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ABSTRACT

There are stark differences between the waste recycling literature from the
global North and that from the global South. The literature from the global
North tends to focus on empirical analyses of existing municipal recycling
services and rarely considers institutional factors. When it does, the theoreti-
cal approaches adopted are limited, especially regarding the role of informal
institutions. In contrast, recycling literature from the global South does fo-
cus on informal institutions, but it does so by concentrating on the struggles
of waste pickers rather than on the performance of waste management ser-
vices provided by local authorities. This divergence in the literature suggests
the need for an analytical framework that integrates institutions and recy-
cling performance. This article analyses waste disposal regimes in two Latin
American metropolitan areas, Medellín (Colombia) and Santiago (Chile),
and explores the link between income inequality and recycling. It focuses on
the political settlements that lie at the heart of the waste regimes. As such,
waste regimes in these two cities are understood to be a product of the inter-
play of balances of power, institutions and distribution of benefits. The study
also highlights the need to understand informal institutions as relational phe-
nomena that affect both the rich and the poor, and not just as a subsistence
strategy by the latter.

INTRODUCTION

Two of the crucial challenges of our time are reducing income inequality,
and finding ways to advance towards a circular economy of waste recycling.
Both are included in the United Nations (UN) Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs): the aim of Target 10.1 is to ‘progressively achieve and sustain
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income growth of the bottom 40 per cent of the population at a rate higher
than the national average’ by 2030 (United Nations, 2016a), while the goal
of Target 12.5 is to ‘substantially reduce waste generation through preven-
tion, reduction, recycling and reuse’, also by 2030 (United Nations, 2016b).
The increasing urgency of transitions towards less resource-intensive
development paths occurs in the context of high levels of income concen-
tration among the rich. Yet little is known about how existing inequalities
might affect environmental challenges such as reducing the generation of
waste. Furthermore, the global nature of the SDGs demands the involve-
ment of countries from the so-called periphery, and not just from the global
North. It is the countries of the global South that are struggling with the most
extreme inequalities, that are falling behind in circular economy efforts, and
that receive least scholarly attention in the recycling literature.

For example, the indicators used to measure Target 12.5 of the SDGs are
the ‘national recycling rate’ and ‘tons of material recycled’ (United Nations,
2019). Yet, the UN has only been able to collect such data from a handful
of countries within the global South (ibid.). Most of the empirical know-
ledge about the effectiveness of household recycling is based upon studies
carried out in rich countries, which have decades of experience in formal
methods of recycling (Gregson and Crang, 2015; Millington and Lawhon,
2019). In these contexts, policies that promote and regulate recycling have
been enforced for some time. In contrast, recycling in most African, Asian
and Latin American countries has emerged as an informal activity driven by
a rising global demand to recycle materials and, in most cases, is carried out
without any formal government policy requiring people to do so (Brooks
et al., 2018).

Scholars from different disciplines who study recycling also tend to ap-
proach the subject from different angles. On the one hand, studies that ana-
lyse the performance of mature municipal recycling services (Peretz et al.,
2007) are usually quantitative and written from an engineering and/or an
economics perspective; they pay little attention to any institutional factors
(Valenzuela-Levi, 2019a). While the literature of the global North focuses
on the effectiveness of existing recycling services, studies from the global
South that evaluate the adoption of recycling techniques tend to focus on
the hypothetical willingness to recycle rather than actual existing recycling
systems (Challcharoenwattana and Pharino, 2016; Tadesse, 2009; Vásquez
et al., 2014). In a recent review of research on waste conducted by social
scientists, Millington and Lawhon (2019) identify a similar North–South
divide. With regard to Latin America, in particular, social studies have fo-
cused on waste pickers, who have been analysed from the perspectives of so-
cial inclusion (Magni and Günther, 2014), precarity (O’Hare, 2018), mobil-
ization (Sorroche, 2017), and hybridization between formal and informal
sectors (Guibrunet, 2019). Studies about the performance of existing recy-
cling services have emerged in the region only recently (e.g. Valenzuela-
Levi, 2019b).
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1100 Nicolás Valenzuela-Levi

It is difficult to find analytical frameworks that integrate both the perform-
ance of existing recycling systems and the struggles of waste pickers or
other actors. Yet, factors such as power and institutions should be considered
relevant when analysing the adoption of recycling policies. In the global
North, where literature on this subject is more abundant, studies that look
at performance and include factors such as electoral politics (e.g. Laidley,
2013; Sidique et al., 2010) tend to focus on local-level election results as
a proxy for the political leanings of individuals. Politics, in this sense, acts
as a variable to characterize demand rather than one to analyse institutions
and power. More recent works, such as the study of Italian municipalities by
Agovino et al. (2019), have attempted to introduce corruption and culture
as institutional variables to explain separate collection rates. These authors
point to the need to understand failure and success in terms of specific local
contexts. A theoretical framework that has integrated these issues in a more
systematic way is the ‘waste regimes’ framework proposed by Gille (2010),
which has been applied to the case of Hungary. Although waste regimes are
useful for this analysis, they do not include any discussion about perform-
ance or efficiency.

What does the literature say about the role of income inequality? Within
the performance-oriented literature, access to income is seen as a funda-
mental factor in explaining the adoption of recycling by households and
service performance by local authorities. However, income distribution is
seen in these studies as a mere issue of consumer behaviour, willingness to
pay, and always from the ‘demand side’, without questioning its intrinsic
association with balances of power and institutional settings on the ‘sup-
ply side’ (Valenzuela-Levi, 2019a). When it comes to Latin America, the
most income-unequal region of the world (Palma, 2014), the adoption of re-
cycling methods by households is conditioned by the politics of waste and
the tensions between formal and informal actors (Millington and Lawhon,
2019). Issues such as marginalization and dispossession are recurrent top-
ics in the discussion about the role of waste pickers as service providers.
Nonetheless, the lack of integration between scholars’ views on actual adop-
tion, performance in provision and waste regimes limits our ability to under-
stand how overall income inequality, so rooted in the region, is linked to the
political economy of waste.

