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Abstract: The discussion on the circular economy (CE) has attracted a rising interest within global
policy and business as a way of increasing the sustainability of production and consumption.
Yet the literature mostly portrays a Global North perspective. There is a diverse spectrum of
community-based organizations playing important roles in resource recovery and transformation,
particularly, but not only, in Global South countries, providing innovative examples for grassroots
involvement in waste management and in the CE. This article proposes to add a Southern lens,
situated in the context of waste picker organizations, to the concept of CE. The discursive framework
in this article couples ecological economy (EE) with social/solidarity economy (SSE), focusing not
only on environmental sustainability but also on social, economic, political and cultural dimensions
involved in production, consumption and discard. We acknowledge that grassroots movements
contribute to policy making and improve urban waste management systems. The paper outlines
two empirical studies (Argentina, Brazil) that illustrate how waste picker organizations perform
selective waste collection services, engage with municipalities and industries, and practice the CE.
The research reveals that social and political facets need to be added to the debate about the CE,
linking environmental management and policy with community development and recognizing
waste pickers as protagonists in the CE. Our findings emphasize a need for a change of persisting
inequalities in public policy by recognizing the importance of popular waste management praxis and
knowledge, ultimately redefining the CE.

Keywords: circular economy; Global South; waste pickers; reverse logistics; solidarity economy

1. Introduction: Circular Economy Perspectives

The idea of a circular economy (CE) has attracted a rising interest in global policy and business
during recent years, to increase the sustainability of production and consumption [1–3]. Although the
CE concept has similarities with the more widely used concept of sustainability, these two concepts
cannot be conflated since CE is usually seen as a necessary but not exclusive element of sustainability [4].
The CE concept has multiple roots and interweaves with many parallel lines of thought, such as
ecological economy, general systems theory, industrial ecology, regenerative design, performance
economy, cradle to cradle, and biomimicry [2,5,6]. There is “a fixed number of atoms currently formed
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into today’s products that should be repeatedly reorganized into future products without requiring
any further injection of new atoms” ([7] p. 446). With its focus on waste, CE is often summarized as
the 3Rs (reduce, reuse, recycle) or different variations of the more ambitious 6Rs (e.g., reuse, recycle,
redesign, remanufacture, reduce, recover) [6].

Although the CE concept is now emerging as a major topic in global policy and research, it
had a significant impact on Chinese national policy and research already in the early 2000s e.g. [8,9],
inspired by German and Japanese recycling policies to deal with the depletion of natural resources,
the degradation of ecosystems, and pollution linked to accelerating industrialization [10]. During the
last 10 years, the Chinese focus in CE has remained strong, and there is an increasing interest among
European researchers while US research seems to lag behind [11].

Even if European waste policies from the 2000s can be seen as inspiration for CE in other
countries [10,12], the globalization of the waste trade redefines resource relationships between
the Global North and the Global South. Today countries and regions are intrinsically linked and
interrelated through waste and resource flows in both directions, not least in a global system of
resource recovery from waste [13]. In consequence, the CE concept is highly relevant for countries in
the Global South.

Emerging CE policy initiatives in the Global North define its challenges mostly in terms of how to
improve engineering and governance aspects of resource loops [4]. Yet from a Global South perspective,
another issue becomes key: the social inclusion of large populations that still live in poverty and
marginalization [14], as well as including improved participation on the formulation, implementation
and evaluation of public policies related to waste management (waste governance). Thus, within the
field of waste management, this implies that, when further developing a CE framework, there is a
critical need to consider how to include waste pickers that have a long history of coping with resource
scarcity through different types of resource recovery activities based on socioeconomic necessities [14].
As Velis [14] points out, the CE imperative brings both challenges and opportunities to such an
ambition. It is not evident that the current CE emphasis on capitalistic business models sits well with
ambitions to decrease core inequality issues related to access to resources and working conditions.
Here, the latent opportunities of CE for more equity-oriented business models need to be further
explored and realized [14].

