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Abstract

Women waste pickers experience multiple forms opregsion within the sector, despite the
invisibility of these specific gender-based vulimlies. Based on findings from a research-action
project with women waste pickers, this paper magstloe objectives of the participatory project
and considers the barriers to gender equality istavpicking. More specifically, it considers how
the expressions of gender inequalities within coajpees and the national movement in Brazil
present a contradiction to the very ideals thahétmad the cooperative movement. In this sense, the
discussion seeks to contribute to an understandfir(@) gender relations in the context of waste
picking, (2) the impediments to women’s empowermd&B) how forms of agency emerge in
contexts of gender oppression, and (4) how to ptergender-sensitive research-action projects in
waste pickers’ cooperatives. We claim that engendexaste at the national movement of waste
pickers can contribute to both strengthening ctitecaction and revitalizing the cooperative
movement in this sector.

Introduction

Despite the growing number of studies that focussold waste management, the literature on
gender dynamics within the sector and waste pitkeasperatives is still scant (Dias et al, 2013).
Moreover, gender issues have been, up until regdatbely ignored by the cooperative movement
of waste pickersin Brazil. Although women are the majority of threembers within cooperatives,
their presence in the higher echelons of the wpileers’ national movement has been a major
challenge. As exemplified by a woman waste pickee are very active in our cooperatives, but
when it comes to power positions at the nationatenment we face constrainfs'Gender relations
and inequalities in the sector have also been eghby NGOs that support the national waste picker
movement in Brazil until recently. Adopting a geneld approach to waste picking is, therefore,
one of the key challenges in the cooperative mowemiewaste pickers in Brazil.

Against this background, researchers and wasteegEdkegan exploring gender inequalities in an
exploratory research-action project in the statdMiafas Gerais, Brazil. The idea for the project
came from demands made by Brazilian and Latin Acaeriwomen waste picker leaders. In
approaching WIEGO experts, these women emphadmeenportance of confronting the forms of

discrimination they experience as leaders and mesydieheir cooperatives.

Based on findings from a research-action projetit women waste pickers, this paper maps out the
objectives of the participatory project and conssdle barriers to gender equality in waste picking
More specifically, it considers how the expressiohgender inequalities within cooperatives and

1 We want to acknowledge the relevant contributioiihe Center for Women Studies and Research fhenfrederal
University of Minas Gerais — NEPEM/UFMG, The NatdMovement of Waste Pickers of Brazil- MNCR, ahd t
NGO Instituto Nenuka de Desenvolvimento SustentaMdSEA in the implementation of this research-@ttproject
and in the evaluation process.

% In some countries waste pickers may collect reles and household refuse filling the gap of atsenh municipal
household waste collection. In Brazil, since hoatgthefuse is collected by formal municipal workeraste pickers
collect mainly recyclables.

% Source: Dias’ field notes, entry 13-15 July 20Mational Meeting of Women, Paranagué, Brazil.
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the national movement in Brazil present a conttamhicto the very ideals that founded the

cooperative movement. In this sense, the discusseks to contribute to an understanding of (1)
gender relations in the context of waste picki2y.the impediments to women’s empowerment, (3)
how forms of agency emerge in contexts of gend@regsion, and (4) how to promote gender-
sensitive research-action projects in waste pickaygperatives. The paper is divided into three
sections. The first section provides an overviewth& genesis of the cooperative movement in
Brazil and characteristics of the sector based f@nia statistics and small scale studies. In the
second section, the gendered dynamics of wasténgid& discussed and the main features of the
participatory research-action project are preseniée third section looks at some findings from

the project and explores how it has placed gendeéhe agenda of the national movement of waste
pickers in Brazil. In this section we also discusgortant lessons on how to promote gender-
sensitive projects in waste pickers’ cooperatives.

Ultimately, we claim that engendering waste at tfagional movement can contribute to both
strengthening collective action and revitalizinge tbooperative movement of waste pickers in
Brazil.

1. Cooperative Movement of Waste Pickers in Brazil

Studies have highlighted how the less organizeadrin&l workers are in the waste picking sector,
the more vulnerable they become (Dias, 2009; Wikspal, 2006) The majority of workers in the
informal recycling sector throughout the world @tél not organized, however in the last three
decades, waste pickers have begun organizing tihesssaround their collective demands,
including struggles for recognition. Organizing ntake the shape of associations (some operating
under the cooperative model and some not), uniocosimunity based organizations, micro
enterprises, and cooperatives (Moreno et al, 1D85 et al, 2008; Samson, 2009).

Cooperatives in the third world have been lookednufavorably due to their potential in terms of a
“emancipation of the marginalized” (Bhowmik, 2006).Latin America, particularly in Brazil, the
most common model of organizing of waste pickers bheen through cooperatives. Some claim
waste pickers cooperatives in Latin America haveagad to circumvent middlemen and increase
their profits (Medina, 2005).

Informal pickers of recyclables have been fundamiesttors since the early stage of the recycling
industry in Brazil. Most of the time they have wedkin an autonomous and isolated manner in a
market where the recycling industry has extraomyinmarket power to determine prices.
Consequently, these workers are prone to exploitdiy middlemen as they receive low prices for
materials, suffer from fraud and tampering of sealyy middlemen, and work in appalling
conditions (Dias & Alves, 2008:14).

In Brazil, cultural and social stigmas have attt#dali demeaning stereotypes to these workers,
reinforcing the notions they were vagrants or begdgaenying them recognition and dignity, waste
pickers have been commonly referred to as “urubtisgdameiros”, which means vulture or
scavenger. This lack of recognition and the weightsuch negative social perceptions have
impacted their self-esteem and self-respect, whichturn, made it difficult for them to see
themselves as workers (Dias, 2002). This kind dfep of injustice is what authors have signaled

*“As a general rule, the less organized the infémaaycling sector is, the less the people involaee capable of
adding value to the secondary raw materials thélgatpand the more vulnerable they are to explioitafrom
intermediate dealers (Wilson et al, 2006:800).”
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as the symbolic or cultural dimension. Fraser ctatimt cultural or symbolic injustice is deeply

rooted in social patterns of representation, imtggtion and communication (2000:113-114), that
establish patterns of subordination in every dagractions. Ignored in public policies and denied
participation as political actors, these workerd Im@ social recognition and were cast aside. In
many ways, they were invisible.

Until the late 1980s their work traditionally togkace in two ways: (i) street waste picking
activities carried out from the trash bags foundhmcurb or taken from offices and shops, and (ii)
waste picking at open duntbdhey worked in an autonomous manner or as faumilis. They did
not have or belong to any representative orgawiaatilt was only at the end of this decade that
waste pickers began organizing themselves in tpéaatacities of the states of Sdo Paulo, Minas
Gerais, and Rio Grande do Sul. The efforts to demgaworkers mainly stemmed from the work of
Catholic NGOs that began pioneer work with stregelters in those cities. While they worked
with street dwellers, NGOs noticed that among tlggseips of people there were those who lived
on the streets and collected recyclable materiala cegular basis for a living. Against this contex
they believed this sub-group had the potentialrg@aoize themselves around labour issues. The fact
that some street people salvaged recyclables aegadnt basis meant that there were specific
characteristics of the group that would facilitdte organizing process. This would include the fact
that they had a fixed working routine, an itineréoy the collection of materials which could be
traced back, concrete demands to have a sortiilgyfdor sorting of materials, and a pressing need
to be granted access to recyclables by the mutiogsa These factors indicated these workers
would be able to be organized as a professionagoay (Dias, 2002).

Ignored by economists who up until recently had aknowledged that waste pickers were part
and parcel of the world economy (Scheinberg, 200&]ina, 2007b), invisible to academics in the
social sciences (Dias, 2009), and despised asuthpdn by academics and social activists alike,
there was a certain disbelief with regard to teganizing capacity. In many ways, the assumption
was that there was no room for collective agendpiwithis group. Therefore, Catholic Church
organizations were very important in Brazil as firet to take a stand for the waste pickers.
Organizations like “Pastoral de Rua”, “Organizag@a o Auxilio Fraterno”, Caritas or the
Maristas Fraternity were inspired by the principles “Teologia da Libertacdo” (Liberation
Theology) that sought to foster the organizatiorth@ poor and by the work of Paulo Freire in
popular education. They mobilized workers and suggdothe establishment of the first waste
pickers’ cooperatives in Brazil.

The first organizations of waste pickers to hagalaecognition were founded in the late 1980s
and early 1990s in the cities of Sdo Paulo, Potege, and Belo Horizonte. By the 1990s, these
three important cities included waste pickers coamppartners in the respective city’s solid waste
management. During the first term of the WorkergyPia these cities (Sao Paulo in 1989, Porto
Alegre in 1990, and Belo Horizonte in 1993), mup&ti source segregation programs were
implemented whereby the newly formed cooperativiesvaste pickers were included as service
providers (Dias & Alves, 2008). Integration of wagtickers’ cooperatives in the early 1990s
resulted from the willingness of the first munidipes, run by the Workers™ Party, to incorporate
waste pickers’ demands. Much of this can be duéhé¢oparty’s high responsiveness to claims
coming from Brazilian social movements in generdlérez et al, 1998) Clearly the opening of

® Open dumps are unsanitary sites where waste ipedinvith no treatment whatsoever. They should ratdnfused
with sanitary landifills, where waste is disposédhaa site that abides by environmental measur@sder to minimize
impacts to the environment.