Having identified these gaps in the literature, this study has two main
goals: to explore how the adoption of recycling is influenced by the inter-
dependence of balance of power, institutions and distribution of benefits in
two South American cities; and to use the case studies to shed some light on
the role played by income inequality in the adoption of recycling. Using a
mixed-methods approach, the article studies waste regimes in the metropoli-
tan cities of Medellín (Colombia) and Santiago (Chile). Chile and Colombia
have some of the highest rates of inequality in Latin America (Palma, 2014).
While Medellín and Santiago have almost exactly the same household-
level distribution of available income (Valenzuela-Levi, 2020), their waste
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management and recycling operations are very different. In Medellín resi-
dential recycling is based on the formalization of local waste pickers and
a single municipally owned waste management company, whereas in Santi-
ago services are based on an oligopoly of private companies that compete
for municipal recycling contracts, and include a substantial role for transna-
tional capital.

Using both qualitative semi-structured interviews and quantitative data
on recycling, this article characterizes how waste management systems are
incorporating recycling in both cities, their achievements in terms of sep-
arate collection, and the balances of power, institutions and distribution
of benefits that shape each system. Fifty interviews were conducted in or-
der to gather the views of managers and union representatives from waste
management companies, recycling cooperatives, small and medium enter-
prises, as well as national and local government officials and community
leaders.

The main theoretical contribution of this research is the notion of ‘waste
political settlements’, which accounts for the institutions, power balances
and distribution of benefits in the waste management sector. In order to ex-
plain this, I integrate theories based upon approaches towards political set-
tlements and waste regimes. Then I illustrate the need to look at informal
institutions as an integral part of waste political settlements, as opposed to
only considering formal institutions and policies. Lastly, I claim that infor-
mal institutions that play a role in the functioning of the waste management
sector represent a phenomenon that must be observed in relational terms,
both among the rich and the poor, and not just as a survival strategy by the
latter.

POLITICAL SETTLEMENTS AND WASTE REGIMES

Recently some scholars (e.g. Moreau et al., 2017) have acknowledged that
waste management decisions are influenced by specific institutional and po-
litical economy factors; in general, however, these aspects have not been
addressed in the majority of recycling studies, particularly those that ana-
lyse the performance of waste management services. A possible explana-
tion for the neglect of such institutional factors is that studies tackling the
economics of municipal recycling ‘tend to select samples of cases that be-
long to the same institutional framework’ (Valenzuela-Levi, 2019a: 440).
Hence, they do not allow the possibility of comparing two or more institu-
tional settings.

Outside this performance-oriented literature, Gille (2010) develops the
notion of ‘waste regimes’ and defines these regimes as ‘a specific set of so-
cial institutions’ that determines what wastes ‘are considered valuable by
society, that lay down the principles of valuation, and that resolve the result-
ing value conflicts’ (ibid.: 1056). The author explains that:
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1102 Nicolás Valenzuela-Levi

At their core is a structure of rights and rules, which implies a certain distribution of ad-
vantages and disadvantages. Social institutions determine what wastes … are considered
valuable by society, and these institutions regulate the production and distribution of waste
in empirically tangible ways. Waste regimes differ from each other according to the pro-
duction, the representation, and the politics of waste. In studying the production of waste
we are asking questions such as what social relations determine waste production, and what
the material composition of wastes is. When we inquire into the representation of waste,
we are asking which side of key dichotomies waste has been identified with, how and why
waste’s materiality has been misunderstood, and with what consequences. Also to be in-
vestigated here are the key bodies of knowledge and expertise that are mobilized in deal-
ing with wastes. In researching the politics of waste, we are first of all asking whether,
or to what extent, waste issues are a subject of public discourse, what is a taboo, what
are the tools of policy, who is mobilized to deal with waste issues, and what non-waste
goals do such political instruments serve. Finally, no waste regime is static, thus we must
study them dynamically, as they unfold, as they develop unintended consequences and crises
(ibid.).

In their review of the literature on wastes and global recycling economies,
Gregson and Crang (2015: 155) mention the ‘connection to political
waste regimes’ in terms of waste as a fallout of social practices, and
emphasize the political dimension of the work by Gille (2010). How-
ever, they point out that this analytical framework could fall short in
analysing the reality in the global South. An interesting exercise would
be to explore the broader field of political economy and institutional eco-
nomics, which has indeed largely discussed sets of ‘social institutions’
when attempting to account for performance of diverse productive sec-
tors in the global South. The analysis that follows explains some basic
notions from these fields and argues in favour of the use of the polit-
ical settlements approach to enrich our understanding of waste disposal
regimes.

Building on the idea of transaction costs and market failures (Coase,
1960), institutional economists in the second half of the 20th century at-
tempted to study the rules of the game in which transactions occur (North,
1990), which lead to different degrees of overall efficiency in markets. How-
ever, by the start of the 21st century there was strong criticism of hege-
monic neoclassical analyses of the roles of markets, the state and institu-
tions. For example, Chang (2002) provides a thorough analysis of post-war
institutional approaches among mainstream economists and highlights how
incomplete they are with regard to four main problems: ‘the definition of the
free market; the definition and the implications of market failure; the market
primacy assumption (namely the view that the market is logically and tem-
porally prior to other institutions, including the state); and the analysis of
politics’ (ibid.: 557). Chang claims that conceptual downsides in economics
cannot be resolved by simply countering state-interventionist policies with
anti-interventionism. Crucially, the problem requires developing an institu-
tionalist political economyand bringing institutions and politics to its ana-
lytical core.
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Chang’s critique exemplifies what has been called ‘heterodox economics’
(Pike, 2004). Particularly since the financial crisis in 2008, this heterodox
field has been enriched with new theoretical and empirical works. New ap-
proaches have included building on Karl Polanyi’s ‘network and embed-
dedness’ approach (Peck, 2013) and applying it to real-life case studies
that also introduce the problem of space into the analytical effort (Cahill,
2020). Another recent work that attempts to integrate heterodox economics
and the role of urban agglomerations in current capitalist development is
the research by Goodfellow (2017), who applies Khan’s (2010) ‘politi-
cal settlements approach’ to comparative analyses of sub-Saharan African
cities.

Khan (2010) originally proposed this framework to analyse government
failure, transition costs and growth-enhancing institutions in the global
South. In his words, a political settlement ‘is a combination of power and
institutions that is mutually compatible and also sustainable in terms of eco-
nomic and political viability’ (ibid.: 4). In this context, ‘the “rent seeking”
activities of powerful groups result in the creation of both formal and infor-
mal institutions’, which ‘sustain distributions of economic benefits for the
participants in these institutional arrangements’ (ibid.: 25).

