
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

First National Forum. Towards the design of a comprehensive strategy inclusive recycling 

Executive Summary  

Mexico is experiencing an accelerated process of urban expansion with immediate effects on growth 
population, consumption dynamics and degradation of the environment. In that context, the 
appearance of social, economic and cultural phenomena associated with the generation of waste 
places the recycling agenda as an area of study and public interest for different social actors. From 
there that the " First National Forum. Towards the design of a comprehensive inclusive recycling 
strategy ", its main objective was to develop an interdisciplinary agenda that would keep the 
discussion on those issues that, today, have an impact on the living conditions of the thousands of 
people who informally engage in the collection, separation and marketing of recoverable materials. 

The participants of the Forum, among which stood out academy, government, private initiative, civil 
society organizations and base recuperators, had a horizontal space for open dialogue to discuss the 
shared challenges and opportunities facing the integral management of solid waste in Mexico. Thus, 
during the first half of the Forum technical aspects around the integral handling of materials we 
addressed, and it was possible to rescue the slopes for a harmonization of the legal framework that 
contemplates the recognition of sectors in conditions of vulnerability. Also, in a second moment, 
opportunities were shared that intend to strengthen the institutional coordination framework, 
strategies for articulation between the sectors of interest and innovative tools and strategies for the 
strengthening of capacities that lead to the professionalization of the pepena. 

Finally, the participants expressed their proposals for next steps in a general way, pronouncing 
themselves in favor of the convening group to schedule a second national meeting with the 
intention of detailing the elaborated proposals and / or analyzing the feasibility of those that will 
arise soon. Therefore, the role of the collectors will be fundamental since they should be included 
in the design and implementation of management strategies from a kind of national network or 
multisector knowledge and participation platform such as those that already exist in countries of 
the region, that integrates in the development of concrete lines of action in the short and medium 
term. 

In summary, the forum highlighted the focus of attention that the prevention and integral 
management of solid waste represent as one of the most complex public issues in the cities of the 
country, which it is necessary to open spaces for multi-stakeholder dialogue that can be exploited 
to reach more sectors in the definition and implementation of an inclusive recycling, a concept with 
the ability to generate incentives that encourage not only the design but a consistent 
implementation and evaluation with the topicality of recycling in Mexico. 
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Introduction 

On February 22, 2018, in Mexico City, the First National Forum Towards the Design of an Integral 
Strategy for Inclusive Recycling was carried out with different sectors involved in the value chain 
and the use of waste in Mexico. The Forum was framed in the project "Towards a shared vision of 
inclusive recycling" assembled by Fundación Tláloc, Fundación Avina, the Research Institute for 
Equitable Development (EQUIDE for its initials in Spanish) of the Universidad Iberoamericana and 
PetStar, with the facilitation of the team of Partners Mexico / Centro de Colaboración Cívica, AC 
(CCC for its initials in Spanish). 

During this first edition 54 people attended (Annex 1), representatives of the academy, companies, 
local governments, civil society organizations and base recyclers from different states of the 
Republic. 

The objectives of the Forum were: 

1. Generate a dialogue between the sectors that interfere during the valorization of waste on the 
main areas of opportunity and challenges for the recognition and inclusion of the people dedicated 
to the “pepena”.  

2. Recover the voices of sectors involved in the integral management of solid waste with respect to; 
(i) key actors, (ii) opportunities, (iii) shared challenges and (iv) preliminary consensus towards next 
steps in terms of inclusive recycling in Mexico. 

3. Enrich and feedback the findings of the Perceptions Map of the project Towards an Integral 
Strategy for Inclusive Recycling in Mexico. 

The Forum was structured in three moments of analysis and discussion, namely: (a) presentation of 
findings (Annex 2) around the coincident and divergent points regarding the separation of solid 
waste in Mexico and the inclusion of recyclers of base in the value chain, (b) intrasectoral work 
tables to discuss common challenges and proposals of impact in light of the findings presented; (c) 
multi-sectoral working groups to identify opportunities and preliminary consensus among all those 
involved that will broaden the rights and participation mechanisms of waste pickers. 

From the work carried out by the assistants, some possible steps to be followed were also outlined 
so that the information obtained would be useful. In the first instance, it was decided to create a 
directory of the assistants to maintain communication and promote contact between the sectors 
involved in the subject; Likewise, most of the attendees suggested the holding of a second forum 
that would deepen the findings of the event and that would broaden the dialogue on the subject. 