® For a discussion on the nature of the politicahsformative project of the Workers’ Party in Btazid how the
dynamic of party-social movement interactions hasited a window of opportunities for social inctusand
participation, see Heller, 2001.
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these institutional channels gave a boost to tgarozing process of waste pickers in other parts of
the country since many say this as an example at wehstrive for (Dias, 1998; Dias, 2002; Jacobi,
2006).

These experiences of integrating cooperatives withunicipal solid waste (SW) systems also
inspired the creation of a national stakeholdelstfprm called the National Waste & Citizenship
Forum (FNLC), whose main goal was to promote bettefironmental standards in SW and social
inclusion (Dias, 2009). The National Waste & Citighip Forum helped give more visibility to the
social and environmental importance of the workriedrout by the waste pickers and brought
existing waste pickers’ cooperatives into the sgbtl This visibility had an impact nationwide,

inspiring other groups of waste pickers to get nigad. Ultimately it served as a catalyst for sbcia
activism among workers that led to the creationthed Brazilian national movement of waste
pickers (MNCR) during the First Congress of Brailwaste pickers held in Brasilia in 2001.

Unlike India where waste pickers first organizecentiselves as unions and then formed
cooperatives supported by their uniérfBhowmik, 2006; Chikarmane, 20F2)the model for
organizing workers in Brazil was through the forioatof cooperatives. This would, in turn, lead to
the creation of a national movement of waste pglteat would represent existing cooperatives in
the country. There are still few studies on the MNCR thaemfpt to both analyze it through a
social movements framework and offer insights awhg this specific model has been adopted. In
fact, a comprehensive account of the genesis oh#t®nal movement of waste pickers is still
lacking'®. While we do not intend to provide answers regagdhe adoption of the cooperative
model, there are a few arguments that help us stedet the connection between this choice and
the social and political context. We argue theeearleast three insights worth considering: values
that form the basis of the model, and the demandsafliances of social movements during the late
1980s through to the 1990s during the redemoctaiizphase and the policy context.

On one level, the values associated with coop@&sitserve as an entry point for our analysis
because it casts light on the association betweemptecarious nature of the work done by waste
pickers and the emphasis on mutual support. Acegrth Birchall (2001), both trade unions and
cooperatives have shared values such as libertglieg solidarity, and democracy, as first order
values and democracy, mutual struggle and mutdpldsesecond order values. The difference lies

" The most famous cases are: the Self-Employed Wassociation (SEWA) and Kagad Kach Patra Kashtaka
Panchayat (KKPKP).

8 Bhowmik (2006) argues that the success of theamdboperatives created by the waste pickers’unicBEWA and
KKPKP in Ahmedabad and Pune respectively - is iyalne to their strong ties with their trade unitfore recent
studies are beginning to deepen the understandithgsanodel by exploring the challenges both usiand
cooperatives linked to unions face. Gadgil and $en(2015) explore the political implications of seehybrid forms.
In addition the study by Arora (20 15) examinesahse of the scrap shop cooperative in Ahmedabédsfailure to
understand the value chain dynamics, among ortbeahany complex issues the cooperative had faptgrawith.

? Little attention has been paid to the differenitiels of organizing adopted by waste pickers adtwssvorld and its
implications for economic sustainability and thditpmal implications of each organizational mod&kadgil & Samson
(2015) are one of the few exceptions. These autimre explored the dynamics between cooperativésiaions for
the case of SWacH and KKPKP respectively in Pumdial They argue that forming cooperatives can eggenew
forms of organizing, as well as strengthen broaaditical campaigns within waste picker unions.

Dias (2002) has documented and analyzed the eadysyof the formation of the waste pickers’ moveimian
particular, by looking at the role of early coopams in disseminating the cooperative model actbsscountry.
Teodosio et al (2013), has mapped out the formaifotie identity field of the MNCR and its relat&hrip with the

struggles under the right to the city concept. mposhensive account of its creation, the role ¢émmal organizations,
its strategies, achievements and challenges Isrgsking. An understanding of cooperatives frosoaial movement
angle could be useful to examine the waste pickareperatives in Brazil. This paper does not intenéll this gap,

but rather contribute with some reflections that tdorm future research agenda on the topic.
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in the strategies used to achieve these outcormaxnaperatives focus more on setting the grounds
for mutual help and equality of opportunity. Coaeres, however, cannot be disassociated from a
market logic. Nevertheless, they fulfill other mléor the social movement, representing then
tensions between an economic rationale and a sooatment framing around collective demands
for justice. This is clearly expressed by Delvetesnen noting that “one of the fundamental
implications of using enterprises is that the coafpee movements attempt to bridge the calculative
and power rationality (found in the Market and 8tate) and the goal or communicative rationality
(driving social movements and found in the sphepésreproduction)” (1993:187). Another
challenge for waste picker cooperatives relatebgdact they are service providers for SW systems
and have to abide by the specific demands frompiigical and/or economic sector (Dias, 2009).
As a result, waste picker cooperatives not onlyeltayumeet demands from the market and represent
the ideals of the social movement, they must alsetrpublic health standards and understand the
rules involved in many political negotiating arer(@as, 2009)". Thus it is important to analyze
waste pickers cooperatives under these differeisidas and demands.

One way to consider the choice of the cooperatioeehversus trade unions refers back to
the political climate in Brazil during the late 183 Many of so-called “new social movements” of
the late 1980s and 1990s attempted to separatesdéivan from traditional routes of political
contestation through unions and political partiddlér Hellman, 1995). However, this autonomy
would be temporary as the Workers’ Party offergoath for presenting demands based on social
and economic exclusion (Scherer-Warren, 1987 apdidrAdellman, 1995). In Brazil, while the
period of redemocratization also saw the strengpigeof unions, resulting in part from the stronger
presence of leftist governments through the Workeamty, the effervescence of social and popular
movements seemed to represent the very demandgustices which would be brought forth by
waste pickers. The political alternatives of thésipd also created room for different participatory
channels in civil society. As Telles and Paoli @PXlaim this new proposal for popular
participation was not only linked to the idealstbé Workers Party, but also formed part of the
ideals of democracy. Hence, social and popular mevés saw the opportunity to highlight the
inequalities and social and economic conflicts pdimg their everyday life.

Associated to this broader context is the role @aholic Church, NGOs and other
organizations played in supporting social movemamid their demands. The web of interactions
was bound by its own common ideals, revolving festgly on the notion of mutual support and
self-management. The Church’s communitarian idgofogl practice with the “ecclesiastical based
communities” (CEBs) were very much aligned with do@perative principles. The Catholic NGOs
in Brazil were inspired by the strong housing caapee movement in Uruguay since one of their
leaders — Sister Nenuka - was a Uruguayan econadmistved in pastoral work with street
dwellers and was one of the first to acknowledgepbtential for organizing waste pickers amongst
the street community. Sister Nenuka thought thaipecatives would be an ideal model to
encourage the mobilization of what they called v da rua” or street people (which included
waste pickers at that time since until the 199@s tived and worked in the streéfs)A more
critical perspective analyzes the creation of coajpees in developing countries according to the
distinct support from a variety of actors includidgvelopment agencies, local, state and national

M Dias (2009) further notes that one of the stepstds understanding the multifaceted demands oéidicators
need to take into account how cooperatives hawecalsfunction (its livelihood dimension), perforapublic health
service (by providing service for urban solid wasystems), and are an important economic actohénrécycling
chain.

12 According to Sister Cristina Bove they had engagelks with left-wing unionists in the 1980 sseek support for
their work with street dwellers and waste pickeus they heard once too often that these two groupsdd never be
able to form organizations as they were part ofltiepen proletariat. Sister Cristina acknowleddest given how
atomized street dwellers and waste pickers wer@@ehof organization based in strong cooperationciples would
be better suited to galvanize organizing of thesas. Source: interview to Sonia Dias, 19/08/2015.
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governments through public polices and the Cathoharch (Lima, 2004). Such support was seen
as a tackling growing unemployment and the limitagi of the State. Nevertheless, the Church was
fundamental in disseminating the notion of altexameans for dealing with these economic and
social problems through popular movements. Germamralpaigns in the early 19908gmpanha da
Fraternidade de 1991 e 199®)ere aligned with popular solidarity economic ideseeking to
establish new ways of organizing workers in coojpeza (Souza, 2007). Furthermore, the ties
between the Church and the leftist governmenthénaforementioned cities and later with key
political actors at the federal level helped sttbeg the vindications brought forth by the waste
pickers (Pereira & Teixeira, 2011).

Another insight into this choice considers the vaftee of the policy and legislative
environment. As Samson affirms: “there is an inten@lationship between policy and organizing;
that the policy and legislative context influencéise form and goals of waste picker
organizations...” (2009:3).

1.1 Overview of the National Movement of Waste Pickers (MNCR)

The National Movement of Waste Pickers is a sogiaement committed to organizing
waste pickers and to furthering their main colleetdemands. The cooperatives and associations
affiliated with the MNCR abide to their guiding paples: worker control of the organization by
waste pickers; direct action; autonomy from padditiparties, governments, and private sector; class
solidarity; direct democracy and collective deaisinaking®. In this sense, there is a direct link to
principles behind the cooperative model and thecehmade by recently organized waste pickers.