Goodfellow’s (2017) use of the political settlements approach illustrates
its usefulness for an analysis of institutions within the waste regimes of
two Latin American cities. As demonstrated in his account of Kampala
(Uganda), Kigali (Rwanda) and Addis Ababa (Ethiopia), political settle-
ments can inform comparative analyses of national and metropolitan po-
litical economies in the so-called developing countries, especially in terms
of the historical processes that explain current institutional configurations.
Moreover, the political settlements approach tries to identify and explain a
diverse range of informal institutions, making it applicable to the problems
of formal and informal institutions that are crucial in the economics of recy-
cling. Because of Khan’s original interest in transition costs — understood
to be those costs that emerge from conflict between policy, formal and infor-
mal institutions, powerful actors and different incumbent groups in society
— political settlements can help to extract lessons for adoption of environ-
mental technologies, such as recycling, that require fundamental changes to
the way things are currently being done.

Rather than economic growth, this article uses the political settlements ap-
proach as a tool to explain waste management regimes in terms of their po-
litical dimension, and specifically looks at the metropolitan cities of Medel-
lín in Colombia and Santiago in Chile. Such an analysis requires attention
to the configuration of the broader rules of the game in order to under-
stand the specific case of waste management and recycling. The charac-
terization of the balance of power helps us to understand how different
groups can hold power and impose their will via formal and informal insti-
tutions. Institutions are therefore looked at as an expression of that balance
of power — both from the perspective of policy and formality, as well as
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1104 Nicolás Valenzuela-Levi

informality — and as enablers of the distribution of benefits that is allowed
by each political settlement.

A relevant aspect of this approach is the notion that Khan (2010) sees
informal institutions emerging when formal institutions do not distribute
benefits in line with balances of power. In this sense, we can expect to ob-
serve informality in all groups, and not just among the poor. According to
Millington and Lawhon (2019), there is a dominant view in recycling stud-
ies that associates the global South with informality as a survival strategy
among the poor. As noted by Rosa and Cirelli (2018), the divide between the
informal and the formal exists not only between the global North and South,
but also in Europe, where informality tends to be ignored. McFarlane (2012:
91) criticizes this dominant view and points out that ‘informality is repre-
sented by unorganised, unregulated labour, although in practice such labour
is often highly organised and disciplined’.

As the following two case studies show, the political settlements approach
opens the possibility of integrating informality as a relational issue: a phe-
nomenon that involves both the rich and the poor. Even in accounts that
attempt to provide innovative frameworks based on research from the global
South, informality continues to be viewed as an issue of the poor. For in-
stance, when Millington and Lawhon (2019: 1047–48) discuss efforts to
understand the ‘informal waste sector’, they focus on ‘informal waste as
marginal livelihood strategy’, ‘informal work as environmental and eco-
nomic contribution’, and ‘coordination and formalization of informal work’.
They then separately discuss ‘privatization and multi-scalar governance’.
However, words such as ‘corruption’ or ‘illegal’ are never discussed at this
governance level. In contrast, Khan (2010) discusses corruption, for exam-
ple, as part of the informal arrangements that emerge to shape privatization
processes and multi-scalar governance.

Is it acceptable to talk about waste in the global South, or anywhere else,
without mentioning the role of corruption and illegal activities among the
rich, and not just among the poor? Valuable efforts such as those of Milling-
ton and Lawhon (2019) do not provide any tool to do so, and perpetuate the
focus on the ‘informality of the poor’. The introduction of the political set-
tlements approach into the analysis of waste regimes can help to overcome
this limitation. The following section details the particularities of waste pol-
itical settlements in the cities of Medellín and Santiago.

CASE STUDIES: WASTE POLITICAL SETTLEMENTS IN MEDELLIN AND
SANTIAGO

Medellín (Colombia)

In April 2018, I interviewed an employee who worked in Medellín for a
transnational waste management company based in Chile and who was ex-
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Waste Political Settlements in Colombia and Chile 1105

ploring new business opportunities in Colombia. This same company owns
the landfill that receives 54.7 per cent of Santiago’s approximately 3 mil-
lion tonnes of household waste annually. According to the interviewee, at
‘one time, an Austrian recycling expert came to Medellín to get to know
our system. After seeing how it works, he described it as a Gipsy bazaar’.1

He used the example of the Austrian expert and the image of the ‘Gipsy
bazaar’ to explain how unusual the Colombian waste management sector
is. After a Constitutional Court ruling in 2011, separate collection services
in residential areas must formally include waste pickers, who must be part
of a recycling cooperative. My interviewee was emphatic in his statement
that the ruling is inhibiting capital investment in the waste sector and that
‘recycling will never be seriously developed in Colombia’ as a result.

According to municipal data, between 2016 and 2017 separate collection
rates of the total waste collected in Medellín had risen by 4 per cent to 17.4
per cent (Medellín Cómo Vamos, 2019). The system in this Colombian city
is based on the work done by recycling cooperatives, which include 3,662
registered recicladores de oficio (career recyclers or waste pickers). Since
2013 this separate collection rate has been continuously increasing, reaching
23 per cent in 2018. According to municipal authorities, recent increases
have to do with the strengthened capacity of recyclers, thanks to support
programmes set up by the municipality. The mean recycling capacity per
recycler increased from 78.1 kg per day in 2017 to 113 kg per day by the
end of 2018 (ibid.). These municipal support plans are a result of the local
municipality’s waste management plan, which is committed to achieving a
goal of 70 per cent in separate collection rates by 2030, in broad alignment
with SDG Target 12.5 (ibid.).

In the case of Medellín, separate collection data do not differentiate be-
tween household and commercial waste. This is a common problem with
such data, which has been acknowledged by teams from the UN (2019) and
the European Commission (2015). For instance, similar problems make data
from European capitals difficult to compare. As a reference, it could be use-
ful to consider data provided directly to me by the recycling cooperative
Asemar, which is part of the Recycling Board of the Department of Antio-
quia, the region in which Medellín is located. According to Asemar, recy-
cling cooperatives were responsible for 8.2 per cent of the total waste col-
lected in 2017. The remaining waste collected for material recovery would
therefore correspond to commercial waste, and not be collected by waste
cooperatives. All the aggregate files are tracked by yearly updates of the In-
tegrated Waste Management Plan 2016–2027, which is the responsibility of
the municipality (Alcaldía de Medellín, 2019), and in reports by the citizen
watchdog entity, Medellín Cómo Vamos (2019).