The main idea studied in this article is how the current CE perspective needs to be amended
by taking into account the insights developed by, and collected from, initiatives by informal and
organized waste pickers from the Global South performing activities that benefit both the environment
and society. The article addresses the challenge of expanding the social and political aspects of the CE
concept (making social benefits more sustainable and less paternalistic), by applying a Southern lens,
situated in the context of waste pickers. We introduce ecological economy (EE) and social/solidarity
economy (SSE) as a combined theoretical framework which helps us understand the multiple facets
involved in CE. We describe two empirical studies (Argentina and Brazil), where we have conducted
participatory action research, to highlight the vital contributions of waste pickers to an expanded
notion of CE. Finally, we discuss how these two cases support the argument for a redefinition of the
CE by adding social and political dimensions to the concept.

2. Theoretical Framework: Linking the Social/Solidarity Economy with the Ecological Economy

Ecological Economy (EE) focuses on the interdependence between human economy and
ecosystems. A key contribution to the discussion is the theoretical framework developed by
environmental economists Pearce and Turner [15], based on the laws of thermodynamics and inspired
by the 1966 essay “The economics of the coming spaceship Earth”, by Kenneth Boulding [16].
In contrast to seeing economy as a linear and open system (take-make-dispose), CE sees economy as a
closed and circular system, where waste is a primary resource for production. Although the concept
of CE is central, EE also includes urban metabolism and industrial ecology, as well as discourses
focusing on sustainability, regeneration, resilience, de-growth and zero waste [17,18]. EE engages
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with unorthodox ideas of democracy, economy and society [19], and also with non-capitalist political
practices [20] belonging to “transition discourses” that call for significant paradigmatic or civilizational
transformations [21,22]. While centering on the integration of ecological, social and economic goals, EE
is based on principles of responsibility, precaution, adaptive management and participation, seeking
for sustainable governance.

Social and solidarity economy (SSE) centers on everyday practices of alternative ways of
living, producing, and consuming [23]. It discusses sustainable livelihoods, social enterprises,
heterodox approaches to economy, participative policy formulation and decent working conditions,
by highlighting the social and human assets dimension and considering diverse forms of collective
organization, such as cooperatives, networks, and unions [24–28]. Based on values of solidarity,
autonomy, cooperation and reciprocity, SSE seeks non-capitalistic economic relations and forms
of grassroots socioeconomic organization to transform hierarchical and authoritarian models and
operations [29,30]. SSE particularly privileges those segments of society which have been historically
marginalized, discriminated against and politically, socially and economically excluded. Often
community-based organizations and social movements are embedded in the social/solidarity economy
(SSE). In this way, SSE also comprises a set of survival strategies developed by marginalized social
sectors and non-capitalist cultures.

Dinerstein [31] suggests SSE as a tool for organizing hope; a practice that enables people to
anticipate alternatives—future practices, relationships and horizons—in the present, guiding concrete
actions. The SSE framework also supports the formal development of policies and theories that
can support collective approaches, for example, as those trailed by the members of the recycling
cooperatives portrayed below. Reciprocity is expressed through mutualistic approaches of collective
ownership by members of a cooperative or other form of collective association, for their own benefit
and that of the wider community. The following figure shows the discursive framework applied to our
discussion, briefly characterizing the EE and the SSE (see Table 1).

Table 1. Combined discursive framework of ecological economy and social and solidarity economy.
Based on [23,32].

Environment/Society Ecological Economy Social and Solidarity Economy

Ecological and cultural
creation

Sufficiency in energy and natural
resources use The commons, collective ownership

Production of goods and
services

Reuse, recycling of materials, use of
renewable energy, etc.

Grassroots organizations, worker and
producer cooperatives, networks, etc.

Exchange and transfer of
resources

Green taxes, elimination of
agricultural and energy subsidies, etc.

Fair trade, gift economy, community
currencies, solidarity markets, collective

commercialization, etc.

Consumption/use Efficient transportation systems,
organic agriculture, biomimicry, etc.

Consumer cooperatives, housing
cooperatives, ethical consumption, etc.

Surplus allocation Resource recovery, environmental
protection, etc.

Community financing, credit unions,
cooperative banks, microcredit, etc.