I. Shared challenges facing solid waste management in Mexico 

Through the work in intrasectoral tables, the participants had a first moment of reflection to align 
the challenges of each sector involved based on the findings of the process "Towards a shared vision 
of inclusive recycling" developed by the CCC. Subsequently, some ideas were shared to address the 
identified challenges and finally present the main coincidences and divergences existing in the way 
in which each challenge should be addressed. 



 

The challenges discussed during the first round of worktables can be classified, according to the 
voices of the assistants, in (a) consumption and generation of waste, (b) culture of separation, (c) 
application of both the general law as well as local regulations, and (d) recognition of waste pickers. 

Solid waste generation 

The participants identified various challenges regarding the generation of solid waste during the 
first round of dialogue. One of these is that there are no mechanisms to control what, how much 
and how inputs are produced from the industrial sector. In this regard, a diverse group of 
participants agreed that an important challenge for inclusive recycling in the country is that a 
considerable percentage of the products that are placed on the market do not have a design suitable 
for recycling, a situation that, on one hand, it generates an increase in the volumes of waste that 
reach the final disposal sites without any prior treatment or recovery and, on the other hand, 
negatively affects the market for recycled products. 

Beyond this trend, participants from all sectors are essential to identify the generation of waste as 
one of the transversal challenges, so that recycling is just one more link in a strategy of prevention 
and integral management of solid waste. 

Separation of solid waste 

Based on the findings presented, the participants pointed out that there are very specific challenges 
related to the culture of separation and application of norms aimed at optimizing this work from 
citizens, but also involving waste pickers and private companies that currently have an active 
concession to operate the transfer stations and separation plants. 

A concern that coincided with the sectors present in the Forum is that it can be determined which 
landfills have the possibility of receiving waste that has not been separated in the “pre-pepena” 
format from the collection units, and in this way strengthen the separation task in more specific 
routes. 

In this sense, base collectors identified as challenges for the management of properly separated 
waste the fact that a significant amount of the collection units with which the cleaning services 
operate at the municipal level do not have the infrastructure to carry out an efficient separation of 
urban solid waste, be it organic or inorganic. 

Likewise, it was pointed out that the transfer stations and the separation plants do not offer the 
necessary conditions for the separation of waste to be carried out in a dignified manner, in addition 
not having the physical capacity to cover the large volumes of waste generated nor to identify and 
properly classify the universe of recoverable waste. 

The municipal authorities present agreed that, despite having designed and implemented 
environmental awareness campaigns with the citizens, these have not had the expected effect for 
several reasons. Waste pickers agreed in this sense that currently there is little or no culture that 
exists by neighborhood or by colony to deliver waste separated from the source and make a proper 
disposal of those, which can lead to the emergence of clandestine intra-urban landfills. 

In the same subject, government actors pointed out as an additional challenge that, in those towns 
where there is an awareness of the value of waste, which translates into the emergence of small 



 

collection centers, there are complaints about the lack of control of inorganic waste that are stored 
there. 

On the part of participants from the private and government sectors, it was commented that 
another challenge that is faced for the separation of waste at a national level from an inclusive 
recycling perspective, is the strengthening of capacities with the base collectors since a significant 
percentage of this sector does not have knowledge that would improve their separation activities, 
especially regarding the prevention of risks in the collection unit, separation plants or dumps. 

It was also pointed out, in this sector, that the case of Mexico City is paradigmatic, since even though 
the separation rule has represented a watershed in the way in which waste is separated, it is no less 
certain that the delegations are legally prevented to carry out recycling or stocking activities given 
that the central government is the only one empowered to give an adequate management regarding 
the waste that is already delivered separated by material or degree of use. This leads to other 
challenges such as the monopoly of the unions that have gradually gained a lot of power in making 
decisions about the separation of waste and have threatened to stop collaborating in this work if 
the central government maintains a position opposed to the separation in the public or in the 
collector units. 

In the words of different civil society organizations, the tension around this issue not only happens 
in Mexico City, but is replicated in most regions of the country. The above, resides in the inability of 
the state or municipal governments to group the base collectors as employees of the clean system. 
A decision like this would also be generating new tensions in the ecosystem, since it would not only 
improve the panorama of the people harmed by non-inclusion, but also increase the rates of 
separation controlled by waste or by volume in those cities that still do not implement specific 
separation rules. 