1. Interview, representative of a transnational waste management company, Medellín, 11 April
2018.
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1106 Nicolás Valenzuela-Levi

At the heart of the relationship between income distribution in the city
and the adoption of recycling is the fact that the formalized work of waste
pickers is spread throughout the entire urban area. The municipality, in con-
junction with recycling cooperatives, coordinates a distribution of routes
that cover the entire territory. On the basis of this territorial coverage, waste
pickers recognize differences in recycling that are related to the income of
residents living in specific areas. As one member of a recycling coopera-
tive in Medellín explained to me: ‘In poor boroughs there is less material
and its selection is inferior. In the rich areas people go to the supermar-
ket, which means the material is better and comes in bigger quantities. …
It is not that they separate better, because we do that job. Take for instance
cans. Only here in richer boroughs do we find good quality aluminium’.2

As the interviewee from the transnational company told me, in Medellín it
is the big businesses, and not the waste pickers, who seem to feel excluded:
‘recyclables from residential areas can only be collected by recycling coop-
eratives. No one else can enter there. For instance, if a company wants to
implement a recycling route, it can’t do it because recycling cooperatives
that are associated to that area can accuse them and the court will rule in
favour of them’.3

Such is the recycling landscape in Medellín following the implementa-
tion of the 2011 Constitutional Court ruling in local municipalities. On the
one hand, the territory is covered by recycling cooperatives who have made
agreements with the municipal government. Different areas of the city are
the responsibility of specific cooperatives. On the other hand, on a smaller
scale, each cooperative organizes the coverage of their assigned territory. For
instance, the recycling cooperative Asemar assigns small areas to each of its
800 waste pickers. The number of waste pickers operating in an area is re-
duced as their recycling routes take them closer to the city’s boundaries (the
city lies in the Aburra Valley and is surrounded by mountains; fewer people
live where the terrain becomes steeper). This ensures that these recyclers
are able to collect approximately the same amount of recyclable material as
those who operate in the more densely populated areas.

This level of organization has been crucial in implementing what was a
notable local consequence of the 2011 Constitutional Court ruling: the re-
ceipt by recycling cooperatives of part of the municipal waste management
revenue. This was implemented in 2017. The process and its implementa-
tion are described as follows from the perspective of one of the recycling
cooperatives:

The executive order No. 596 from year 2017 introduced the possibility for the recycler to
receive part of the municipal waste management fee … what we recycle does not go to that
service provided by Empresas Varias [the municipal waste management company]. This is

2. Interview, Asemar representative, Medellín, 18 April 2018.
3. Interview, transnational waste management company representative, Medellín, 11 April

2018.

 14677660, 2020, 4, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/dech.12591 by C

hile N
ational Provision, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [02/10/2024]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



Waste Political Settlements in Colombia and Chile 1107

not collected by them. Therefore, Empresas Varias was charging something without paying
for the recyclers’ work. Thus, now we are generating a daily report that is sent to the Superin-
tendence of Public Services. … Each report includes a detail of receipts from materials that
we sell, and the name and identification of each recycler, plus how many kilos he brought
each day to the storage point.4

This additional income allows waste pickers to earn slightly above the mini-
mum wage, something that was not possible previously as they were paid
exclusively according to the weight of recyclable material that they were
able to sell at market prices. The share of the municipal revenue is also
an income that does not depend on the price fluctuations defined by the
oligopolistic buyers of metals, glass, cardboard, paper and plastics, but on
amounts defined by the city government. Since both sources of income —
sales and municipal revenue — are still based on the number of tonnes col-
lected, there is an incentive for the recycling cooperatives and their members
to cover as much as territory as they can. This was one of the last elements
to be added to the waste regime in Medellín. The definition and distribution
of value is based on formalization of informal recycling, and it includes a
fiscal component through redistribution of the local municipal revenue; it
is no longer based solely on market participation in the trade of recycling
materials.

It is worth noting that, according to interviewees, corruption does not ap-
pear to be an issue in terms of the separate collection of recycling in Medel-
lín (this was not the case in Santiago, discussed in detail below). There
were conflicts, such as claims by some cooperatives that they receive unfair
treatment by the municipal government, and tensions between trade unions
and the municipal public utility company, Empresas Públicas de Medel-
lín (EPM). However, since collection and disposal are the responsibility of
EPM, which is owned by the municipal government, and actors have been
granted the right to participate based on judicial decisions, there seems to
be no need to employ the kind of corrupt strategies that are associated with
competing for public bids in Santiago. This raises the questions, how did this
waste regime come about? What is the origin of the political settlement that
sustains it? The answer requires a review of the long-term, and still ongoing,
peace and state-building process in Colombia.

Colombia endured long periods of violent unrest throughout the 20th cen-
tury. From 1946 to 1964, la Violencia (the Violence) involved armed clashes
between supporters of the Conservative and Liberal parties that resulted
in more than 200,000 deaths. The two parties eventually agreed to alter-
nate the presidency, leading to a period called the ‘National Front’, which
lasted until 1974 (Skidmore and Smith, 2005). The exclusion of less main-
stream groups from the political system (Acemoglu and Robinson, 2006)
motivated the emergence of three left-wing guerrilla groups between 1962
and 1970. During the decades that followed, self-defence groups and drug

4. Interview, Asemar representative, Medellín, 18 April 2018.
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1108 Nicolás Valenzuela-Levi

cartels emerged and violence escalated, reaching a peak in 1990. That year
drug cartels assassinated four candidates participating in the presidential
election race (Skidmore and Smith, 2005). The crisis hit Medellín hard;
in 1991 it had the highest murder rate in the world, of 375 homicides per
100,000 people, and was home to the feared Medellín Cartel (Maclean,
2015).