Both EE and SSE draw the attention to innovative forms of economic interactions, where both
people and the environment matter, transcending profit generation, efficiency orientation, and
paternalistic practice [29]. The combined discursive framework is appropriate for understanding
the practices of waste pickers organized in cooperatives, associations, networks, unions or other
forms of collective arrangements. Such activities fit well under both SSE and EE frameworks as
they pursue guiding principles involving bottom-up, grassroots and community-based initiatives,
and as their activity contributes to material recovery that reduces the waste of natural resources [33].
Community-level organizations, such as waste entrepreneurs [34] and recycling cooperatives, play
vital roles in practicing small-scale CE by linking environmental management with community
development [35].
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3. Methodology

The data discussed in this article has been collected as participatory action research (PAR)
conducted with waste pickers in Buenos Aires, Argentina, and in the metropolitan region of São
Paulo, Brazil, between mid-2016 and mid-2017, as part of two ongoing collaborative research projects,
led by the authors and involving local waste picker groups and other local actors. PAR is “a process in
which people (researchers and participants) develop goals and methods, participate in the gathering
of and analysis of data, and implement the results in a way that will raise critical consciousness
and promote change in the lives of those involved—changes that are in the direction and control of
the participating group or community” ([36] p. 187). Our research takes a long-term collaborative
and transformative approach, pursuing practical solutions and change together with the research
participants [37]. Trust between the authors and the research participants had been built through
previous research interventions over the past five years.

The relevant data was collected during regular visits of the researchers to the recycling
cooperatives. In-depth conversations (individual and group interviews) with leaders from these
waste picker groups were recorded and later transcribed. The researchers also took notes during
meetings with other stakeholders in the case study area (local government officials and industry
representatives), and examined official documents related to the cases studied (e.g., reports, memos,
and published news from the local press). We applied a qualitative content analysis to the collected
data to support the discussion and redefinition of the CE in this article [38]. Our approach to research
is reflexive, seeking transparency and ongoing input from the participants to check, update and verify
results and data interpretation.

4. Everyday Experiences in Working with the CE

The following two empirical studies aim to illustrate the importance of the work of informal and
organized waste pickers for the CE.

4.1. The Experience of Coopcent-ABC with Contracts under Reverse Logistics

Coopcent-ABC (Coopcent) is a second-degree cooperative that organizes a network of waste
picker cooperatives in the state of São Paulo, Brazil. Established in 2007, Coopcent currently supports
12 waste picker cooperatives in different municipalities, all of which have representatives on Coopcent´s
board of directors, oriented towards solidarity economy practices (Gutberlet, 2015a). The network
was formed originally to assist cooperatives in collective commercialization. Gradually, Coopcent
diversified its mandate to include political activities, such as: dialogue with the national recyclers’
movement (Movimento Nacional de Catadores de Materiais Recicláveis—MNCR), negotiations with
municipal governments and other waste management policy formulators, promotion of environmental
education campaigns, and negotiation with public and private large waste generators. Thus, Coopcent
may be seen as a meta-association between its affiliated cooperatives, with a potential to perform
activities aligned with an enhanced view of the CE. However, as we will see in the empirical study
outlined here, there are many challenges for such a performance.

In 2016, Coopcent initiated a collaboration with the industry association ABIHPEC (Associação
Brasileira da Indústria de Higiene Pessoal, Perfumaria e Cosméticos), signing a two-year agreement
under the project “Dê a mão para o futuro: reciclagem, trabalho e renda”. This project was designed to
help ABIHPEC associates to comply with the National Policy on Solid Waste (PNRS Política Nacional
de Resíduos Sólidos) proclaimed by the Federal Government in 2010. Under this project specific
agreements were negotiated for participatory strategic planning with all cooperatives.

According to the PNRS, large waste generators have to create reverse logistics systems by means
of sectoral agreements, or specific regulation. In 2012, the Ministry of Environment launched a public
call to select proposals of reverse logistic systems for the packaging industry (producers, importers,
distributors and marketers). ABIHPEC and other sectoral associations applied with a proposal in 2013.
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Their proposal was approved and put up for public consultation in 2014. The sectoral agreement was
signed in 2015 by 20 associations and federal authorities. ABIHPEC and their associates launched their
projects aiming at the municipalities listed within the agreement.

As for Coopcent affiliated cooperatives, ABIHPEC’s responsibilities include environmental
education initiatives, purchase of equipment and infrastructure and contracting of advisory and
professional development services. As a response, cooperatives have to increase resource recovery
over a three-month period (in some cases an increase between 15% and 25%). ABIPHEC must ensure
that their initiative will recover a volume and weight of waste equivalent to the established goal
(22% reduction until the end of 2017). The cooperatives also have to destroy the packages in order to
avoid product piracy.

