview with Concepcidén, Bogota, 8 February 2000.

17 Interview with Ana Beatriz, Bogotd, 15 June 2000.

18 Interview with assistant to general manager, Bogoti, 30 May 2000,
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