The high-profile assassinations and unprecedented murder rates were
symptoms of a crisis that, by the end of the 1980s, resulted in the mobi-
lization of the political establishment. In 1988 Colombia experienced its
first democratic election of mayors (Maclean, 2015), which was seen as a
way of giving more legitimacy to formal institutions. Following this democ-
ratization of local governments, politicians agreed to call for elections to
a Constitutional Assembly to draft a new constitution which was expected
to establish the basis for structuring a democratic peace process in Colom-
bia (Garcia-Guadilla and Hurtado, 2000; Gómez Roldán, 2011; Nielson and
Shugart, 1999). The call for a Constitutional Assembly included offering
amnesty and participation to the guerrillas. One such group, the ’M-19’,
participated in the elections and managed to win almost one third of the
total seats to take the presidency of the Constitutional Assembly (Nielson
and Shugart, 1999). According to Skidmore and Smith (2005), underrep-
resentation of urban areas and the exclusion of left-wing groups had been,
in the past, major causes of violence and lack of governability. The new
constitution — drafted by the Assembly and promulgated in 1991 — there-
fore created a new formal institutional arrangement that favoured political
participation and decentralization, and granted unprecedented social rights
to poor and vulnerable groups (Fernández, 2009; Henao, 2012; Saffon and
García-Villegas, 2011). Both the local government democratization of 1988
and the 1991 Constitution are fundamental to our understanding of the waste
regime system in Medellín.

In order to understand Medellín’s social and economic development and
its private–public relationships in particular, special attention must be paid
to EPM, the city’s municipal public utility company which is responsible
for the collection and disposal of waste (Dávila, 2012). Attempts to priva-
tize public utilities, as was the global trend at the time (Goldman, 2014),
faced a new level of local political challenge after the democratic election
of mayors and city councillors (Maclean, 2015). Proposals for privatization
of EPM were discussed during 1996 and 1997, but they were firmly rejected
by mobilized citizenship groups, trade unions and, crucially, by the major-
ity of the political elites who were members of the City Council (Barrios,
2010).

By the time this research commenced, EPM had not been privatized (with
the exception of part of its telecommunications branch, opened to private
participation in 2014), and had continued to grow in terms of its pool of ser-
vices. In 2013 the municipal waste management company, Empresas Varias,
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Waste Political Settlements in Colombia and Chile 1109

was incorporated into the EPM Group.5 The importance of EPM and the
opposition to its privatization (Barrios, 2010; Maclean, 2015) can be under-
stood in the context of the role that services play in integrating into the city
those who were displaced by the armed conflict. Unusually, from a com-
parative international perspective (Gilbert, 2012), Colombian slum dwellers
are granted access to basic services, even if they do not have secure land
tenure. The result in Medellín is that political elites have protected the role
of the public sector in managing these basic services. In this environment,
waste management in Medellín has for a long time been planned and exe-
cuted exclusively by the municipal government, including a succession of
landfill sites designated for waste disposal in the city.

In addition to the role of EPM, a fundamental part has been played by
the 1991 Constitution and the Constitutional Court. In the words of the then
President César Gaviria, the aim of the new Constitution was to implement
a ‘Social State, agreed with different social and political sectors, as well as
with guerrilla groups’ (from Gaceta Constitucional 1991, cited in Henao,
2012: 153). This recognition of demands by left-wing guerrillas led to an
unprecedented granting of social rights in the new constitution. Although
the power of left-wing groups dwindled in the years that followed, the rights
defined in the constitutional text, and the composition of the Constitutional
Court, led to decades of progressive rulings (Fernández, 2009; Henao, 2012;
Saffon and García-Villegas, 2011).

As mentioned above, in 2011 the Constitutional Court mandated a new
regime for waste management and recycling (Fernanda-Tovar, 2018) based
upon the Court’s 2003 decision that organized waste pickers had to be rec-
ognized by public authorities and included in efforts to recycle. The Consti-
tutional Court decreed that these groups had the right to work and to sustain
their livelihoods through recycling (Amórtegui, 2018). The interpretation
of the constitutional rights of waste pickers reached a critical juncture fol-
lowing a conflict in 2011 over a public bid for waste management in the
Colombian capital, Bogotá. According to the original 2003 ruling, the terms
for participating in such a bid included that companies had to be partially
owned by recycling cooperatives. However, the ownership share of compet-
ing companies by cooperatives was in some cases as low as 0.1 per cent, and
some cooperatives were accused of existing only on paper (ibid.). The ruling
of 2011 not only suspended the public bid in Bogota, but ordered measures
such as a new census of recycling cooperatives by local authorities, and the
obligation for government regulators to provide a framework for the effec-
tive inclusion of waste pickers, all of which had to be applied to the whole
country (ibid.).

In Medellín, one of the most notable policy effects of the 2011 ruling is
the share of municipal revenue that waste pickers receive (mentioned above)

5. For more information, see the company website: ‘Quienes Somos’ [‘Who we are’], www.
emvarias.com.co/corporativo/home/institucional/quienes-somos
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1110 Nicolás Valenzuela-Levi

according to the weight of recyclable material that they submit to designated
collection centres (Fernanda-Tovar, 2018). In Colombia, public services are
funded via differentiated fees charged to all households (Murcia and Daza,
2008). Fees are defined according to the value of the land, and richer house-
holds are supposed to subsidize poorer ones. Revenue from fees is supposed
to cover the operational costs of public services. In special cases, authorities
can decide to subsidize some groups according to socio-economic criteria,
or to inject additional resources to expand coverage (ibid.). These munici-
pal waste management fees are the source of income for each waste picker,
thanks to a highly organized accounting system implemented by the coop-
eratives. As illustrated by the comments of the transnational waste man-
agement company representative quoted at the beginning of this section,
transnational companies do not have any role in recycling household waste
in Medellín. However, in the Chilean city of Santiago the opposite holds
true: there, as the following section shows, such companies dominate land-
fill and household waste management services.

Santiago (Chile)

According to data collected for this research, by 2015 most of the munici-
palities in the Santiago Metropolitan Area (23 out of 37) were disposing of
their waste into two landfill sites owned by transnational companies. One of
these landfills, which holds 54.7 per cent of Santiago’s disposed household
waste, is owned by the Spanish-American company Urbaser Danner Group.
The other is owned by the French company Veolia, and receives 5.8 per cent
of the city’s waste. A third landfill, which receives the remaining 39.5 per
cent of the metropolitan city’s waste, is owned by the Chilean holding com-
pany, Consorcio Santa Marta. These private solutions to a public problem
have been achieved despite high sunk costs (investments that cannot be re-
covered when exiting the market) — a situation that might be expected to
lead to a government monopoly on the service in question (Joskow, 2007).
Whereas private companies would usually compete for one centralized mar-
ket, in Santiago landfill companies compete for waste disposal contracts
in each of the 37 municipalities, with each municipality holding its own
independent bidding process every four to eight years, in which the same
companies compete.

