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The people here call it la rampa (“the ramp”), or la cima (“the peak”) : the Jardim Gramacho dump, close to Rio, was the biggest in Latin America or even in the world.  Probably also the worst smelling, swallowing almost 8000 tons of refuse daily over the past few years, polluting the soil and water in the area.  The dump has been the evil star of several documentaries, including the famous Waste Land by Vik Muniz.   
In order to comply with environmental targets set by the Brazilian government, the dump was closed on June 3, 2012.  Not a bad thing for the environment.  But for the town of Jardim Gramacho, the change is hard to deal with.  The town, and especially its favelas, lived off the dump for the past thirty five years.  Officially, 1800 catadores – from the Portugese catar, meaning “to gather up” – work there, collecting the rubbish, sorting it, and then selling it to scrap merchants.  This activity gave rise to a subsistence economy which no longer exists.  The media attention covering the closure of the dump having died down, the catadores and local residents now have to try to build a new life for themselves. 

It is estimated that a community of around 45.000 people revolved around the dump, perhaps twice that when one considers the neighbouring towns.  Some came only to work at the dump and have now moved away.  Alexandre Gordim, the local head of the National Catadores Movement, estimated in July 2012 that 20% of the community had already disappeared.

Others started training programmes set up by the State of Rio or set up their own businesses : a hairdresser salon, a taxi company…  The weak, the old, the handicapped, or the illiterate get by as best they can. 

Some have chosen to form cooperatives in order to continue the recycling activity of old.  It is these people that I have chosen to follow, having met them at the Rio+20 Earth Summit.  As a journalist specialising in socio-environmental topics, I was covering the event for the L’Humanité French daily newspaper.  I met representatives of the National Catadores Movement, who were there to highlight their role in society.  There are thousands of them in Brazil, collecting rubbish in the streets, or sorting the refuse in the many open-air dumps which the country aims to close by 2014.  Workers without rights, most are not registered anywhere, but are tolerated as a necessary unofficial workforce.  
Once Rio+20 had finished, I decided to take some holidays and stayed in Brazil.  I just wanted to talk about life after the closure of the dump.  The idea was simply to give a means of expression to Joao, Ailton, Dona Kattia and all the others who had ceased to exist once the media buzz had faded after the ceremony for the closure of la cima.  

My work is not over yet.  I intend to go back there this year, and why not the year after as well. 