The movement identifies classic class issues dsopdineir demands. As a group of marginalized,
exploited and oppressed workers they have fought recognition as environmental agents;
worker’s identity primarily based on a class idgntcollective rights for waste pickers; recogmitio
as service providers in solid waste systems, anthdds for public policies (Samson, 2009; Dias,
2009). Their demands have been directed at botergments and industries as they realize their
insertion in urban, political landscapes, as wallaavalue chain. Munck notes that “...social
movements’ orientation towards change can onlydadized by conjoining identity, its vision of
change, to an appropriate strategy, the meandegitiokly bring about change” (1995:67%7)The
MNCR has been able to assert their identity as arsrland to act simultaneously in two arenas.
First, it has focused on its strategies and repegdy mobilizing protests, social marches an@ioth
activities associated with social activism. Thest#goas are part of conventional repertoires of aloci
movements, once they are recognized by politicedseand society in general and may facilitate the
process of having demands met (Tarrow, 1998:138301%, it established direct links with the
political-institutional arena given the politicapportunity of the redemocratization phase, where
leftist governments and key actors such as the dbhsupported the claims of struggles for justice
from various social movements, including thoseheaf poor. Thus they participated in committees,
working groups and forums that involve actors frive government and private se¢toiWhat is
important to note here is that the MNCR'’s actions geared towards achieving its objectives on
two levels. Clearly it strives for workers to beluded as relevant actors in SW management. Yet
they do so by making demands based on a classtydemhich reveals injustices on a material,

13 Source: www.mncr.org.br

1 Tarrow (1998) points out that social movements ewayage with governments in order to advance teeise,
particularly when there are moments of politicaporunities. The redemocratization phase presaigopening of
institutional channels.

*30cial movements experiment a permanent tensiiés tfio arenas of action — social and politicakingional. The
greatest challenge for social movements is to laveffensive strategy without losing its identithe waste pickers’
movement has been able in achieving this balackrs



political and symbolic level. Such injustices aoeted not only in a politics of redistribution, but
one of recognition and representation as Well

Dias (2014 and 2009) has documented the sociajgtesl of the cooperative movement and
advances in inclusive solid waste management. ibthelihe below summarizes the main driving
forces, achievements and challenges of this cobpemmovement:

Organizational Process of Waste Pickers in Brazil & Policies
Timeline - Main Drivers and Challenges

'80s ’90s 2000-2009 Next Challenges
1ST LEVEL ORGANIZATIONS 2ND LEVEL ORGS NATIONAL MOVEMENTS + REGIONAL NETWORKING TOWARDS A GLOBAL NETWORK

First waste picker organizatons; ———— > Payment for environmental

services/ Incineration threat

1986; 1989; 1999 - first Coops in
Brazil, respectively in Porto Alegre,
S&o Paulo and Belo Horizonte (BH).

First experiences of integration of
MBOs in municipal schemes in Brazil:

+ 1989 - Porto Alegre and Séo Paulo Policymaking/ National Movement

+ 1993 - Belo Horizople; « 2001 - National Movement of Waste Pickers -
* 1997 — Santo André MNCR (Brazil)

Y

+ 2002 - Waste picking included as a profession in the Social Protection

Brazilian classification of occupations

3
In Brazil NGOs linked to the In Brazil socio-environmental + 2003 - 1st LA Congress in Caxias do Sul organized Global network ”
Catholic Church began the concerns, such as upgrading by MNGR-Br with WPs from Argentina and Uruguay; >
organization process of wasle exisling systems and income And 1st Meeting of waste pickers in Buenos Aires with Move up in the
pickers in the main capitals of generation for the poor, delegations from Chile, Colombia, Brazil and techni- recycling chain
the south and south-east region. prompted municipalities to call staff from Spain, France, Canada and Mexico. >
The engagement of NGOs integrate waste pickers. Also, + 2004 - 4th Waste and Citizenship Festival in Strenghtening of service
engaged in pastoral work with under UNICEF s leadership, a Belo Horizonte with waste pickers from Argentina delivery by MBOs
the urban poor was a main National Forum called Waste & and Uruguay. >
driver for the formation of the Citizenship was launched and + 2006 - 5940/06 Decree  Solidary Selective
first MBOs of waste pickers. contributed to the visibility and Collection in Brazi: W&C Festival in BH with

integration of waste pickers in NGO participants from India and Egypt and

SW in this country. waste pickers from LA.

* 2007 - 1° BNDES Waste Picker Social Fund in Brazil;
* 2008 - Creation of Networks: Uruguay,

Bolivia, Ecuador
* 2010 - Approval National SW Policy

2008 - 3° Latin American Congress
and 1° World congress — Waste
Pickers Without Frontiers

Source: Dias, 2009

In spite of the many challenges that still needé¢oaddressed, during the last two decades Brazil
has gradually introduced inclusive policies thategiegal backing to redistributive measures and
establish grounds for socially recognizing wastek@is’ cooperatives. This has also enabled the
recognition of waste picking as a professional gaite. The next section discusses this in more
detail.

Profile of Waste Pickers in Brazil

16 Elsewhere Dias (2009; 2014) has interpreted tiuggles of the Brazilian waste pickers under Frassucial justice
framework. Fraser (2007) has argued that a thefgystice in a globalizing world must be three-dme®mnal. This
means, in her view, the incorporation of the paditidimension of representation, as well as the@eic dimension of
distribution and the cultural dimension of recognit She argues for the need to think of injusticesn integrated
manner where political, economic and cultural itiges require social arrangements that can addsessltaneously,
claims for political representation, redistributiand cultural identity. The MNCR has fought fecognition(re-
signification of social imaginary about the wasigkprs - from beggars to environmental workers)réafistribution
(struggles for public policies designed to overcameial and economic exclusion of waste pickersrapdesentation
(for governance spaces/forums to voice their desiand
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Brazil is the only country that systematically aaps and reports official statistical data on
informal waste pickers (Dias, 2011). Efforts toamge waste pickers and improve their livelihoods
have been ongoing for more than two decades inilBiidas has led to the official recognition (in
2002) of waste pickers as a profession in the BaazClassification of Occupations (CB®under

the categorycatador de material reciclavepicker of recyclables). This category includessthn
who pick, select and sell recyclable materials saglpaper, cardboard and glass, as well as ferrous
and non-ferrous and other reusable materials ¢dtesgory does not include those who collect other
types of solid household waste).

Once the occupation of waste pickers was madeialfiic the CBO, national databases started to
include data on waste pickers. More specificallge tNational Household Sample Survey
(PNAD)*8, Brazil's main source of social and economic da&gan providing information on waste
pickers both in informal and formal employmé&htin addition, the Annual Listing of Social
Information (RAIS?®) provides data on waste pickers formally employeyl commercial
establishments. These official databases includissts on the distribution of waste pickers by
federal units, sex, age, schooling, income, etmn&adr work done by Crivellari, Dias et al (2008) on
these two databases is summarized in box 1:

Box 1. Waste Pickers in Official Databases

PNAD 2006:

Total Number of Waste Pickers: 229,556@.4,029 for the state of Minas Gerais)
Number of Waste Pickers with a formal contract2¥Q,

Sex: 67% men, 33% women

Age: 10% children between the ages of 10-16; 40%vdxn the ages of 30-49; 25% between|the
ages of 50-64; 7% between the ages of 65-97
Education: 12% had attended school

RAIS (waste pickers with a formal contract)

Number of Waste Pickers with a formal contract781,

Contract for an undetermined period of time: 95%

Sex: 80% men, 20% percent women

Earnings: 98% of men receive 3-4 minimum wages; am@are only 2% of this group
Education: 80% of those with a contract have sdhgdieyond the A grade;

" The CBO is a fundamental classification underlyihg employment data produced by Brazil and is dasethe
International Standard Classification of Occupation

8 PNAD is carried out by the Brazilian Institute ®eography and Statistics — IBGE — on an annuaktzstiveen the
Censuses. It provides information on work, popalgtieducation, etc. The fact that it is househadded permits
identification of the population that works inforltyaand even those who have a contract but wotkonseholds, such
as maids. The PNAD enables, therefore, a view efwhaste picker collected in his/her own home aodording to
his/her own statement.

19 The distinction of formal and informal in Brazsl directly linked to a body of legislation callet Tthat contains
rules for fair labour relations, including work lreuminimum wage and other rights. Formal workeesthose who are
employed through a contract registered in a sgeddcument calledarteira de trabalho (CT)lnformal work under
Brazil's definition refers to workers without a Cas well as own account workers and unpaid workers.

2 RAIS is a national administrative register of Mimistry of Labour and Employment with annual pefiity.
Employers are obliged to declare the individuaiustaf each employee with whom they maintain cargth
employment. With the inclusion of waste pickingaagrofession, waste pickers can be formally emmidye
commercial establishments. Therefore, RAIS captdata for individuals hired by contracts under gihefession of
waste picker.

% please note that PNAD provides estimates, notaissoumbers of workers.
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over 60% have complete(" grade or higher educati

Key fact: Organizations that employ waste picker are sptheslighout the various branches| of
economic activity: waste and junk retailers areldrgest at 17 per cent of the total, followed|by
material and recovery class businesses and thdlumgiaindustry (Dias, 2011a: 02).