As with many aspects of Chilean life, municipal services have been
shaped by the military dictatorship that held power from 1973 to 1990. Fol-
lowing the international guidance of the Washington Consensus (Goldman,
2014), a devolution of services starting in the late 1980s was accompanied
by the possibility of outsourcing the various sections of these services, in-
cluding waste collection and disposal (Adapt Chile, 2016). This led to the
privatization of waste management in most of the 37 municipalities of the
Santiago Metropolitan Area. While a few municipalities kept collection and
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Waste Political Settlements in Colombia and Chile 1111

transport partially or totally in-house, using equipment owned and workers
hired by the municipality, all of them contracted out waste disposal to pri-
vate companies (Reyes, 2004). Until the beginning of the 1990s, when the
new regime was implemented, landfills were planned jointly by regional au-
thorities and mayors (Quezada, 2016). After the closure of the last publicly
planned landfill in 1996, initiatives for creating new waste disposal facili-
ties were expected to come from private capital, which led to an oligopoly in
which three landfill companies competed for each municipality’s contracts
(Pizarro and Jara, 2015).

In this context household recycling has emerged as an uncoordinated ac-
tivity, which is sometimes performed by local municipalities (Valenzuela-
Levi, 2019b) and sometimes by private providers that can be either formal or
informal (Vásquez, 2011). Furthermore, as in other Latin American cities,
the boundaries between formal and informal are not clear-cut (Guibrunet,
2019). For instance, while richer municipalities tend to rely on formal indus-
trial services, a few poorer municipalities base their separate waste collec-
tion system partially or entirely on collaboration with informal waste pickers
(Valenzuela-Levi, 2019b).

Official waste management data on the generation and treatment of com-
mercial waste are available on the National System of Waste Declaration
(Ministerio de Medio Ambiente, 2019). However, data from local munic-
ipalities are incomplete. Official figures in Santiago are contradictory and
tend to be generated from broad estimates. For instance, in 2009 the regional
government launched a recycling programme, Santiago Recicla, which has
provided conflicting figures in terms of the total amount of waste that is
recycled (see Corporación Nacional de Medio Ambiente Región Metropoli-
tana, 2005; Intendencia Region Metropolitana de Santiago, 2009; Santiago
Recicla, 2017). A study commissioned by the regional government itself
stated that the official figures on household waste recycling were unreli-
able (Pontificia Universidad Catolica de Valparaiso, 2006). However, since
household waste management is the legal responsibility of local municipal-
ities and thanks to a well-functioning Transparency and Access to Informa-
tion Law, it was possible to collect primary data on separate household waste
collection rates,6 and to supplement these with official data from commer-
cial and industrial waste. By 2017, the overall separate collection rate was
15 per cent of waste generated in the Santiago Metropolitan Area. How-
ever, this breaks down to 22 per cent of commercial waste, and just 1.1 per
cent of household waste collected by municipalities. While household waste
collected by municipalities was 33.3 per cent of the total waste collected,

6. I asked the 37 municipalities for their collection data using the Transparency Act, obtaining
answers from 36 of them. The separate collection rate (SCR) was then calculated for year
2017 using the formula SCR = R / (R + L), where R is tonnes of waste collected for material
recovery (inorganic recycling and/or composting) and L is tonnes of waste collected for
disposal at the landfill.
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1112 Nicolás Valenzuela-Levi

recycling generated by households was just 2.5 per cent of the total tonnes
collected for recycling.

In terms of the link between income distribution in the city and recycling,
the situation coincides to some extent with that of Medellín: socio-economic
inequality is expressed by territorial segregation between boroughs, with
both the quantity and quality of recyclable material being higher in the more
affluent areas. However, the income–recycling link operates in a slightly
different way.

According to Exequiel Estay, an emblematic leader of recycling associa-
tions in Santiago, there are income-related differences in the quality of re-
cyclable materials but not in pro-environmental behaviour. In interview, he
dismissed the idea that richer people are better at waste separation because
they are more environmentally aware or are better educated. He pointed
out that in many wealthier households it is often the household staff and
not the family who separates the waste. He also described how, in recent
years, waste pickers have seen their access restricted in richer boroughs:
‘Waste pickers used to go to the poshest neighbourhoods. But about eight
years ago, when all these private security services boomed, they started to
be kicked out’.7 This physical expulsion of waste pickers occurred at the
same time that municipal recycling services were set up in the most afflu-
ent boroughs of Santiago. The best example of this is Vitacura, the richest
borough in Chile, which implemented recycling in 2006 and by 2017 had
the highest recycling rate of 8.5 per cent within the Metropolitan Area. Fig-
ure 1 illustrates the relationship between autonomous municipal revenue per
capita (which reflects the income level among residents) and the recycling
rates in 35 municipalities of Santiago. With the exception of one poor bor-
ough, La Pintana, on the one hand, and a number of affluent municipalities
that have not implemented recycling, on the other hand, the highest separate
collection rates (SCRs) tend to be found in the richest areas of the city.

Although a new law for the Promotion of Recycling and Extended Pro-
ducer Responsibility was passed in 2016 (Ministerio de Medio Ambiente,
2016), executive orders that were necessary for its implementation were still
pending in 2019 (Valenzuela-Levi, 2019b). According to this law, waste
pickers are named as traditional handlers of recyclable materials. However,
the only way they can participate in the new recycling framework is to for-
malize their activities and to compete with the large companies that domi-
nate the waste management market.