Five consultants from the waste picker association in the west of São Paulo, ARCOP (Associação
Regional de Catadores do Oeste Paulista), were contracted to implement advisory and professional
development services, including professional development courses, equipment maintenance and
assistance. Equipment and infrastructure is being purchased on the basis of price taking and quality
assessment, and from suppliers collaborating with ABIHPEC. All cooperatives affiliated to Coopcent
received infrastructure investment, office equipment, computers and production equipment. The case
study points towards the following three learning aspects:

1. Cooperatives face difficulties with the contracting and purchase proceedings (project
implementation), having to fulfil a number of complicated and time consuming bureaucratic
conditions which sometimes jeopardize the purchase or maintenance of equipment (e.g., the
purchase of goods and services from suppliers which do not have previous contracts with
ABIHPEC). Also, contracting and purchase are centralized by ABIHPEC, which controls the
funds and allows for little participation of cooperatives in the decision-making processes. Giving
cooperatives flexibility to act according to their needs, moreover, shared decision-making would
be a more democratic way to perform the project. The fact that ABIHPEC currently develops
projects with 129 cooperatives in eight Brazilian states certainly creates the need to adopt standard
procedures and contracts, and the need to deliver accountability to companies associated is likely
to make procedures less flexible and adaptable.

2. Another difficulty is that many of the machinery and all spaces where Coopcent affiliated
cooperatives operate are of municipal property, which makes it difficult to implement structural
changes that need to be authorized by municipal authorities. All projects must include covenants
with municipalities, committed to provide and maintain buildings for the cooperatives. In some
cases, delays on required maintenance that could be made by ABIHPEC overlap with municipal
responsibilities, precluding project evolution. In addition, in some cases access to municipal
authorities is difficult for cooperatives representatives.

3. Finally, in our evaluation, individual terms of agreement with cooperatives should be designed
to be more flexible on implementation, adaptable to changing circumstances on operating
conditions, whether these changes are challenges or opportunities, assuring that the voices
of waste pickers are heard in decision-making processes, valuing their knowledge (particularly
regarding their own needs). More than an improvement on agreements management, this could
mean better governance of the tripartite public/private/cooperative partnership itself, giving
more decision power to cooperatives and making decision taking processes more democratic,
adding to the environmental sustainability and economic efficiency dimensions of the CE and the
political principles of solidarity economy (self-management, shared decision-making and people
empowerment). Participative contract formulation through strategic planning meetings has been
a positive element, but the implementation is still difficult, calling for more agility and flexibility.

4.2. The Experience of Reciclando Sueños Cooperative with the Large Waste Generator Limpex Industry

Since mid-2012 waste picker cooperatives were invited to elaborate a new regulatory framework
for waste management, promoted by governmental authorities, OPDS (Organismo Provincial para el
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Desarrollo Sostenible), in Buenos Aires, Argentina, and focusing on large generators (LG) producing
more than 1 ton/day of waste, such as malls, private urbanizations, commerce, and industries. By
the end of 2013, OPDS launched ordinances No. 137-138-139, establishing a set of legal and fiscal
prescriptions to both, cooperatives and LGs. The aim was to foster the former to commercialize
the provision of specialized waste management services to the latter. A key formative issue of the
whole process was given by the fiscal and legal formalization support provided by OPDS. Through
this formalization, the coops could issue an official certificate in which they stated the total amount
and type of materials taken from LG and then re-introduced into the productive circuit as factory
supplies from recyclable sources. Importantly, this document is key for LGs to attaining environmental
and social licenses (e.g., ISO 14001). The cooperatives also benefitted, as for the very first time, they
were able to issue an official document under the same conditions as private waste management
companies operate.

Within this arrangement, the waste picker cooperative Reciclando Sueños was contacted by a
global corporate chemistry industry called Limpex with headquarters in the US. For several decades
Limpex has developed its business in a linear fashion, including the dumping of all their waste
without any form of separation of recyclables. In the past, they had contracted a corporate waste
service provider, charging up to US $70/ton to take their waste out and dump it at the landfill.
Notwithstanding, in recent years the company strategy (at both global and local levels) had become
more sensitive to addressing social and environmental goals, for example, exploring ways to tackle the
CE perspective within the operation of their plants and by promoting the recyclability of its overall
waste production.