More recent data from the 2010 Demographic Cermuwsdf a total number of 387,910 pickers. This
total may seem small when considering the sizénefcountry, but these are the workers who are
responsible for the high rates of recycling in BréR2ias, 2011:02). It is relevant to bear in mind
that the data base (PNAD) is a household surveychuimeans that pickers who work and live by
dumpsites will not be captured in these figurestalet, the National Movement of Waste Pickers
(MNCR) claims that there are 800,000 to 1 milliookers in the country.

Data from the National Solid Waste Diagnostic (IPR2A12) states that there 1,200 organizations
(cooperatives or cooperative-like associationsyvaste pickers in the whole country. Small scale
studies show increasing numbers of women emplogedaste pickers in cooperatives with an
increase from 18 per cent in 1993 to 55 per cedB®B (Dias, 2002). More recent data shows that
women comprise 56 per cent of these cooperativegyeas men make up 44 per cent (INSEA,
2007). However, when looking at data available fthm official data system (PNAD) for 2006, out
of the 14,029 waste pickers, only 3,902 were won@ander distribution nationwide for the same
year shows 67 per cent male pickers against 38gqrdrfemale (Crivellari, Dias et al, 2008). This
data bank captures information from both coopeeatind autonomous waste pickers. It seems that
cooperatives are more conducive to women’s work #aaonomous work at middlemen deposits
primarily since cooperatives allow women more ftetiy given their double and triple work shifts.

However, higher concentrations of women waste p&ka cooperatives are not necessarily
indicative of gender equality. There has beereliftiho attention to gender issues within the waste
picker movemerit. Academics have only recently started to dwellrugender issues within the
sector. Some of these studies have documentedatsrdtising from the sexual division of labour
at cooperatives (Wirth, 2010; Goulart & Lima, 201@ther studies argue that women may have
access to management positions at the cooperabuesare still under-represented at the higher
positions in the national movement (Dias, et all2®eeland, 2014). In the next section, the paper
examines the gender dynamics and inequalities mvitieé sector and then provides an overview of
the gender awareness research action project #sainiiated with cooperatives in Brazil.

2. Engendering Waste: Reflections on Building Gender wareness at Cooperatives

Despite the increased attention given to studiesaste picking and solid waste management, there
is still a lack of understanding of the gender umeddies including the sexual division of labor
involved in waste picking activities. Adopting angiered approach to waste picking, therefore,
recognizes the need to (1) address the multipleedsions of subordination women are subject to
on various fronts; (2) problematize the ways med women naturalize their social relations; (3)
focus on the threats and opportunities that menvemien experience in their jobs; (4) question
how one of the ways the social division of labomifests itself is through the sexual division of
labor or the differentiation of job positions/rolegcording to gender; (5) explore how the

2|t is fair to say that meetings with woman wasitekers have been held since 2010) in the souttate ef Parana.
However, many women waste pickers have pointedh@ste meetings did not necessarily tackle gendaeessupfront
(Dias” field notes, 13-15 July 2012, National WonseMeeting, Paranagua, Brazil).
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marginalization of waste pickers and women wastkgss, in particular, impedes access to greater
economic independence; (6) recognize how gendezatigpes are often employed as a means of
discouraging women’s participation, especially arenformal levels. A deeper understanding of

these gender dynamics, often masked or invisiliiepately seeks to provide women waste pickers

with the tools necessary to enhance their rolecasa@nic and political actors.

Women informal workers women waste pickers confronmerous obstacles on a daily basis.
Gender inequalities manifest themselves througltttres of exploitation and marginalization that
also cut across race and class lines and may reswtlack of authority and recognition. In
capitalist societies, gender exploitation at thekptace and at home can involve, among other
definitions, tasks that require “typically femininectivities that are often unnoticed and
undercompensated (Young,1990, p. 51). Marginabmatiot only involves matters of distributive
justice, but also entails the “deprivation of cutl practical, and institutionalized conditiong fo
exercising capacities in a context of recognitiond anteraction” (Young, 1990, p. 55). These
oppressive structurescoupled with feelings of powerlessness and expeeig of violence are a
direct extension of the social division of labordapitalist societies, but may also result in the
sexual division of labor.

At the workplace, women waste pickers experiencgh Sorms of oppression in at least three
different ways. First, women might not be allowextess to recyclables with the highest value
(Dias and Fernandez, 2012), therefore negativepasting their earnings when compared to men.
In Brazil, for example, a gender analysis of anicadf database called RAIS shown above
concluded that among waste pickers, men earn mugte rthan women in all age groups.
Furthermore, no women are found in the highestnmegroups, which would include those who
earn more than 10 times the minimum wage (Criviellias et al. 2008). These discrepancies may
be why women are drawn to the cooperative modebrder to find more favourable working
conditions.

Second, it is important to recognize that both woraed men are exposed to several health risks
while working with waste materials. Despite theklat documented studies, Muller and Scheinberg

(2007) point out how people who have “physical eshtvith human excreta or other raw materials

contract diseases like hepatitis and diarrhea affdrseye and skin infections more frequently that

people not so employed”. Other studies have doctedehe impacts on the physical and emotional

well-being of informal workers, including waste kées, as a result of precarious and unsafe work
conditions (Wrigley-Assante, 2013; Bleck & Wettbe2§12; Gutberlet & Baedler, 2008).

Thirdly, as the literature on organizing of infoima&orkers points out it is particularly more
difficult for women workers to get organized (Chenal 2015, Kabeer et al, 2013). As women in
the informal economy are “located at the interemdiof different kinds of inequalities: class, race
caste, and legal status, so building shared igemtitd interests represent a great challenge”
(Kabeer, 2013:249). This has been more dramatioMomen waste pickers whose occupation
carries a double layer of invisibility, resultinggin economic marginalization and the social stigma
of working with waste.

Finally, when women waste pickers get organized thhy not occupy positions of authority

within their cooperatives or communities. Or wheonmen do occupy such positions, they may not
be as respected as their male counterparts. Iti@divomen’s participation seems to be higher at
the community and local level, with stronger gendaps appearing as the distance from the

% ris Young (1990) provides a detailed accountieé triteria or “five faces of oppression” that dam used to assess
how groups suffer injustices, which include: extdton, marginalization, powerlessness, culturabenmlism and
violence.
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community and the formality of the setting increa@duller and Scheinberg, 206%)Stereotypical
assumptions regarding women'’s use of emotion affiereint communicative patterns contribute to
women waste pickers being ignored or silenced augmeetings or formal settings.

Beyond the workplace, women also confront gendegualities, mainly in the private sphere,

which is known for maintaining patriarchal valuexigractices. Asymmetrical power relations at
the household level affect women’s abilities toetgkart in public committees or to exercise
leadership within their representative organizatiorhis can mainly be attributed to the fact women
are responsible for raising children and fulfillimyost (if not all) domestic chores, ultimately

limiting their time and energy for taking up leasl@p opportunities (Dias and Fernandez, 2012).
Besides the unequal division of domestic labor, worare often subjected to sexual exploitation
and violence within the private sphere.

A close examination of the gender dynamics at cadpes in Brazil help illuminate how gender
awareness might be a relevant topic for furthetiregcooperative ideals of internal democracy and
equality.

The emerging literature on gender reveals thera @ear division of labour in most recycling
cooperatives in Brazil whereby men work in collenti transport and processing activities such as
weighing and compressing materials. These activitiwolve physical strength, in comparison to
the activities women are involved in that requireager dexterity, such as the sorting of recyckble
(Wirth 2010, Goulart & Lima, 2012). Sorting is ookthe most time-consuming activities for waste
pickers, yet it is essential because it adds mafeevto recyclables, enabling workers to sell to
specific markets. Curiously enough, this activisydeemed less important in some cooperatives.
Goulart & Lima’s (2012) small scale study of coagenes in the state of Minas Gerais illustrates
how gender can be a source of conflict among werkarice men and women attribute different
value to each other’s tasks and accuse each otheat deing responsible enough with collective
duties. In addition, the study highlights how inms® cooperatives women are allowed to work
flexible hours to meet their domestic demands, torgaanother source of conflict with men. As
mentioned previously, the sexual division of lahag exemplified in these studies, reinforces the
idea that certain tasks are given more value inrdent of others (Young, 1990).

When focusing on the dynamics within the movemeviamen leaders across the country are
becoming increasingly vocal with regard to the nBdequal representation in other levels of the
movement (Dias et al, 2013; Zeeland, 2014). Needts, this visibility, considered here as a
dimension of their agency, has only recently emerge

In light of these different dimensions of gendezquality, several questions important in order to
bridge together gender equality and waste pickimegn@cessary to guide future debates. What are
the consequences of reproducing multiple dimensidrgender inequality within the cooperatives
and movement in light of the ideals of the coopeeatnodel? Can gender awareness help renew
these cooperative ideals? How can we introduce eyemdareness in a movement where sexism is
deeply entrenched and reproduced on various levdl®® can we address the fact gender
inequalities are present in various spheres beybadworkplace and movement, including the
home? While these are complex questions, they anetheless worth calling attention to in an
effort to begin processes of challenging such hoktas and forms of subordination. One path for
doing so is providing women waste pickers with tbels they need to enhance their role as

% Recent data from a cooperative in Sdo Paulo shbatswomen continue to be the majority in coopeestiand
associations, including among the administratorsm&h are also important during negotiation procesgsth the local
government. However, the scenario changes a bithwdensidering women’s participation within the Nail
Movement Movement of Catadores (MNCR). Even thotlggre are still many women participating at thealoend
state levels, there are more men patrticipatindhatnational level (COOPCENT ABC, presentation atrd/@rban
Forum, 2012).
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economic and political actors. As part of this abiye a gender research-action project was created
in the state of Minas Gerais, Brazil so as to gjtieen women’s capacities and voices. The idea for
the project came from demands made by Brazilian laaith American women waste picker
leaders, who along with the support of WIEGO, dedido emphasize the importance of
confrog&ing the forms of discrimination women wagtiekers experience given their role as
leaders’.