Application of the general law and current local regulations 

The third challenge that participants considered key was the relevance of harmonizing the national 
legal framework applicable to waste, with a view to strengthening its compliance at the municipal 
level. It was mentioned from the academic sector that the last reform to the General Law for the 
Prevention and Integral Management of Waste (LGPGIR) allowed to establish both the classification 
of waste by its composition / volume and the distribution of competencies among the three levels 
of government. In the same tenor, it was highlighted that there is still a need to legislate around the 
precautionary and non-regression principle, in addition to regulating the waste of special 
management, whose management is the responsibility of the state governments, to guarantee a 
public information base. 

In the same line, regarding the regulatory framework that impacts recycling from production and 
consumption, some participants from both, the business sector and the government sector agreed 
that the principle of shared responsibility has allowed a common dialogue around public policies 
that promote responsible consumption and production and consider that starting from it allows all 
sectors to recognize their part in the problem of generation and accumulation of waste and that 
each of the links in the production chain -from citizens as waste generator - assume responsibility 
for the separation and recovery for subsequent use of urban solid waste. 



 

In the opposite direction, some opinions were detected among people of the academy, who 
consider that the principle of extended responsibility should be adopted as a tool that allows 
reaching the objectives and standards of international agreements that our country has celebrated 
to address strict measures towards the reduction of production and consumption indicators that 
remain high when compared with the regional average. Those who spoke in this regard noted that 
the main resistance to widespread liability is that it is perceived by some companies as a source of 
adverse messages to consumption and economic growth. Also, it was perceived as a possible risk to 
implement only this perspective, that companies and governments, seeking to comply with this 
provision, could choose to concession the collection service without necessarily incorporating the 
base of the chain and compromise access to work by of the waste pickers and collectors. 

Regarding the voluntary adoption of both principles, some people from academia and the private 
sector recognized that being in charge of the recyclability of their products from design to waste 
management is currently an element that gives added value to the companies, in as much as it 
generates a favorable perception on the part of the conscious society of the importance of 
environmental care. Another reflection in this regard was that any public policy that is promoted 
must recognize and build on the strengths and good practices that already exist in Mexico, both 
from different sectors of society and at the national, state, local or community level. 

In addition to the above, the challenge regarding the concept of ownership over waste is identified. 
Today, the LGPGIR is clear in the sense that the people who acquire a product will be virtually owners 
of the post-consumer waste. In the voice of some civil servants and waste pickers, even so, gaps 
prevail in the harmonization of that precept at the local level. It is from these gaps in regulatory 
harmonization that municipalities incur constant lack of implementation of their policy for the 
management of waste generated in homes, businesses and industries.1 This is recognized as a 
constant tension between the organizations of the civil society and government institutions, since 
they already have more efficient instruments such as management plans for small and / or large 
generators that have limited the power of some public-private groups that exercised a monopoly 
over the ownership of valuable waste to subsequently make the purchase and sale of these outside 
the law. 

Finally, another of the challenges that were identified by the sectors present in the Forum was the 
compliance with national and local laws on the subject. On the one hand, a lack of authority was 
highlighted when monitoring the responsibilities that both producers and consumers must meet 
with respect to their waste, which, in addition to generating tensions between the base collectors 
and the government, highlights the lack of financial resources and institutional capacities. The 
private sector was also stressed that the absence of social and economic incentives in both 
environmental regulation and fiscal regulation has been one of the causes that inhibit the inclusion 
of waste pickers or complicate the incorporation of small-scale centers stockpiling the formal sector. 
One of the main arguments was that it is usually more profitable to work in the informal sector 
before the complexity of billing the purchase of valuable materials to those who are dedicated to 

                                                             
1 Some legal instruments that the participants mentioned as unconstitutional when granting ownership of the 
waste in favor of the City Council were the Cleaning Regulation of Torreón, as well as the Regulation of the 
Cleaning, Collection, Transfer, Treatment and Final Disposition Service of the Municipality of Centro de 
Tabasco. 