In July of 2016, a contract between Reciclando Sueños and Limpex was signed. The former
contract between Limpex and the corporate waste service provider had to be revised in order to
include the cooperative under the same conditions and role. This was not an easy decision considering
the corporate culture custom and habits at Limpex, where breaking down a contract that seemed
to work well could be considered as something abnormal. Still, Limpex had a strong motivation to
do so. Basically, they could save money, as the cost for managing their recyclables plummeted from
US $70/ton (corporate) to US $15/ton (cooperative). Also, as the cooperative’s service included more
items to be treated, they doubled their recyclability rates, aligning their local facilities with global
corporate standards. Moreover, Reciclando Sueños added more than 20 tons/month of recyclables
to its operation, where recyclables represent their current main income. This contract became a
milestone in their struggle for recognition as a public service provider, shaped by sustainable social
and environmental waste management standards.

However, the process was not a fairy tale. It took three years of harsh negotiations, in which the
participants faced several obstacles. Consequently, we can derive some useful learnings:

1. To be able to count on a public policy regulatory framework was key, but not enough. During the
process of becoming registered as Limpex’ service provider, some gaps emerged in relation to the
cooperative’s fiscal and legal situation. To resolve this bottleneck specific technical support was
required which was finally financed by Limpex. Including a cooperative within a CE framework
is hence not only a matter of willingness, it also implies to assist them in different ways to develop
as service providers.

2. The definition of what is recyclable waste must include the waste pickers’ perspective. At the
beginning, the contract focused only on the treatment of food containers and polyethylene
terephthalate (PET) bottles generated daily in the company’s dining room. In this way Limpex
could “include” the cooperative without jeopardizing their previous waste management service.
However, as these materials represented less that 1 ton/month, the whole project turned
economically unsustainable for the cooperative. At this point, Reciclando Sueños offered a
counterproposal based on their own diagnosis of the company’s waste streams. As a result,
they identified a wide range of valuable materials to be included in the contract, which would
have direct impact on the company’s recyclability rates and result in lower costs per ton.
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These arguments were key to review the existing contract and include the cooperative as a
major service provider to Limpex.

3. The role of waste pickers as service providers to LGs is not restricted to operational waste
management. The current definition of CE basically tackles material flows and engineering
procedures, while knowledge issues remain unconsidered. Yet one of the most outstanding
findings of the Reciclando Sueños–Limpex experience is related to the flow of knowledge. While
negotiating the contract, the members of the cooperative gave workshops to Limpex employees
on recycling topics based on their experiences. As a result, the waste sorting system in the offices
and on the shop floor increased up to 50% in efficiency.

5. Discussion: Current Challenges with CE Systems Based on Everyday Experiences of
Waste Pickers

The following discussion focuses on two interrelated dimensions: (a) the need of a public policy
framework aimed at recognizing waste pickers as specialized waste service providers not restricted to
households, but also oriented towards large waste generators (e.g., industry, business, offices); and
(b) the potential of the pedagogical skills of waste pickers that goes far beyond their current role as
operational collectors and classifiers. In both dimensions, an enhanced CE perspective must include
the participation of a network of stakeholders on the multi-level governance of waste management
public polices, including formulation, implementation and evaluation. Here we consider what Hooghe
and Marks ([39] p. 237) describe as an alternative concept of multi-level governance, “[ . . . ] one in
which the number of jurisdictions is potentially vast rather than limited, in which jurisdictions are
not aligned on just a few levels but operate at numerous territorial scales, in which jurisdictions are
task-specific rather than general-purpose, and where jurisdictions are intended to be flexible rather
than durable”.