Initial discussions were carried out throughout 20ibcluding smaller to more collective group
discussions with women leaders and academics fn@megion and country and with international
partners on the continent and abroad. The projespgsal was designed as a “bottom-up”
proces<® which was essential for understanding the mosésimg issues from the women waste
pickers’ perspective, as well as for gathering supfrom both men and women waste pickers. In
2013, as a result of this participatory processgrader project, a partnership between WIEGO, the
National Movement of Waste Pickers of Brazil (MNCR)e Centre for Women Studies of the
Federal University of Minas Gerais (NEPEM/UFMG) atide NGO Instituto Nenuca de
Desenvolvimento Sustentay®ISEA) was developed.

We claim that the relevance and legitimacy of thejget is especially tied to the women’s
perceptions of the need to begin not only discgsgander inequalities, but also creating an agenda
capable of addressing such matters within the maltimovement.

2.1 Theoretical and Methodological Notes on the Gende% Waste Project

The exploratory research action project sought ndewstand the dimensions of discrimination
women waste pickers face (1) at home, (2) in tjobs, and (3) as leaders in the networks and
movement. In addition, the project intended to nma the practical strategiesin terms of
professional and/or educational qualification, thvatnen need in order to attain economic, political
and symbolic empowerment. In order to do so, tleearch is grounded on certain premises of
Participatory Action Research (PAR) and feministprapches to economic, political and
symbolic/cultural empowerment as mutually entwimdjectives that can lead to women’s greater
sense of agency.

In general terms, PAR, including its various sck®Qlis committed to obtaining knowledge

through the direct involvement with the communiBals Borda, 2011). However, the “quest for
knowledge” should not be seen as an end to it$&R is especially interested in “the

transformation of individual attitudes and valuesrsonality and culture” (Fals Borda, 2011, p. 32).
Such transformations do not occur in the short-teFhey should be understood as part of long-
term processes according to the way in which indials and groups redefine their in light of
constraints based on hierarchical patterns of izbon.

The entry point of PAR investigations is the “lo¢alowledge or “common sense” produced and
gathered at the community level (Fals Borda, 20Hgnce, it values the lived experience,
perceptions and voices of the local community ithbaral and urban areas (Moser and Stein

% The exploratory research-action project initiate&razil will serve as an example for future inentions that seek
to explore gender awareness within the Latin Angenietwork of waste pickers (LAWPN).

%According to Moser (1993), the entry point for &igd of gender training will have implications witegards to the
structure set up.

2" For a list of at least 11 schools of thought tetelop their own strands of Participatory Reseaseh FalsBorda
(2011).
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2011). In this sense, participatory approaches woitk the notion of establishing “more reciprocal
relationships between *“insiders” and “outsiders”daof facilitating the local community’'s
involvement “in the design, implementation, andcomtes of programs” (Kesby, 2005, p. 2037).
Often times, participatory research action projelisnot necessarily involve local groups in the
elaboration processes, leading to the control cdllelites (professionals, academics and powerful
community members (Mitlin, 2012). Working againsicls practices, this project understood the
importance of incorporating the community’s pers$peg in this case the women waste pickers’
own demands.

Through this process, the once considered “objaxftsdsearch become the “subjects” or owners of
knowledge. Participatory methodologies provide atfptm for invisible voices to be heard and
create spaces for new ways of knowing (Kesby, 20@56gre paths towards empowerment can be
paved. Ultimately, working with the knowledge andnthnds brought forth by women waste
pickers, the design of the project “draws more peand organizations, more resources and
political support” for establishing a “robust” ppextive (Mitlin, 2012) needed to tackle gender
discrimination.

It is important to stress that empowerment herailshnot be considered as one singular turning
point or moment or revelation. Rather moments op@werment can spring up throughout the
processes of transforming unequal social relatiamsl practices. However, this involves

recognizing and making sense of the different ralggerson undertakes (Cahill, 2007), as well as
understanding the power dynamics involved in tltkerent roles.

In this sense, drawing from feminist participatagtion methodology and tenets of Freirean
pedagog$?, The Gender & Waste project was designed to piderivomen’s lived situated as the
starting point for building gender awareness (Weil€991; Maguire, 2001; Kesby, 2005).
Nevertheless, it recognized that consciousnesmgamust be tied to political action and cannot
only be centered on individual experiences in ortterensure more effective challenges to
hierarchical social practices and institutions @ftmb, 2004; Frisby et al, 2009; Freire, 2000;
Weliler, 1991). Further cautions were taken withardgto the emphasis on individual subjective
experiences as a means of avoiding a sense omizetiion, as well as a universalizing lens that
places women into a coherent, homogeneous group.ni&thodological framework was chosen
due to its commitment to challenging hegemonic hredarchical structures that permeate social
relations and to enabling processes of empowernfesminists have long claimed that the
“personal is political” and like feminism, partiefmry methodology refers back to the personal, or
lived experience, as a form of exposing various|uradities.

Feminist studies have sought to unravel how diffegeoups are marginalized and oppressed based
on the intertwined axes of gender, race, clasg)ji@tly, age, nationality and sexual orientation.
Gender planning should therefore adopt an intémseatt® approach that recognizes unequal gender
relations on a variety of levels and relationsgwoflegitimized and reproduced in androcentric,

8 Freirean pedagogy is modeled on Paulo Freirelsrvisf empowering the oppressed by shifting epistegical
claims. For Freire, experience is knowledge thagfsable of raising consciousness regarding diffeiiems of
oppression. In this sense, the teacher or eduisatat the only bearer of authority, truth or knedgde. The
construction of knowledge is in itself a politicadt.

% The marginality and invisibility of waste pickeirs society not only cast light on economic formseatlusion, but
are also intricately related to other structureembression such as gender, race, age, sexuatltg@iforth. Once the
work and contributions of these informal workers taken for granted in urban landscapes, so armtirewined axes
of oppression that affect them. In this sense,négrgectional approach to the livelihoods of wastdkers, and more
specifically here, to women waste pickers reveals Histinct oppressions impact their access touess and power
given their multiple identities. Often times, initluals or groups with intersecting identities mangd eip being further
marginalized within an already historically mardired group (Purdie-Vaughn; Eibach, 2008).
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classist, racist, heteronormative etc. value pagtésund in symbolic codes, normative concepts and
institutionalized practices (Fraser, 2003; Your@QQ; Wieringa, 1998).

The transformative potential of empowerment considiee individual and collective capacity to re-
consider and re-create new ways of thinking abeuatlgr roles in society. A feminist conception of
power must also look at the intricate web of podyramics present in contemporary societies, but
most importantly, it should highlight the instancetere women do have power in spite of
masculine domination — that is, empowerment (AIE299). In this sense, the project looks at the
ways in which a group of women can collectively reie power as they define the gender
inequalities necessary to challenge and resisth€umore, the project has a particular interest in
solidarity and coalition-building (Allen, 1999)° that can foster power among and with other
women and men.

According to this broad feminist conception of poveed relying upon the research expertise of
two of its partners — WIEGO and NEPEM -, the progueecifically concentrated on the axes of
economié and political? empowerment of women waste pickers. In additiorfipéused on the
symbolic®® empowerment of women waste pickers, through thectibe of making visible the
ways in which women already have power and re-itimgrthe demeaning ways in which women
are depicted in daily life. The integration of #iree dimensions works towards building a new
sense of self and status for women. The proposaksall emphasis is on rebuilding alliances and
elaborating new initiatives that are based on matiof solidarity, dialogue and justice.

The proposal’s overall emphasis was to build atlenand elaborate new initiatives based on
notions of solidarity, dialogue and justice amongnven and with men. Thus it explored the

potential that individual experience could illumi@@ender inequalities in fostering broader claims
and collective struggles against them. The prajad divided into three phases as described below.

Phase 1 began in 2012 as an important learningepliaging this first phase, literature review
(production in English and Portuguese) on genddrveaste pickers was carried out by researchers
from WIEGO/UFMG and MIT. Important parts of this gde were the discussions and meetings
with women leaders of the movement in Brazil antin_America. These meetings served to inform

39 For Allen, power should always be considered iatien to the dynamics of power-over, power-to aosver-with.

3L For WIEGO, empowerment refers to the process ahgh that gives working poor women — as individuatkers
and as members of worker organizations — the wylditaccess the resources they need while alsingdine ability to
influence the wider policy, regulatory and insiibmial environment. Ultimately, economic empowermisrd condition
that allows women a more equal standing groundetb&ul participate as a peer in social interact{®naser, 2003).