 

the “pepena”. In this regard, mention was made of the urgency of publicizing or replicating some 
federal, state and municipal efforts that governments have undertaken to keep a detailed record of 
the companies or individuals authorized for the special handling of certain materials.2 

Recognition of waste pickers 

The people who participated throughout the Forum considered that, in the current context, 
different structural challenges prevail that raise both the political and economic cost to fully 
recognize the waste pickers. At first, it was identified that there is a profound lack of knowledge 
about the implications of carrying out “pepena” activities from the base of the pyramid. In the voice 
of a representative of civil society, it is common for decision makers to have an ambiguous notion 
of all the people involved and their differentiated roles along the value chain. In the same tone, civil 
society assistants, academics and people dedicated to the separation pointed out that the figure of 
volunteer that exists in some states is an obstacle to make visible the positive environmental and 
social impact of waste collection and “pepena” as an economic activity. 

Therefore, it was emphasized that inclusive recycling starts from an idea of integration and not 
exclusion, that it is about recognizing and including the other. All the above, without forgetting the 
difficulty faced by “pepena” when being during adverse public and private perception of its value, 
since, currently, according to participants from different sectors, the base collectors are used to 
contribute material and resources to subsidize private labor without being recognized as formal 
workers with rights. Another example of this is the invisibilization of the personnel who carry out 
administrative tasks such as the route managers who work in the transfer stations or the secretaries 
and checkers who perform logistical functions in the separation plants.3 An accurate approximation 
to the Inclusive recycling should also take into account these people, although they are not 
necessarily performing separation or field collection tasks such as truck drivers, or unit drivers. 

In other tables, the discussion revolved around the role of people who migrate from the countryside 
to the city who represent an important population in the ecosystem of the collection and separation 
of waste from the base. In this sense, the participants identified that both the migrant population 
and other vulnerable sectors face the lack of access to first generation human rights such as health, 
emphasizing issues of sexual and reproductive health, education or decent housing. In the voice of 
the waste pickers present at the dialogue tables, the normalization of structural poverty, coupled 
with a lack of interest on the part of citizens, businesses and government, has allowed the sector to 
continue to be stigmatized. 

In the same line of ideas, civil society organizations and members of the academy present in the 
Forum agreed that the conditions of marginalization valid in those communities that subsist from 
the separation, collection and sale of valuables become an obstacle for participation, in terms of 

                                                             
2 The Registry of Mercantile and Services Establishments for the Integrated Management of Urban Solid Waste 
and Special Management that operate in the CDMX of the SEDEMA (RAMIR), Clean Points and Containers of 
the government of Aguascalientes and the Directory of companies authorized for recycling, exploitation or 
processing of industrial hazardous waste from SEMARNAT. 
3 It was mentioned that a successful exercise on the characterization of the different roles in the value chain 
was carried out jointly by the National Polytechnic Institute, the Ministry of the Environment and the 16 
territorial demarcations of Mexico City itself, which made it possible to enrich the diagnosis of the problematic 
in the Solid Waste Integral Management Program 2016-2020. 



 

time and involvement for the implementation of participatory processes that dignify not only the 
tasks that are now carried out voluntarily but also ensure a true representativeness of their 
immediate interests before the unions or the government in turn . This, according to some people 
of the mentioned groups, is due to the fact that, a large extent, those who subsist in these 
conditions, prefer to use their time to collect other waste that they can sell, or to take care of other 
needs that they consider a priority. 

On the other hand, it was pointed out as a structural challenge the attention of groups especially 
harmed within the sector of waste pickers such as children, women, and adolescents or elderly 
people who also find in the “pepena” their primary means of subsistence. 

Both representatives of municipal governments and companies in the recycling sector recognized 
that the presence of organized crime in certain regions of the country also generates tensions in the 
before a weakened state of law that does not offer guarantees to carry out activities and processes 
aimed at dignifying of the pepena. One of the examples in this sense was presented at the Forum 
by a waste collector from Michoacán, who mentioned that one of the reasons why it has been 
difficult to undertake organizational processes in her community is the reprisals or threats that other 
partners have received during the last decade by criminal groups related to drug trafficking. 

II. Opportunities for inclusive recycling in Mexico 

During the second half of the Forum, which was developed from multi-sector dialogue tables, the 
participants identified the conditions that should prevail in the national solid waste landscape to 
include waste pickers in decision-making. Subsequently, they shared points of view regarding joint 
proposals associated with each opportunity to promote an inclusive recycling strategy in Mexico. 