Drawing on the two case studies we can derive some useful insights about challenges and
opportunities when building CE systems outside the Global North. This is key since government
authorities, non-governmental organizations (NGO’s) and private stakeholders in developing
economies tend to extrapolate conceptual models elaborated in the North as if they were a ready-to-use
policy tool. One such example is urban planning, where North, and even colonial, planning ideas
and systems are applied to Global South contexts without much consideration regarding their
appropriateness [40]. Also for CE, it seems that little work has been done in order to adapt or
reformulate its underlying ideas and assumptions according to varying political, social and cultural
local contexts [14]. We will therefore focus on findings that can contribute to building an amended
CE framework from a Global South perspective. Our two main findings overlap with some of the
challenges outlined by Velis [14], recognizing that waste pickers are an integral part of the CE in the
Global South, and that additional resources need to be mobilized in support of transformation efforts
towards the CE, since there clearly are limits of what unsupported and unorganized waste pickers can
achieve regarding their contribution to this CE.

5.1. Inequality and Public Policy Challenges

As is widely stated in the literature, the current CE model mainly aims to provide new “green”
and “sustainable” business platforms directed at large industries that could invest in redesigning
their engineering procedures to “close the loop” by recycling the energy and material flows they
generate [1,2]. In relation to waste, this could be achieved through the design of products that reduce
the consumption of raw materials [7] or by recycling their waste as supplies for new productive
processes, as discussed in industrial ecology see e.g., [41]. In developing economies the latter is far
more frequent, that is, by shaping business models in which several small and large private companies
take part, basically as reverse logistic service providers [12].

As we could see in the examples from Brazil and Argentina, the CE framework creates
opportunities to make room for organized waste pickers as specialized waste management service
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providers for large industries and commercial enterprises. However, this forces us to consider an issue
that is often neglected: inequity. From a corporate perspective waste picker organizations would hardly
be seen as providers of high quality services, but rather as expressions of some kind of subsistence
economy. Furthermore, the private companies that currently run the traditional waste management
service business (linear and focused on landfill disposal) could also profit from the circular wind
of change, by setting up new greener business units and take advantage of financial and marketing
resources which the waste picker cooperatives still lack. Such CE solutions may carry an attractive
“status quo” sentiment for policy makers and private business by sidestepping critical social and
socioeconomic issues [4]. Still, as Gregson et al. [13] point out, circular loops are not shaped only by
technical economic and engineering issues, but by moral issues as well. The question is which actor
can best provide a proper CE service in the Global South; a waste pickers’ cooperative relying on
aspects such as resilience, solidarity, reciprocity, cooperation and autonomy for their survival, or only
a commercial firm, prioritizing short-term profit on a global market?

Consistent with Dururu et al. [35] the lessons learnt from Argentina and Brazil underline that
any achievements in waste management towards a CE must embrace social inclusion perspectives,
since CE is also about community development. Otherwise, there is a risk that the prevailing
discussion on CE is framed through a narrow EE perspective, without including any SSE values
and strategies. Such a development may result in new business opportunities mostly for those
actors already enjoying advantageous positions through the traditional linear economy approach with
few social considerations, undermining the fragile position of existing waste pickers who already
perform CE [42]. It is therefore essential to develop and strengthen public policy frameworks clearly
stating the role and contribution of waste picker organizations in the CE. As was the case with the
OPDS’s ordinances in Buenos Aires, their work as specialized waste management service providers
should not only be recognized in regulatory texts, but also practical fiscal and legal tools should be
provided, such as official certificates. The Brazilian case study demonstrates that well-intentioned
external intervention attempts may not achieve the positive long-term impact if sufficient local capacity
building is not prioritized. Waste pickers need to have the capacity to act as central players in
decision-making processes, and also need sufficient flexibility to address the situated contexts of each
cooperative [43–45].

5.2. Knowledge and Recognition Challenges

A second issue linked to performing not only a circular, but also an inclusive economy of waste
management (attending to both EE and SSE) has to do with not restricting the contribution of waste
picker organizations only to the operational side of waste management, for example, as collectors
and sorters. To enhance their role as specialized service providers their expertise regarding practices
and meanings related to responsible waste disposal and recyclability should be fully recognized and
accredited. In countries, such as Argentina and Brazil, grass-roots organizations have developed with
more than a decade of existence and experiences, embodying specific knowledge on both technical
procedures and artifacts, socio-cultural representations and management models for waste [44,46–49].