% For NEPEM/UFMG, political empowerment involves apportunity for establishing and/or encouragingritical-
feminist consciousness with respect to the needvfonen’s entrance in distinct public spheres. Thiscess entails
contributing to women’s knowledge in relevant arsash as human rights, social movements and c#fipnBrazilian
political and party system, electoral laws, etce Fimary focus is on the conversion of theseadtiites into concrete
actions of broader political empowerment, in thesgethat women can now play a relevant and crit@al in the most
diverse arenas of social life. Furthermore, sutbri@ntions seek to provide women with some ressunecessary to
expand the discussions on women'’s rights and egualmultiple decision-making spheres. Ultimatety; this project
political empowerment establishes gender awaretmsstiousness, improves women’s skills, and broademen’s
access to knowledge and support networks.

% Symbolic empowerment involves challenging the spgeactices and concepts that contribute to éstabg gender
and racialized subjectivities and power relatidhgnvolves pointing out how historical and soc@instructions of
gender subjectivities and gender relations haven hesed to maintain a logic of exclusion. A femingstd critical
approach to symbolic empowerment recognizes thd teeeritically assess how patterns of subordimasice present in
a myriad of structures that range from “patriaramaldes of [capitalist] production, patriarchal tielas with the State,
domestic violence, patriarchal relations in paidrkygatriarchal relations in sexuality, and patfel relations in
cultural institutions such as religions, media addcation” (Walby, 1990, p. 177).
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researchers of the demands and concerns of womste wakers, ultimately influencing the design
of the project and workshops.

Phase 2 was implemented in 2013 through four Eapdoy Workshops, representing distinct
regions in Minas Gerais: (1) the Metropolitan Regof Belo Horizonte; (2) the Estrada Real
Region; (2) Catavales Region, and (4) the Regionrat Itauna. The one-day workshops focused
on issues related to women’s autonomy in a mul&hsonal perspective, including sexuality, the
sexual division of labor, and gender roles in thenh. In addition, the workshops sought to identify
the problems and impediments women face with regéodtheir empowerment as women and
leaders in both the cooperatives and national mewemThe workshops had between 12-22
women, representing 41 cooperatives in the ¥tate

The third phase of the project is currently undgramad began in 2014. The focus of this phase is to
consolidate findings and plan for future gender+anass workshops in Latin America. Part of this
phase consisted then of: a) a detailed analydiseohdividual reports of each workshop carried out
and the consequent production of a report with réstezal-methodological reflections according to
this exploratory experience; b) the production egarts in a more accessible format with photos
and information on the workshops to be distribuiedhe participants as feedback; c) a meeting
with MNCR from Minas Gerais and INSEA as part of feedback process; d) the elaboration of a
popular education toolRitand an academic/practitioner’s toolkit.

In the next section we explore some of our leamifigm this process and discuss in which ways
this research-action project has contributed taraderstanding of gender dynamics in cooperatives.

3. Women'’s Perceptions on Gender Inequalities: Refttions on Exploratory Findings
and Impacts

Until now we have tried to show how there have bkesnattempts at problematizing the multiple
ways in which gender inequalities manifest thenmelin the waste picking sector. The
naturalization of gender identities and a sexuaisgtin of labour attribute specific meanings and
value to gender roles, impeding women’s access reatgr economic independence and
discouraging more active participation and engagenathin their cooperative’s administration

and at different levels of the national movement.

In this section we present some initial reflectians the ongoing processes of building gender
awareness with women waste pickers. The analysiased on informal conversations with women
waste pickers who participated in various stageghef Gender & Waste project, participant
observation and reports from each exploratory wusksand semi-structured intervieifusHere we

explore women’s perceptions on recurrent concemsali phases of the project and more

34 The workshops lasted for an entire day. In ordesrtsure the participation among all women, we sbtaywork with

smaller groups (Moser, 1993) and also to breakarger group into smaller reflection groups of 46men during
several activities. It is very important to consitlee number of participants to ensure participatiball and avoid the
reproduction of hierarchies even among groups bf women

% For more details on the popular toolkit, see hleti://wiego.org/sites/wiego.org/files/resourcdefiGender-
Toolkit-EN-HR.pdf For more information on the Gender & Waste pripjsee here: http://wiego.org/informal-
economy/waste-gender-rethinking-relations-empowatme

% A detailed account of findings from the workshapsll dimensions including learnings and needsiified by the
women is provided at From Theory to Action - Genaled Waste Recycling: A Toolkit for Teachers, Resleers and
Practitioners (forthcoming).
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specifically highlight those related to inequaltian their work environment and the movement.
These discussions cast light on what women ideasfparriers to greater equality, but also on the
strategies they have used to overcome these chalieDealing with gender awareness in the sector
has created its own tensions, therefore, we alamige some of the alliances forged in order to
prevent male colleagues from boycotting the progatl future dissemination. This section is
divided into five parts: relations at work, relatgin the movement, gender roles and multiple
identities, women’s practical needs and levelsnop@wverment, and general impacts and outcomes
of the project.

3.1.Relations at work

In all of the workshops, the women waste pickemugly claimed they do all types of activities in
their cooperatives. In this sense, many claimesl Was an example of achieving greater equality
once they take on even men’s typical activitiesinégg more physical strength. However, this was
an opportunity to reflect on how gender is relagioand the fact men are refusing to take on what
they consider more 'feminine’ activities reinforcpatterns of a sexual division of labor. During
these discussions, a woman claimed that “if a magssalone in the cooperative, he will have
problems to do the activities only women do” (Itatwmorkshop). In addition, women claimed there
are fewer women who pick up materials in the ssre@gtpick up materials at establishments that
generate a lot of waste; though some noted thebine cases they accompany drivers. The sexual
division of labor in cooperatives became clearewtonen once they realized that while women
may be doing all kinds of activities, the sameastrue for the men.

This division extends itself to decision-making menmts. Interestingly enough, the consensus
among participants is that there seem to be momemoworking in their cooperatives; however, in

some workplaces the men are usually members ofdbperative’s board. In such circumstances,
women’s voices and representation is not alwaysale¢mu that of the men. According to a

participant in one of the workshops: “There is mtoaomy inside the cooperatives. The board is in
charge. And there is always someone new saying Wasitto be done. Women should be more
united within the cooperatives” (Itaina workshophother commented: “When men sit on the

board [of the cooperative] there is almost no redomn [of women]” (Italina workshop).

There were some cases of women who direct anddgreser the cooperative and the cooperative’s
decision-making board. These women are very adieldnd enjoy their leadership positions. They
take great pride in discussing stories of negatietiwith local politicians and serving as examples
for other women in the cooperatives. This is esglgcirue for cooperatives where women are the
majority. “I feel at ease to administer [the co@ie], to give opinions. The majority of the time
women are leading here,” explained a president ob@perative (Belo Horizonte workshop). In
these cases, women feel a level of comfort andidenée. In other situations, women believe
women presiding over the cooperatives brings mdiieiency because women “act differently,
men are much slower [in taking action]” (Conselbdiafaiete workshop).

Nevertheless, the participants mentioned instan€esen cutting them off or of not giving them
enough space and respect when voicing their opniGthers expressed concern for the bullying
and sexual harassment they experience at work eTésesmples encouraged women to think about
strengthening their own relations among women éendboperatives.

On a positive note, the women waste pickers clairttet the work space is often a safe
environment for them. They feel the job they dcerdfthem more flexibility than other informal
and formal jobs. This enables them to dedicate slebras to either other informal jobs or their
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domestic responsibilities. On the other hand, &llhés work is, in and of itself, an obstacle for
women to participate in other activities since thaye no leisure time.

3.2Relationsin the Movement
There are at least three general findings with ne¢ia the perceptions on gender relations within

the movement. First, the women emphasized howwueyd like more women from the movement
to participate in workshops and activities suchh&sone being conducted on gender. Second, they
emphasized the need for all workers to participagee in meetings held in all government levels.
In this sense, there was a demand for broadercypation. A complaint is that there some waste
pickers and leaders are usually the same onessesyineg the movement. Third and associated with
the second finding is the demand for more transpgrend access to information. Many of the
workers claimed they are not aware of all the desgssand would like to learn more about what is
happening. A concern of a woman leader was thelityatp share power. For her there is a clear
gender distinction as men seem to be more aggeessiworder to benefit from having more
authority within the movement. “Women are not supige, but men aren’t either. Men are
supportive of each other when they gossip, but vitheg are fighting for power they aren’t. When
they are on the road to power, they are capabkdlioig. This occurs in the bases of waste picking,
in the movement, men want to be better than therpthey are always ready to pull the rug from
under someone’s feet” (Conselheiro Lafaiete work3ho

On the other hand, some participants also statedwhste pickers have to make the time and
express their interest in learning more about whajoing on in the movement. In general, the
women agreed that there should be more joint affiort women to collectively participate both in

their cooperatives and in the national movemenalFi, in some of the workshops, women

expressed their desire to have a women’s foruminvitiie national movement of waste pickers
(MNCR).

In order to do so they need to have more solidantpngst themselves, which many claimed would
be a source for improving their self-esteem ad.wildle key to participating is through more
information, including on the laws related to wagsteking, more collective efforts among women,
and more skills so that women can be respecteddh arenas. As an example, a woman stated:
“Women need to be united in their own decisionsrmms] and not just accept what men say”.
(Itaina workshop).