The identified opportunities have to do with (a) inter-institutional and sectoral coordination, (b) 
harmonization of the applicable legal framework, (c) common spaces for articulation, (d) new tools 
for capacity building, and (e) professionalization of the “pepena”. 

Inter-institutional and sectoral coordination 

The different sectors mentioned the importance that the different entities and dependencies of the 
three levels of government design more and better public policies in order to improve the 
coordination of tasks in terms of solid waste. From the point of view of civil society organizations, 
this would mean not only recognizing but also boosting the efforts that are currently being carried 
out in a separated way. Especially, those that are related to the diagnosis, promotion and monitoring 
of current programs at the local level. A very specific case that was mentioned from the policy of 
the federal government in the matter, is the strengthening of the programs of the Clean Energy 
Directorate of the Secretariat of Environment and Natural Resources (SEMARNAT for its initials in 
Spanish) as the National Institute of Ecology and Climate Change (INECC for its initials in Spanish) 
who were in charge of managing the resources available for the professionalization of the municipal 
cleaning agencies and / or increasing the installed capacity for the integral management of solid 
waste4. 

                                                             
4 Throughout the last fiscal years from the program (U012-Prevention and Integrated Waste Management 
Program), the modernization of the machinery and equipment used by the municipalities to carry out 
separation and recycling tasks has been financed as the update of three national management plans related 



 

Some participants perceived areas of opportunity in compliance with international labor 
agreements signed by Mexico and, with special emphasis, in the evaluation and monitoring of 
policies aimed at providing the public service of cleaning, separation and collection of waste, 
because these are the entities of the State with whom the population dedicated to the collection 
and separation of waste has a labor relationship through the figure of the volunteer.5 Therefore, an 
appeal was made to the municipal authorities present in the Forum so that they can also comply 
with the recommendations that various Local Human Rights Commissions have published to 
safeguard the labor integrity of the basic collectors in the field of Human Rights.6 

Regarding the electoral political context of this year [2018], the participants observe an opportunity 
for multisectoral integration to pressure and influence the continuity of those success stories 
identified in the different regions of the country. From that starting point, in the voice of 
representatives of civil society, there are possibilities both to maintain and strengthen solid waste 
separation programs as a first step to prioritize the pending in the matter from the public agenda of 
those who will be shaping the public administration, both state and municipal, during the next years. 

Finally, participants from different sectors agreed that the design of long-term inclusive recycling 
policies requires a real sector coordination where the responsibility that each one of the actors has, 
on one hand, on waste management, is specified, and in front of the base collectors, on the other. 
In this sense, actors from civil society, private sector, academy and people dedicated to the 
collection of solid urban waste pointed out that a systemic vision oriented towards inclusive 
recycling and sustainable development is necessary, in which action is based on principles of shared 
responsibility and, at the same time, good practices of extended responsibility of producers are 
recovered. 

Harmonization of the applicable legal framework 

It was mentioned that another of the opportunities that the new legislatures will have, from the 
Congress of the Union to the State Congresses, will be to harmonize the different normative 
instruments to make visible, recognize and offer tangible guarantees to the waste pickers. Two of 
the concrete proposals that were discussed in that sense are, firstly, to provide the LGPGIR with 
unique payment tabs by type, volume and conditions of the material that could be recycled and, 
subsequently, the incorporation of participation mechanisms in the law that due to their simplicity, 
they have the capacity to be replicated, for example, cooperatives that promote inclusive recycling 
in some regions of the country. This model, despite not being properly recognized since the 
legislation, already represents a successful experience of participatory management of valuable 

                                                             
to the automotive, paper and glass industry. That program will not receive federal resources for the 2018 
fiscal year. 
5 They highlighted, mainly, the mentions focused on compliance with Conventions 138 and 182 of the 
International Labor Organization (ILO), as well as the Protocol of San Salvador on Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights of the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights (CIDH) with emphasis on the right to work and 
decent life. 
6 Recommendation 7/2016 of the Human Rights Commission of Mexico City for the case; omission in the 
system of collection, separation and final destination of solid urban waste in the CDMX, as well as in the 
generation of conditions for the decent work of the people who carry out these activities. 



 

waste that reduces the corruption that occurs in bureaucratic procedures with a view to the final 
disposal of waste. 

