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City--garb&ge. is on the move;_ _ 
·.wha:t, or w·ho; will be left behiild? 

By Brian Levinson 

The Matatlan garbage dump in 
t(?nala is. preparing to close its 
doors and function as no more than 
a ··transfer station. The question is 

• what will happen_ to the workers 
_,_ hot so much city e~ployees -
but the independent pepenadorei 
(garbage pickers) who rummage 

. every day in search of salvageable 
goods. 

There are ·about 800 of them 
working in Matatlan. They fill 
rucksacks with aluminum cans, 
milk cartons, plastic containers 
• and cardboard. The items, cleaned 
• and flatten~a, are sold ~o interine­
diaries, -who in turn sell them off 
to private cc;~p~es. with recy-
cling capaliilitj.es. ,, 

• For the p~penadores, garbage is 
iiot just a job, but a way of life; 
Who1e families work together. 
Many live in a small shanty-.town 
on ~ite. They decorate their houses ., 

. with -~e~se - fashioning a roof 
out of~ Telcel btµlller, for example 
-·and sleep _on thrown~away blan-
kets. . , . 

Daily profits can range froin 50 
to_ 200 p_esos, wµ.ich b above the. 
45-peso minimum daily wage, and · 
the shanty-town residents·p~y no 
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T-he garbage pickers, or pepe~adoraa, ~f Matatla~ aea~~h thr~u9h 
piles of garbage .wl.th their hook,ct lroo gan~ho,. Recyclable Items 
llko alumtnum· oani or piaijlti bottld Ire ciaahed• atutt~ in bags 
and sold off to lnterrnedlirlei.. • . • • · 

rent. On the other hand,_ there re­
ceive no sodai security, --cannot 
open .a bank account, and public 
scqools are not conveniently lo­
cated-ass~g that many of the 

-children would forgo their daily 
pay for an education. -

There are a surprising number 
ofyoungpepenadores at Matatlan. 
Ale~andre Viviamos ~~yes, 11, 
works. with his father and uncle 
collecting garbage. Asked· ~bout 
school, Viviamos Reyes c1aimed 
to attend •~ la abierta" ~ ~feiting 
to schools with more flexible 

-hours tha~ .nom1aliy cat~i' t~ adult 
students. , 

Pepe~o~~ h~ye an odd reja­
tionship with ~~ governnient. By 
law, they are not allowed to pick 
garbage. But this is overlQoked • 
b~ca_use they help reduce the 
amount.of waste, ai;id represent an 
important - if forgotten - sec­
tor of ~e economy.· 

Which is nolfo say_the govern­
ment always reciprocates. "The 
auth~rities do very-little, they don't 
help·us as they should," said Jose 
Luis Canche Martinez, a Zacatecas 
native, who-has picked garbage at 
Matatlan for 15 years. National 
health insµrance programs, for 
example, do not as yet covtr in.­
formal sector jobs like garbage 

picking .. 
And Matatlan is-full of occupa­

tional hazards. There are tractors 
and dump trucks, with poor vis­
ibility, ~at_ race back and forth 
across the site. Be~use the grounl 
is not s~dy. pepenadpres_ must 
also beware of virtual mudslides -
that_ poll;I' down the hllls. T~etl 
there is the disease-laden garbage 
~tself - dirty needles, used toilet. 
paper, sharp ~d rusty metal. 

Bioiogist Manuel Ramirez 
Lozano, who works for 

I • 

Guadalajara's Envi,onment an~ 
Ecology beparltne~t, noticed one 
pepen'ador. bdnging discarded 
biankets back to his home in the 
shanty.;to\Yn. . 

Some of the bl~ets found in 
the dump are just old or dirty -
"rfoh people wetting their beds and 
throwing everything out," said 
Raniirez - but others come from 
hospitals, and may carry danger­
ous viruses like hepatitis, which 
claim~ ~t least one life last year. 