3.3Gender Roles, Vulnerabilities and I ntersecting | dentities beyond the Workplace

One of the main topics emerging from the worksheps the unequal division of domestic labour.
Interestingly enough, women were quite aware ofthast and heteronormative cultural norms that
pervade everyday interactions that essentializelgeroles. Such discussions also led to critical
reflections on how both men and women reproducesasthin unequal gender ideologies. A black,
lesbian waste picker brought attention to how pgudting in the workshops led her to be more
aware of her own attitudes and actions: “Wow, #een difficult to say this. Well, in my
experience, | even noticed [this] in other womeat thometimes we are, we are sexist and don’t
even realize it” (Belo Horizonte workshop). Anott@aimed her husband refuses to help around
the house because ‘he thinks he will become lesslyth&Belo Horizonte workshop). Though
women recognized the need for equally dividingwhek a home, they understood that there were
serious cultural barriers limiting possibilities fmore just relations within the home.
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Gender violence against women was one of the negsirrent themes in all of the workshops. The
stories and experiences of gender violence wergfigsignt and, in many ways, one of the central
elements for establishing solidarity among the worparticipants. It also served to demystify

notions of victimization and encourage others tofamt oppressive situations. Women were clear
to point out husbands, fathers, brothers or othae rfigures were to blame for not only experiences
of physical violence, but verbal, sexual and psjmffical abuse. Expanding the definition of

violence allowed women to publicly voice their sigéhs and self-worth. In her interview, Pollyana
Inacio explained how a ‘simple discussion on gendbanged her perspective on accepting

violence in her household:
‘Because inside the movement, we always discussgidst [related] to waste pickers, but we didn't
have anything, until then]...] like this discussiom gender, something centered on women, on what
we are going through, on what we feel, what we HopeSo when this occurred, | felt that it was the
moment for me to find strength from those who wguigling me. So in that first discussion | decided,
I chose to not subordinate myself anymore to vicderSo it was something like | revealed my story
and was able to openly tell all the people theratwiwas going through and | had this certaintis th
conviction that | could change. | could have a dearBecause up until then, | didn’t know where to
find this [strength].’

Stories of overcoming violent relationships ill@& how some women have been able to challenge
the frontiers of a subjectivity designated to theyrcreating new meanings and paths for their lives.
Some of the women pointed out the importance of\ing what laws can protect them, such as Lei
Maria da Pent& Yet they highlighted the difficulties they facéen using the law. Many claimed
that police officers and authority figures are tieadi in how much protection they can offer or, in
some circumstances, may even suggest that womgmdtaese relationships to protect the family.
Some of the stories illustrated how women livebasve relationships for many years as a result of
the death threats they receive, which would putardy their lives at risk, but the lives of their
children and even relatives. Discussions on genoidence never succumbed to an emphasis on
victimization. Rather the group collectively refled on these experiences and was capable of
recognizing women’s agency even in such violentamnasive circumstances.

Another topic that raised tensions among womenthasssue of sexuality, as many claimed they
had never had the chance to discuss the issu&olout of the four workshops, it was important to
deconstruct some moralist judgments that counttredobjectives of the research. Some of the
opinions on women’s sexual behavior and how theyukh dress represented patriarchal and
conservative stances. In these cases, the famibtglayed a fundamental role in questioning why
such perspectives have such a stronghold in Baazdociety today. These tensions were important
to explore the reproduction of gender ideologieds aeflect on how autonomy also includes
women'’s control over their bodies.

In other workshops, the discussion on sexualityioked the space for lesbian waste pickers to call
attention to the discrimination they have encoweteat work. By sharing these experiences, other
women commented they had not reflected on their stereotypes against LGBTQIA (Lesbian,
gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, intersex, aexuay workers in their cooperatives. We believe
that by mentioning such examples, women waste sckegan to understand how gender
oppressions are enforced by external and intragianges as well.

37 Lei Maria da Penha is a federal law enacted in6209 President Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva, seekiogréduce
domestic violence. The law changes the punishnuemdrpetrators. The law states that aggressorddsho longer be
punished with alternative sentences, and increthgesentence as well as offers a variety of meadoreemoving the
abuser from the home. The law is named after MaaidPenha Maia, whose ex-husband attempted to édiltvaice,
causing her to become paraplegic. For more infaomasee: http://www.unwomen.org/en/news/stories128/maria-
da-penha-law-a-name-that-changed-society.
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Discussions on race appeared tangentially in thiéxshops. On few occasions, class and race were
associated as identity markers that intensify ieergnination and marginalization of waste pickers
in general. In one workshop, during the discussiorgender roles, a participant gave an extensive
testimony on how slavery and racial discriminago@nmvade various facets of contemporary life and
waste picking. In another workshop, a black womdo v& currently dating a younger white man
said interracial dating still shocks a society ttlatms to live in a racial democracy.

3.4 Addressing Practical and Strategic Needs and Levels of Empower ment

Before women construct their own understandinghefforms of exploitation, marginalisation and
powerlessness that affect them, projects that ®ebkild gender awareness must also pay attention
to different levels and forms of empowerment. Wguarthere are clear links between individual
and collective forms of empowerment. This is beeaas initial process that encourages cognitive
and symbolic empowerment on an individual level ¢ead to critical reflections on a more
collective level regarding hierarchical structugesd institutions. In other words, individual and
collective levels of empowerment are interconneeted bound to the ability to enhance women'’s
practical needs. As Pollyana, who confronted gendelence stated: “if 1 hadn’'t known the
movement perhaps | would not have been exposdds@éender discussion [...] | may not be alive
today” (Interview).

Focusing on their practical needs, women expresgedest in having access to capacity-building
courses, which would give them more self-esteemrasdurces to actively participate within their
cooperatives and the national movement. One womasteapicker expressed her concern as a
result of being illiterate: “How can | be the traeesr at my association if | can’t read or write?.”
Despite the lack of specific skills, another womatffirmed this should not be used as an
impediment to participating: “We don’t know how itead, we have ears [...] we cannot be scared
of being leaders. I'm not afraid because | cargtff&.

While women identified concerns regarding innumerakills and resources they lack, they
nonetheless claimed their value as workers, mtbtamothers and wives. Having a platform to
voice their concerns and lived experiences allowethen to resignify the value they have in their
homes, cooperatives, movement and society at lageéhe symbolic level, women seemed to
redeem their self-confidence and dignity. During @valuation activity at the end of a workshop, a
waste picker said the experience “opened her mamt’ that from now on she would be “more
decisive, have more courage” (Belo Horizonte wookghAnother reinforced the idea of having a
moment just for women to discuss gender issuess {tlas useful, sometimes we are embarrassed
of expressing ourselves. Here we felt comfortafiB®lo Horizonte workshop).

At the political level, women understood the pregsneed to participate more in decision-making
processes within their cooperatives and movement @f the entry points for sustaining this

argument was made by the participants when thegdnibey are the majority in many cooperatives.
Participation and equal representation are impoiftanchanging both decision-making processes
and the rules that guide them. Working towards ghpgactical outcomes, women can more
effectively mobilize for social change and more deratic practices within their workplace and

movement. Interestingly enough, this activism migyp affect how women perceive other struggles
for social justice in society. Along these lineswaman mentioned the connections between

struggles:
‘As a militant in the movement, as a woman, as atevpicker, the discussions on gender all feed into
each other in the following way because we havecthwiction that when we are all there, women
[coming from] various places and with various sterihave shown us they were capable of

¥ Dias’ field Notes, 13-15 July 2012, National WorfeMeeting, Paranagud, Brazil
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overcoming [hardships]. This encourages [us] maré @more, [encourages] this militancy that we
have to continue struggling, that it is possible.’

At the economic level, recent activities centerednmmen’s leadership skills have given women
more confidence in managing their cooperativeseadér within the movement and president of a
cooperative claimed that activities on communigas&ills for women leaders have helped her deal
with conflicts at the workplace, stating: “Sometsné is complicated, we are leaders of a
cooperative and a job like this requires us to gikgers to men, right? So sometimes it is difficult
for us to delegate responsibilities, and so sonmestithere are confrontations and such but | was
able to deal really well with this confrontatioriihferview). Learning to manage conflicts within the
workplace, which reflect gender power dynamics, ewgrs women and also improves the levels
of productivity, positively impacting all workers.

Overall, incremental steps brought about changasréimge from an individual to a collective level
within a framework that highlights the links betwesconomic, political and symbolic injustices.

3.5.General Outcomes and | mpacts

The exploratory research-action project gave wonaerfirst opportunity to understand the
dimensions of gender inequality in the public amivgie sphere in a more in-depth and critical
manner. This is intricately tied to the importanmlereinforcing and broadening the notion of
autonomy, something key to the way the projectnaefidifferent levels and forms of women'’s
empowerment. Knowledge on gender issues was tlarsaethe gateway for connecting levels of
empowerment. As a woman commented during the wopgshHWe aren’t making any money [by
participating], but we are gaining knowledge. Rapating is important” (Belo Horizonte
workshop).” Ultimately, the opportunity for discusg their concerns was a way of claiming their
own space or “having the privilege to seek autoriorag another participant exclaimed.
Furthermore, women recognized how the discussiamrtant for their personal lives, but for
improving work conditions and practices in the moeat. In one of the events held to disseminate
findings from the project in early 2015, a womaader called upon other women to embrace the
ideals of gender equality. “This project gave updido take it to our base. We need to make
changes. As women continue to produce this sehastght, we won't change. We know it is a slow
process. Women have to change”, she said (PerStataiment, April 2015 event).