In the same subject, the importance of reducing the fiscal and regulatory burden that falls on the 
small collection centers is highlighted. Once that point was reached, it was essential to review the 
compendium of permits that the business sector must obtain, both for generation and for the 
integral management of waste, in addition to sanctions in case of non-compliance. This, even when 
an exchange was made between the vision of granting greater facilities to the business sector facing 
the vision that struggled to reform and toughen regulation, putting forward progressivity in 
environmental and human rights material. 

Common spaces for articulation 

The participants recognized that meetings like this first Forum are the opportunity to meet in a space 
of multidisciplinary dialogue that favors both the identification of shared benefits and the 
recognition of a minimum floor for multi-stakeholder negotiation and that should be encouraged. 
Based on this, it was highlighted that some members of the academy already have links and 
examples of successful investigations in the field of integral waste management in collaboration 
with civil society organizations. On the collaboration of the private and government sector, there 
are also concrete cases on the results achieved by the joint campaigns of environmental awareness 
from chambers and / or business associations.7 

However, one of the articulation proposals aims to enhance previous experiences in an exercise that 
can integrate a network with a national scope from the perspective of all the sectors involved. In 
this sense, the participants proposed the construction of a thematic platform where key 
stakeholders or those interested in inclusive recycling can share their knowledge, strengths or 
capabilities with the rest of the sectors. On the other hand, the participants considered it 
elementary that from this platform the guidelines that a government should follow to implement 
an inclusive recycling policy with a human rights approach should be clearly expressed.8 

The creation of this platform, fed with experiences or relevant data from which new tables of 
dialogue and casuistic information can be detonated, in agreement with the participants that 
exposed this idea, will allow to spread the value of the work that the base collectors do throughout 
the country. One of the proposed formats was to host the platform in a digital ecosystem, but it was 
agreed to carry out a detailed analysis on the virtues or limitations that could have a space like that 
facing the information gap that prevails in some communities that are dedicated to the “pepena”. 

                                                             
7 Among the collaboration experiences mentioned, the preparation of the Waste Plan for post-consumer 
packaging of PET, HDPE, aluminum and other special handling materials that was recognized as an integral 
management tool by SEMARNAT was highlighted. The previous thing had its origin between the strategic 
alliance impelled by different decision makers so much public as private from the platform that today we know 
like ECOCE, A.C. 
8 The example of the platform used by the Environmental Protection Agency of the United States of America 
named Waste Wise was revealed. On the other hand, consolidated efforts were also enunciated from the 
Latin American Network of Waste Pickers (RED LACRE for its initials in Spanish) or the Regional Inclusive 
Recycling Initiative (IRRI for its initial in Spanish) jointly promoted by the Avina Foundation, the Inter-American 
Development Bank and other foundations with a global presence. 



 

New tools for capacity building 

In this same moment, it was discussed how the previous exercises of capacity building to consolidate 
an inclusive recycling have allowed a full exercise of the articulation and interinstitutional 
coordination. Therefore, the different sectors expressed what are the needs that they consider 
relevant in terms of training: 

(i) participation channels such as trade unions or cooperatives that allow influencing new programs 
for the transformation of waste beyond the mere stockpiling exercise; 

(ii) free legal advice on human rights and / or access to environmental justice; 

(iii) environmental education making visible the economic value of the waste; 

(iv) access to calls for financial support from foundations, both national and international, or 
multilateral banking; 

(v) requirements for the inclusion of the individual and / or relatives in the popular insurance or 
programs of the Social Development Secretariats; 

(vi) workshops on heterogeneity and differentiated impacts of waste;  

(vii) citizen lobbying for the prioritization of budget programs; and  

(viii) basic approach to social license. 

“Pepena” professionalization 

In accordance with the saying of all the sectors present in the Forum, the fact of setting the 
conditions to professionalize the waste pickers should not be considered as an isolated action axis 
but is related to different opportunities towards a strategy of inclusive recycling in Mexico, such as 
the harmonization of the legal framework or the strengthening of capacities. A first step proposed 
to walk towards the professionalization of the collectors’ sector is to design the methodology for 
the preparation and subsequent publication of a national census of volunteer workers and 
“pepenadores”. 