The pepenadores do boast a la­
bor union. They pay a small 
motithly fee, and must· flash their 
~ard at the entrance. to the dump. 
But it seems the unioJt hc}s failed 
to limit membership. There are 
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Garbag~ ~rQm .a .,.- • • · •.. ·. · • • ·· 
, . , . to ·c~vert the. organic materials 

.--complaints that individual earn- · into compost, free·pags ~f which 
~ngs have dipped itt recent years • ar.e periodically awatde.d-to resi­
·due to an iriflux ofworkers. • ·: • dents who participate in th~ sepa-

The· bigget threat 1S the 'closure· · ration -pt<;>gralll. · • . • : : :··. :· 
of the. dump.: Within hionths; ··A second.facility pr.oce8ses the 
.Matatlan will operate-as· a transfer inorganic materials.· CAABSA ~ 
station! ieaving·_perhaps half of the' Eagle emplQy·«fes are . .U~ed up 
pepe~adores without any garbage cµong c)D assembly1fue; separa~·g 
to pick_. ~ome· of the •displac·ed t~e plastics, metals--and :othe~ 
workers c6uld·be offerecl"niore ':'in: • rec-yclables. The workers' _are 
stitutid.nalized1

' jobs·--' only mim- ~ unioniz_ed_aQd_receive a minimum 
_nium· ·wage; buf with benefits- ...:..L. . wage.:A. ·good nµmber of ,them are 
·, at'L~ ·Laureles in, Zapopim. • • .... wonien- whose husQands have. ~ft 

•l tis ~a#reles.is· a:-newer., cleaner to .work in the United States~. --: 
driinp·•with• a thi~k-.lirter along the - The ~~teria1s .. are sold· dif~tly. 
ground to .prevent· soil and wat~r · ·10 • lar.g~. companies. ~ many·'~o{ 
contaminat1on. jt ·has ~begtin-.·re- them also ·-~e .original pi:oducers 
c•eiving -niuch ~f the .. garbage from ~ w~tlj.{~ycling plants. There_ are 
Gu~dal~jara~ Tonala · and ·smaller no interinedtape~., like those._ who 

• JI' o , • I 

._ municipalities. (Following· th~ µnethe·streets leading to:-M~tlan . 
. fotced closure· of the Chap~a n:iu- , • CAABSA· Eagle·Js:planning to. 

nicipal dump in January, ;anywher~ • hire an. additi~nal 300 peqple to 
from 40 "io -~o· tons- are· al~o sent separate ·the ino~g~c:materials~ 
daily: from Lakeside;) 1• .:~ • -: : • • • • • While- .ci~Qffioials-.. have tallc~d: 
~ • Thanks to a . rudimentary city about offering. these ·new. jobs to .. 
recycling program, a percentage of Matatlan g~bage. pic~~r._s, .the .fl~-: 

·1he g~rbage that arrives in Las nal decision lies with\CA.AnsA ·: ' 
• I f ~ •1 t":-,• ' .. 

Laureles ·has already been sepa- Eagle.. . . : ~ .- · . , • . __ .. , .. 
rated··ipto .org~G, .. ~organic an~.- . . .. P~lg~di~o. s~d_· hi~ ... comp.~~.Y.;·. 
sanitary ~terials ( di'~pers and toi- ~. wtµ _.-be s~pathetic .to. the neeqs~· 
let pap~r)· by· residents rn 43 and skills, of tµe pepenadores dur­
colorµa~-- in the metropolitan area~ ing the hiring proces~, gut they 

Alonso· i?~lgactµlo i~ :Clije( of w_oul~_stillneed to qu~'Jor the 
Machinery for CAABS~Eagle, a .. job. "_In_ Ma~tlan, .the? are not· all.· 
private~, that directs mucl;i' of real pepenado,:es," ,he said. "YoJ•· 
~e, activity ·at Las;:Laureles., J{e -~ hay«f to k~p fu.~q that some of 1 

showed how machines were able ,~e trouble-makers." - I - ,'. - - - - -• --- - - - - - - - - - - - - -·- -
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