From a broader social and cultural point of vielwg process not only helped women become aware
of multiple forms of gender inequalities, but atgve them more self-confidence that they could
confront these obstacles. Many expressed the sitereontinuing these discussions and having the
time to reflect more carefully on topics such asusdity, violence and forms of participating more
effectively in the cooperatives and movement. Arotimteresting element is that women shared
their experiences from the workshop with other cokers and even family members. “l tried to
share the information with others, not only with mg-workers but also with some family
members” (Interview). Many of the participants resied that women waste pickers have access to
such examples and stories by suggesting the prejemtild publish short stories on women’s
empowerment particularly when facing violence attteoissues. The practical outcome of this is
that knowledge on gender inequalities travels bdythre group of participants. As noted above,
some women have claimed to have left abusive oglshiips given the discussions in all phases of
the project.

From the point of view of what changed within thewement, the discussions on gender awareness
served as a catalyst for bringing about more epasdicipatory and representative practices. It is
worth mentioning that for the first time a male doated movement of waste pickers



21

acknowledged the issue of gender. Durihg movement’s main annual event — Expocatadores in
2013 — there was a panel on gender issues. In 20@rhup of women waste picker leaders from
different states challenged male leaders within M¢CR demanding fair representation at the
coordination level of the MNCR. They also wrote edtdr to the President of Brazil — Dilma
Rousseff — asking for a seat for a women at therdministerial Committee of Social Inclusion of
Waste Pickers (CIISG) The MNCR has a male waste picker as a representatthis committee,
but the women waste pickers demanded parity. Ryesidilma accepted the request and now there
will be equal gender representation in the committe

In addition to these repercussions, the discussidngender have also started to impact men’s
perceptions on their attitudes towards women. Ruanfeedback event with women participants
and other waste pickers from Brazil and Latin Arogrin early 2015, men contributed with their
reflections on the findings from the project. Sispd with the personal accounts of experiences of
violence and harassment, a male leader from the RIN@nmented: “We [men] need to discipline
ourselves and understand women'’s suffering” (Peis8tatement, April 2015 event, male waste
picker leader, MNCR). Another male waste pickeddhe event was positive because of its self-
reflexive nature. “This meeting has been very gaodhis sense of liberating me from my
sexism”(Personal Statement, April 2015 event.

While these outcomes represent initial changesaih lmen and women’s attitudes and belief
systems, as well as indirect consequences of wgrim gender awareness, they are nonetheless
significant. The Gender & Waste project has serthezl objective of bringing gender onto the
movement’s agenda so that women and men can wededis actions that consolidate more gender
equality at the cooperative and movement level.

4 Lessons and Challenges in Building Gender Awaress

Feminist participatory methodologies have proven b® a powerful means of connecting
discussions on multiple forms of oppression witffedent forms and levels of empowerment.
Nevertheless, we recognize that the project in ehdself would not automatically transform
gender relations in the different spheres of irtiioa in the waste picking sector. Some important
lessons and challenges in building gender awareaaressorth noting.

First, participatory practices involve building dges and alliances with those who are most
interested in the discussion. As a result, resfigctvomen’s pace during phases of involvement
was crucial to allow women to join in without pressdeadline®. Thus, in addition to involving
gender and waste experts, the process consistamhsiiltations and various meetings with women
waste picker leaders during all phases of the ptofgeecond, by beginning with women’s lived
experiences at home, at their cooperatives andildaants of the national movement, women were
able to identify the forces that often invisibly subtly establish inequalities. It also allows the
women space to identify through shared stories lstehing, support and recognition, the other
forces they can use to revert such unjust practiGedlectively sharing experiences brought
attention to that which has historically been deatgd as unimportant or invisible, paving the path
for new ways of understanding inequality.

** CIISC is an inter-ministerial committee createdfidmyner President Lula to coordinate actions ofdreging pickers
within solid waste systems.

“%1t is worth noting that this approach was made iptessiue to WIEGO's core funding. The project effeely worked
on implementing a bottom-up approach and avoidgibeess driven by tight deadlines.
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Lastly, while gender is a relational concept, welenstood the need for starting with women only
reflection groups prior to the process of involvimgn in order to provide women with a safe space
to voice their concerns. However, it is fundamemndabengage key male leaders as supporters of
gender awareness so as to avoid creating furtinsiotes in a male-dominated sector. Thus, we
strategically engaged with male national leademst tbxpressed support for the project and
recognized that building gender awareness also sneanking towards a more emancipatory
agenda for the movement.

5. Concluding Thoughts: How Gender Awareness Can Réalize the Cooperative Movement

By fostering an outlet for women waste pickers’ deads to be heard, by permitting women to
deepen their understanding and analysis of théiraton, and by providing women with the
opportunity to develop their demands, the projectid facilitate the creation of new alliantesas
well as new attitudes and behaviors in the proddsslin, 2012). This is the key to the
transformation which can take place through a diaéobased on solidarity and the sharing of
experiences of oppression as discussed by thesiparits. As a woman waste picker participating
in a general meeting with women and men waste pckg women empower themselves, this
could lead to more women mobilizing for other caligPersonal Statement, April 2015 event).

What this waste picker's comment reflects is thatding gender-awareness should not be seen as
disassociated from the MNCR'’s general ideals ascak movement. Historically, leftist social
movements have had difficulties in incorporatinghdgr equality in their own practices and
structures once their primary struggles were deeat class injustices (Alvarez, 1990). In this
sense, many social movements reproduce patriapchatices and structures despite an ideology
based on equality and justice.

In many ways, there is a disjuncture between whittaas have claimed to be three important
components of a social movement: ideology, prari @ganization (Gerard and Martens, 1987).
These three components mutually reinforce one anothough there may be times where one
component becomes more dominant. MNCR'’s ideologyofganizing cooperatives include the

ideals of mutual help, democratic practices suckigect democracy and direct actions, and self-
management as specific forms of targeting opprasamd exclusion. The ideals behind gender
equality are not distant from MNCR’s ideology, ttiéerence lies in the praxis and actions taken
by the movement in effectively working towards demadic practices at the local and national

levels. Some authors argue that cooperatives digugtioned to answer claims for gender equity
since they are “rooted in values of self help, déigyaand equity, as well as economic growth

through cooperation and democratic processes” (Mtyu2013:03). The extent to which these

values truly represent the dynamics within coopegatis open to contestation, which is why

gender equality cannot be taken for granted in emajves. For instance, Wirth’s (2010) study of
gender relations in recycling cooperatives in Breareals tensions given certain hierarchies in the
management process that do not necessarily retdidarity or a more democratic management.

Gender awareness can revitalize the movemenwvaskis towards transforming the very structures
and practices that perpetuate injustices beyorndss axis. Gender equality does not base itself on
establishing divisions, but rather on buildingaices that are capable of challenging hierarchies o
multiple levels. Viewed from this angle, gender save@ss can be a dimension for linking the
abovementioned components. As a result in can barih significant changes in the cooperative
practice and vision (Gerard and Martens, 1987) thatks towards democratizing the ways it
organizes workers.

“1 One such alliance is with the International Coagttederation which has provided assistance inities that foster
women'’s leadership skills.
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If women waste pickers gain the confidence andéstein representing the movement’'s demands,
they will only serve to strengthen the very ideglag the movement. On a more specific economic
level, but one which also integrates changes paliical and symbolic level, combined efforts to
gain recognition from society and key political@stwill bring about positive economic impacts on
worker’s earnings and productivity. Challenging #exual division of labour can also stimulate
more efficient practices within the workplace, whién turn, may call attention to the ways in
which men and women reproduce gender ideologiethenhome. Once again, these processes
involve time and the willingness of the movemeniptovide more spaces for women to present
their concerns and interests. What is undeniablinas the women waste pickers are becoming
increasingly more vocal and assertive, presentintpar challenge to the long-established barriers
embedded in the movement’s praxis and action. Bgrporating the demands for gender equality,
both men and women waste pickers will admittedlystiggling as partners against common
structures and practices that oppress not only womehe sector, but men as well. The idea of a
forged struggle among equals reflects back to tteom of mutual help, one of the pillars of the
cooperative movement’s ideology.

Building gender-awareness then has unraveled tlys wawhich the movement and dynamics in
cooperatives reproduce sexism. The visibility giverfeminist struggles in contemporary Brazil
have also facilitated a process by which men anthevoidentify inequality and mistreatment of
women on a daily basis. According to Klatch (20049t only do social movements have to
recognize the inequality women face, but they nalst work on articulating how these injustices
must be rejected even in traditionally male dongdatpaces. This involves framing these gender
injustices as part of a social condition that datpolitical action (Klatch, 2001: 803), in the sam
way class-based demands do. In other words, wotkimgrds gender equality does not diminish
class struggles, but is connected to broader deadgr social justice.

We have made a modest attempt to demarcate hodirmuijender awareness is aligned with the
ideals of the cooperative movement precisely bex#lexposes how forms of power and injustices
undermine workers’ capacities to improve their liiveods. One of the main points to be
emphasized is that our exploratory findings caneséw encourage future dissemination projects in
Brazil, Latin America, and elsewhere. Ultimatefygénder equality is a path for envisioning more
just relations, further ties between collective ifieist struggles and other social movements must
also be established through the combined efforteesf and women.
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