In different cities of the country, it has been tried to professionalize the base collectors based on 
exercises such as credentialing, the delivery of specialized equipment and the manufacture of 
distinctive uniforms. Regarding the above, divergent points were identified between the approach 
of government representatives and civil society organizations. In the words of a spokesperson for 
the collection sector, these measures are only palliative and do not solve the underlying problem. 
In addition, with the resources that governments save by allowing informal work they could label 
more and better resources towards the professionalization of that activity. 

It was emphasized that the unrenounceable elements that must be taken into account in order to 
move from informality to formality are the guarantee of the full exercise of labor rights towards 
waste pickers, whether from their formal hiring in local cleaning apparatuses or with another labor 



 

scheme9, such as schedules and collection routes, adhering to a manual on work risks, so that a 
beneficial relationship is built for both parties. 

Finally, sharing experiences of waste pickers who have managed to group together to work 
collectively, representatives of civil society and collectives of collectors pointed out that an 
additional achievement that has accompanied the professionalization of some cooperatives 
dedicated to “pepena” has been that the base collectors value their work more as an activity that 
positively impacts their community in terms of environmental, social and personal human 
development. 

III. Next steps 

At the end of reflection, the participants of the Forum spoke about what should be the destination 
of the information gathered by the convening group. 

One point in which all the people agreed was to schedule a second national meeting to follow up on 
the fulfillment of the elaborated proposals and / or analyze the viability of the new proposals that 
will emerge soon. According to what the participants expressed in writing, for this exercise, the role 
of the waste pickers will be fundamental since, in addition to ensuring the call to a larger number of 
people in that sector, they have experience in the field to strengthen the design and implementation 
of solid waste management strategies. 

Most Forum participants also considered important to disseminate the findings from a directory of 
alliances in favor of inclusive recycling. This exercise, in the voice of people belonging to civil society, 
will strengthen the idea that Mexico should have a national network or platform of knowledge and 
multisectoral participation such as those that already exist in countries of the region such as 
Argentina, Brazil or Colombia where anyone interested in the agenda can consult reports, figures or 
manuals of good practices. This last could lead to developing common agreements and raising an 
agenda with concrete lines of action in the short term that allow contrasting the vision of the 
environmental sector of our country against national and global trends in integrated waste 
management. 

As a final consideration, some of the attendees agreed that the information generated already 
provides the basis for standardizing a universal language that refers to people and inclusive recycling 
tasks; so, it was suggested to focus on the definition of each concept until unifying them according 
to the vision of raising awareness and giving value to the activity carried out by the base collectors. 

IV. Conclusions 

With the participation of diverse collectives of collectors, academics, companies, government 
representatives and civil society organizations from Aguascalientes, State of Mexico, Coahuila, 
Jalisco, Michoacán, Oaxaca, Querétaro, Puebla and Tamaulipas, this Forum put on the table the 
similarities that exist in the challenges and opportunities presented by the context for a truly 
inclusive recycling in Mexico, as well as the cultural, economic and social implications of the 

                                                             
9 Recruitment in local cleaning equipment is due to a different budget item (urban services in general) and 
does not always guarantee the recognition of benefits if it happens in a collective contract or outsourced 
contract. 



 

inclusion of waste pickers in decision-making regarding the management of waste oriented to 
recycling. 

According to the participants, it is possible to identify that the multiactor dialogue spaces in the 
matter are an important tool to share information and contrast visions with the path to follow in 
the prevention and integral management of solid waste in Mexico. It is precisely from this exercise 
of dialogue, that important points could be identified that should be considered for the design of a 
national strategy that seeks the implementation of a truly inclusive recycling system. 

In the first place, the concept of inclusive recycling remains new and to a certain extent unknown to 
a significant percentage of the people who live and suffer processes of exclusion, inequality and 
employment uncertainty around the separation, collection and recovery of waste. Therefore, a legal 
and institutional framework is required that recognizes people dedicated to the “pepena” and that 
at the same time generates the necessary social, environmental and financial incentives to move 
from a theoretical approach to the design and implementation of a close public policy, efficient and 
replicable. 

It should be noted that, although the various sectors already carry out some actions in favor of a 
recycling that considers the waste pickers, the Forum made it possible to recognize that these 
actions have been temporary in terms of their implementation. Therefore, we identified what 
should be the public policy priorities in the short and medium term among which are five major 
areas: 1) unify the conceptualization of inclusive recycling, 2) fine-tune a joint strategy of 
collaboration among all sectors involved, 3) institutional and legal strengthening to make functional 
any inclusion proposal regarding the informal economy, 4) awareness campaigns from the three 
levels of government with emphasis on the circular economy and the separation of waste and 5) 
positioning the challenges in recycling material with the decision makers of the next administration. 