Much of this knowledge also involves CE issues, as waste picker organizations have designed
loops and productive chains of material fluxes by transforming waste into supplies of resources. Still,
what may be even more relevant, although less recognized, is the pedagogical contributions when
dissemination of this knowledge is performed by the waste pickers themselves. As is also argued
by Ninacs and Toye [50], social entrepreneurs, such as waste pickers, are able to make full sense of
recycling for ordinary people and can thus change fixed routines and habits (personal and professional)
in a way that graduated professionals cannot achieve. This is critically important when trying to
disseminate and raise awareness about a model (i.e., CE) that is an alternative to mainstream economic
practices; a model that may strongly influence the way we produce, consume and dispose of our
consumer goods. One example and clear empirical evidence of the effectiveness of such pedagogical
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work is the workshop that Reciclando Sueños ran for Limpex employees, which allowed the company
to increase the efficiency of their waste sorting system in offices and at the workshop floor by 50%.

6. Conclusions: Proposing a Socially and Politically Inclusive CE

Current understandings of EE build on the interdependence between the human economy and
ecosystems, calling for paradigmatic and civilizational transformations. Our planet is facing challenges
with climate change, biodiversity loss, overexploitation and scarcity of natural resources, population
growth, poverty and social exclusion, affecting the survival of many species, including humans. SSE
puts forward values and propositions of alternative ways of living, producing, and consuming and
carries with it hope for transformational change of our social and economic relations in favour of a
more just and sustainable society. Coupling these two concepts is a necessity given the social and
economic disparities, particularly in the Global South.

Worldwide, waste pickers have engaged historically in resource recovery by retrieving materials
from the waste stream. Organized in cooperatives, associations, unions or other forms of
community-based arrangements they collect, sort, and reintroduce recyclables to the industry. Some
of these groups add value, by transforming materials (e.g., plastic into pellets) or by generating
new products from these materials (e.g., washing lines from PET bottles; paper pulp into building
blocks). These groups also perform educational services, by communicating with citizens, schools,
resident associations and industries about selective waste collection and recycling, contributing to
environmental education and making industrial processes more environmentally efficient. As Marcelo,
a recycler from Reciclando Sueños, once said: “Circular economy is what we have been doing during
all our life”.

Insights from the two case studies underline the premise that waste pickers have a long
tradition in performing CE, and yet they are mostly not invited to participate as main protagonists
in the implementation of the CE. Organized waste pickers are in the position of spearheading
transformational change, and women in particular are central in these operations. We need to remember
that gender equity is essential to achieving economic change [17]. With the majority of organized
waste pickers being women, there is huge potential for gender equity. Current CE defined by the
Global North lens has evolved from EE theories on urban metabolism, industrial ecology, systems
theory, cradle to cradle, and others, understanding waste flows as resources circles to be captured
and reintroduced, thus ultimately tackling sustainability (see Figure 1). The SSE theories propose
alternative ways of living, producing, and consuming; collective forms of organization (cooperatives,
unions, networks, etc.); community financing (microcredit, cooperative banks, etc.), fair trade and the
focus on local development and ethical consumption, thus adding critically needed social and political
facets to the CE concept.

In this article, we propose that not only the principles of responsibility, precaution, resilience,
adaptive management and participation (as required by EE), but also the principles of solidarity,
autonomy, cooperation and reciprocity (as promoted by SSE), need to be reflected in the everyday
praxis of a CE for the Global South, and probably in other contexts as well. Therefore, we suggest to
redefine and amend the “Mainstream Circular Economy” concept into a more complete framework
that considers the learnings from the EE and the SSE alike, what we call “Amended Circular Economy”
(see Figure 1). Undoubtedly there are uneven and differentiated debates on the CE in the Global North
and the Global South, which have to be uncovered and discussed. Further stakeholder engagement in
policy to address inequalities and knowledge flows are required. Redefining the CE is also relevant for
the Global North, where the voices and knowledge of dumpster divers, waste pickers, small waste
entrepreneurs and waste workers are equally ignored.

By all means, this article has only scratched the surface of this complex issue. Further research
is required to learn more from grassroots innovations linked to waste management and other
socioenvironmental activities. More relevant and efficient policy initiatives are needed to provide
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equal opportunities for such organizations and entrepreneurs to participate in, and contribute to, the
CE, and to recognize and remunerate the waste pickers for the services they provide worldwide.

Figure 1. An amended framework for circular economy (CE) in the Global South (and elsewhere).
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