Figure 1 shows recycling rates largely reproducing existing income in-
equality, but it also shows a generally low penetration of recycling, with
many boroughs lacking any recycling services. High-ranking officials from
the waste management sector in Santiago argue that separate collection rates
are low in Santiago because of differences in the resources available in each

7. Interview, Exequiel Estay, Santiago, 23 March 2018.

 14677660, 2020, 4, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/dech.12591 by C

hile N
ational Provision, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [02/10/2024]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



Waste Political Settlements in Colombia and Chile 1113

Figure 1. Separate Collection for Material Recovery and Autonomous Revenue
per Capita in 35 Municipalities of the Santiago Metropolitan Area
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municipality, and not because people are unwilling to recycle. As one mem-
ber of a Metropolitan Waste Management Association explained to me,
‘There are people that want to participate in recycling, but the supply is
clearly insufficient and expensive. So, in this case, demand is much higher
than supply’.8 Managers from the oligopoly of landfills expressed the same
view. As one told me, ‘There is little recycling because nobody pays for it. It
has nothing to do with intrinsic evilness of companies or people. There is no
more recycling because somebody has to pay the bill. Today municipalities
have more needs than money, and recycling is not convenient because it is
not profitable for companies’.9

The profitability of the dominant waste management business model in
Santiago is clearly a key factor holding back recycling, and managers from
landfills are transparent about it. As another landfill manager — from a
company whose business involves not only landfills but also other forms
of waste management — informed me, inequality, taxation, redistribution
of resources and the power of the waste management companies themselves
were all part of the explanation: ‘Taxes do not balance inequalities among
municipalities. So you have a couple of municipalities with many resources
and others that simply can’t afford changing their system. Moreover, where

8. Interview, Emeres representative, Santiago, 20 March 2018.
9. Interview, transnational waste management company representative, Santiago, 14 March

2018.
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1114 Nicolás Valenzuela-Levi

resources are present, those whose bottom line depends on the business-as-
usual have power to avoid that the municipalities change their traditional
way of managing waste’.10

It was clear in all the interviews that large companies ‘have power’
over the decisions of local municipalities. Every interviewee in Santiago
mentioned corruption and the way that municipal contracts are structured as
being major factors affecting how waste is managed and disposed of in the
city. According to interviewees, the two main mechanisms used to exercise
this power were over-extended long-term contracts and bribes to munici-
pal officers during public bids to obtain the waste collection and disposal
contracts.

The structure of the contracts not only means that income inequality and
residential segregation lead to the concentration of recycling among the
richest boroughs, but also prevents innovative initiatives amongst the poor-
est ones. The rare exception to concentration of recycling in the rich areas is
La Pintana, which is an emblematic working-class borough that was created
in Santiago during the dictatorship, when slum-dwellers were forcibly dis-
placed into La Pintana from more affluent areas (Morales et al., 1990). The
2.9 per cent of recyclable material recovered in La Pintana is not based on
inorganic recyclable materials, as is the case with the rest of the municipali-
ties. Instead it is based on the composting of vegetable waste. This initiative,
which started in 2005, was possible thanks to the availability of rural land
in the borough. La Pintana is situated on the southern outskirts of the city,
almost two hours by bus from the city centre. It is located on land that is in
less demand than elsewhere in the Metropolitan Area because it is far away,
and close to gravel pits and old landfill sites.

The municipality of La Pintana implemented an in-house composting ser-
vice that also aimed to create jobs in a context of high structural unemploy-
ment in the borough. Remarkably, as one public servant from La Pintana
explained, the municipality considered expanding its operation and offer-
ing composting services to other nearby municipalities. However, the long-
term exclusive contracts between these municipalities and landfills, as men-
tioned above, blocked the expansion of this service: ‘We started a network
of eleven municipalities to provide composting service for vegetable waste.
We were ready to sign the contract, but the other municipalities realised that
their landfill contracts were long term and exclusive: it was compulsory for
municipalities to send their waste to the landfill. Breach of those contracts
meant the pains of hell’.11

These issues of socio-economic segregation between boroughs, distri-
bution of resources among municipalities, profitability of the waste man-
agement business model, long-term contracts, and corruption involved in

10. Interview, transnational waste management company representative, Santiago, 16 March
2018.

11. Interview, municipal public servant from La Pintana, Santiago, 14 March 2018.
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Waste Political Settlements in Colombia and Chile 1115

bidding are integral parts of the waste regime in Santiago. As in the case
of Medellín, the political settlement underlying the waste regime here has
involved violent conflict and is embedded in a long-term state-building
process.

As mentioned above, the waste sector is regulated by neoliberal reforms
that were implemented in the last years of the military dictatorship, led
by Augusto Pinochet (Atria, 2013; Gárate Chateau, 2012). In 1988, a spe-
cial law12 for local governments was enacted, and many basic public ser-
vices such as school education, primary healthcare and waste disposal were
entirely transferred to municipalities. The 1988 reforms need to be under-
stood in the context of a 17-year-long dictatorship which had defined the
institutional environment; as the years of dictatorship came to a close, this
institutional environment had to be accepted by the new civilian authori-
ties, who reached an agreement with the dictatorship in order to enter a
democratic transition. This process involved a constitution initially passed
through a referendum in 1980 which has been labelled a fraud (Fuentes,
2013) , but later legitimized — after negotiations with the opposition — in a
second referendum held in 1989 (Andrade Geywitz, 2003). The constitution
established a set of Organic Laws,13 which require approval from four sev-
enths of parliament. One of these Organic Laws specifically regulates local
governments.

The 1973 military coup that resulted in the dictatorship of Pinochet was
planned to end a period of strong politicization and hyper-mobilization of
society during the 1960s and 1970s (Landsberger and MacDaniel, 1976),
which culminated in 1970 in Salvador Allende becoming the world’s first
democratically elected, openly revolutionary socialist president. The con-
stitution, and a number of associated Organic Laws passed between 1980
and 1990, were intended to restore an historically concentrated presidential
power (Valenzuela, 2015). The main urban agglomerations became under-
represented in the parliament, and Santiago was fragmented into small mu-
nicipalities without a metropolitan government. A military rationale for the
new administrative division was established, based on generating smaller,
socially homogeneous units that would be easier to control. This was the
same rationale that led to residents living in slums in higher-income areas
being evicted and forced to re-settle in newly created peripheral municipal-
ities, such as La Pintana (Morales et al., 1990; Valdivia Ortiz de Zarate,
2011).