It is important to emphasize that the Forum not only made it possible to visualize different local 
efforts that are currently working from the base and towards inclusive recycling projects, but also 
recognized the importance of opening the debate on the role that recycling plays within a broader 
vision of circular economy, which privileges the use and reduction of waste, a systemic vision that 
is currently outside the public agenda. It is only through this discussion that the rights and 
obligations of every one of the parties involved in the product and waste life cycle can be established 
and incorporated into an appropriate legal framework for this purpose. Nonetheless, the dialogue 
highlighted structural issues that negatively impact inclusive recycling in its different stages. Among 
them, there is a gap in the implementation of the current regulations on the prevention and integral 
management of waste. It is essential, for the design of an effective inclusive recycling strategy, that 
the law should be accompanied by mechanisms that favor its application and, at the same time, 
provide sanction mechanisms for noncompliance in all orders and levels. 

The space of trust built from the Forum also allowed for a minimum floor of understanding in the 
face of the systemic vision that the agenda lacks today: a vision with an environmental and human 
rights perspective that takes into account good practices from all sectors and recognize the work of 
the grassroots collectors, not only as a link in the value chain of many products, but as unrecognized 
providers of very valuable environmental services, as they prevent the dispersion of a large amount 
of waste , its arrival and accumulation, in formal or informal final disposal sites. 



 

Based on this premise, as mentioned by a civil society participant, we are in time to move forward 
in the promotion of a strategic, robust and representative platform that allows us to resignify the 
work of those who today have their main source of employment income and social belonging in 
“pepena” activity.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Annex 1. List of attendees 

First name                                                                                              Organization / Cooperative / Institution 

Ana Catalina Argüelles     Tecnológico de Monterrey Campus Laguna 

Ana Laura Martínez           Avina Foundation 

Araceli García              Cherán Recycling Center 

Carlos Mendieta Zerón                PetStar 

Claudia Cruz Olivo                 Universidad Iberoamericana Campus Puebla 

Consuelo Custodio              Cherán Recycling Center 

Daniel Martín               Civic Collaboration Center, A.C. 

Danya Lucia Loustaunau               PetStar 

David Silva Hernández              Cherán Recycling Center 

Edgar Lugo               Organi-K 

Fabiola Nicolás                 Sustainability in Energy and Environment, S.A. of C.V. 

Irma Hernández Olalde          Municipality of Querétaro 

Izarelly Rosillo Pantoja                Autonomous University of Queretaro 

Jatziri Alejandra Calderón        Miguel Hidalgo Delegation 

Jessica Aragón                Sustainability in Energy and Environment, S.A. of C.V. 

Jesus David Tinajero                  Recuperaciones Tinajero, S.A. of C.V. 

José Fernando Arévalo              Civic Collaboration Center, A.C. 

José Luis Pérez                  Closing The Cycle, A.C. 

José Nieves Pérez          O-I Mexico 

Julio Miranda Valeriano            Volunteer and Unemployed Workers of the CDMX, A.C. 

Lorenzo Castillo     Clean Beaches Committee of Santa María Colotepec 

Lourdes Leyva              Organization of Environmental Education, A.C. 

Luis Lorenzo Guerrero      National Autonomous University of Mexico 

Luis Fernando Cervantes           Center of Partnerships for Development 

Luisa Castorena            Tláloc Foundation 

Luz María Pizá              Organization of Environmental Education, A.C. 

María del Pilar Baez              Municipality of Tampico 



 

María José Infanzón         Universidad Iberoamericana Campus Mexico City 

Miguel Antonio Gutiérrez   Clean Beaches Committee of Santa María Colotepec 

Moisés Velázquez          Municipality of Querétaro 

Paola García Nieto            Green Master Consulting 

Pedro Iván García           Sexymapping, S.A. of C.V. 

Raúl Pacheco Vega                  CIDE Campus Aguascalientes 

Sergio Espinosa Martínez            RECIMEX 

Stephanie Ruiz              Latin Institute of Technical Cooperation 

Susana Estens de la Garza             Municipality of Torreón 

Viridiana Cortés García                PetStar 