12. For more information on the Ley orgánica constitucional de municipalidades [Organic Con-
stitutional Law of Municipalities], see: www.leychile.cl/Navegar?idNorma=30077

13. In Chile, Organic Laws define the organization of each state branch and the main national
state agencies, in terms of their internal structure, attributions and responsibilities. They
also set the rules of ‘social’ sectors such as education and pensions, in order to ensure that
they keep working as a private market.
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1116 Nicolás Valenzuela-Levi

Funding for local government is supposed to come from local taxes. How-
ever, these taxes depend on property values, commercial activity and car
ownership, which are all concentrated in wealthier areas (Livert and Gainza,
2018). Funding for waste management reproduces these unequal dynam-
ics. In terms of revenue, municipalities in Chile can charge residents a flat
fee, but services are financed by undesignated funds. People living in social
housing are exempted from waste management fees, and municipalities can
add exemptions according to their own criteria (Vasconi, 2004; Vásquez,
2011). Interviewees from the waste management companies were in agree-
ment in their estimates that between 70 and 80 per cent of Chilean house-
holds are exempted from paying waste management fees. This results in
most collection and disposal services running a deficit and requires a sys-
tem of cross subsidies within each municipality. Given the strong levels of
territorial segregation (Ruiz-Tagle and López, 2014), the small number of
municipalities where the majority of people pay both the council tax and the
waste management fee are the richest ones concentrated in the eastern areas
of Santiago, such as Vitacura, Las Condes and Providencia.

In this context, formal and informal institutional mechanisms have
emerged to ensure the sustainability of profit rates and to mitigate risks
among private investors in the waste sector. In terms of formal mechanisms,
municipalities have granted long-term disposal contracts to companies that
win their bids. The most striking example of this is a contract lasting from
1995 to 2027 with Urbaser Danner that ensures that the waste from 22 of
the 37 municipalities in Santiago is disposed of at the transnational com-
pany’s landfill site (Pizarro and Jara, 2015). Additionally, vertical integra-
tion has been achieved through the capturing of collection contracts by the
same companies that own the landfills (ibid.). This is done through strate-
gies that have been deemed illegal, but nonetheless have not been stopped.
For instance, in 1995 the Chilean Preventive Antitrust Commission stated
that one company — now owned by Urbaser Danner — was competing in
the same collection bids via a number of different subsidiaries; by 2002 the
same subsidiaries had acquired more than half of the collection contracts
in the Santiago Metropolitan Region (Reyes, 2004). Corruption in the form
of bribes represents another consolidated strategy to capture bids. Corrup-
tion cases in waste management bids have been denounced since the early
1990s (Rehren, 1996) but continue nonetheless, as in the case of a current
investigation involving the mayors of four municipalities who are accused
of colluding with a company owned by Urbaser Danner, to the detriment of
one owned by Veolia (Pizarro and Jara, 2015).

FINAL REMARKS

Although the case study cities of Medellín and Santiago share many charac-
teristics, such as income inequality and segregation, they are quite different
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in terms of political settlements. This has meant very different waste regimes
for the two cities. In Santiago, waste management is privatized and domi-
nated by transnational capital; formal services are concentrated in specific
areas according to profitability or excess of resources; recycling is limit-
ed by long-term contracts; and waste pickers are not allowed to work in
some boroughs of the city. In Medellín, waste management is handled by
the municipal public utility company; waste pickers have the right to collect
household recyclable materials; their services are spread right across the
city; and part of their income comes from the redistribution of council tax
revenue.

Separate household waste collection rates are dramatically lower in the
Chilean capital of Santiago, whereas overall recycling figures are higher in
the Colombian city of Medellín, both in terms of household and commercial
waste. Given that studies evaluating the potential for recycling have usually
recommended inclusion of informal recyclers, it is plausible to hypothe-
size that lower recycling rates in Santiago are linked to both institutional
obstacles to recycling initiatives and lack of integration of waste pickers.
Further research would be needed to determine the exact causal links and
mechanisms that may connect institutions and recycling rates. However, the
comparison between Santiago and Medellín demonstrates the importance of
political settlements as the basis of waste regimes. The adoption of crucial
environmental technologies, such as municipal recycling services, that are
needed to achieve SDG Target 12.5 will not be realized merely by changing
consumer behaviour. It depends on collective decisions and the way insti-
tutions work. In this sense, three main points deserve to be highlighted in
conclusion.

First, informal institutions exist in both cases, but in very different ways.
Although informality ‘from below’ does exist in the form of waste pickers
in Santiago, it involves crucial mechanisms at the elite level, supported by
long-term and ongoing corruption as a way of making capital investment
less risky and more profitable. Informal waste picking will probably con-
tinue to play a role as long as the political settlement keeps excluding large
territories and communities from formal recycling. In Medellín, by con-
trast, the labour-intensive presence of waste pickers in the collection service
might appear to be an example of informality, but it has in fact been formal-
ized and even incorporated within sophisticated cash flow accounts, which
enables payments to be made to individual recyclers funded by municipal
revenue.

Second, we see different, competing business models of waste manage-
ment, particularly regarding landfill disposal and separate collection. In both
cities, which business model prevails does not depend primarily on the will
of consumers, but on the political settlements that shape waste regimes. The
power that each actor holds depends, in both cases, on the more general pol-
itical settlement, which has been defined through state-building processes
linked to violent conflicts. On the one hand, fragmentation of municipal re-
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sponsibility and privatization of landfill planning in Santiago is a product
of a violent conflict in which the neoliberal agenda was imposed and polit-
ical control over public services was reduced to a minimum. The primacy
of the landfill business model in Santiago must be understood as a manifes-
tation of the power of oligopolistic capital over local and small-scale com-
petitors, as exemplified by the exclusion of waste pickers in general, and
the case of the failed attempt to expand composting services in La Pintana.
On the other hand, the superior position of waste pickers in Medellín is only
possible because of the compromise between the political elite and parties of
the left-wing guerrilla movement in the 1991 Constitution, which made the
Constitutional Court a space to enforce strong recognition of social rights.
This political settlement will be sustained only as long as the political elites
see this compromise as a fair price to pay for peace and rule of law, after the
country had been mired in an armed conflict that, by the beginning of the
1990s, did not have clear winners.

Third, and finally; under these circumstances, the key difference between
the two cities does not seem to be what can technically be achieved in
terms of recycling nor in consumer preferences. Rather, the main difference
seems to come from the exclusion of some communities from household
recycling service provisions. This exclusion leads to service disadvantage
(Valenzuela-Levi, 2020): a partial or total absence of a supply of services,
regardless of demand. It is this institutionally generated supply-side exclu-
sion from recycling services, and not simply consumer preferences, that de-
fines the link between socio-economic inequality and recycling in Medellín
and Santiago.
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