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ABSTRACT

Municipalities play a key role in the public policy cycle because they are directly involved in managing their respective
territorial areas. When it comes to solid waste in Brazil, one significant way to mitigate its impacts is through public
participation in the National Solid Waste Policy, established by Law No. 12.305 of 2010. Municipal plans serve as the
planning and implementation documents for this policy. In this context, the municipality of Araraquara was chosen
as the case study, given its solid waste management system and its history of progressive municipal governance. This
study aimed to understand whether and how institutionalized public participation occurred through the Municipal
Council for the Defense of the Environment (COMDEMA) during the formulation of the Municipal Plan for Integrated
Solid Waste Management between 2011 and 2021. To achieve this, we conducted a bibliographic review,
documentary research, and semi-structured interviews, analyzing the data using Laurence Bardin's content analysis
technique. The results indicate that, although the management instrument explicitly mentions participation,
COMDEMA'’s input did not effectively translate into decisions by the council regarding the plan formulation during
the period analyzed. This was due to the vulnerabilities within the council’s structure, which hinder the inclusion of
solid waste issues in meetings for discussion and decision-making. Hopefully, this research will foster further
discussions about COMDEMA and its role in solid waste management.

KEYWORDS: Municipal plan for integrated solid waste management; Municipal Council for the Defense of the
Environment; Araraquara/SP; Public Policies.

1. INTRODUCTION

Historically, the spheres of power in Brazil have viewed both the environmental
preservation and conservation, as well as the reduction of environmental impacts, as obstacles
to the economic development, especially during the industrialization process of the country.
This economic focus has always been dominant, causing environmental policies to remain
inactive. Despite this fragility, the 1988 Federal Constitution marked progress on certain public
issues, including the concern for and need to preserve natural resources. In this regard, Article
225 of the Constitution is often cited:

“Everyone has the right to an ecologically balanced environment, an asset of common
use to the people and essential to a healthy quality of life, imposing on the public authorities
and the community the duty to defend and preserve it for present and future generations”
(BRASIL, 1988, chapter VI).

The aforementioned proposal was a milestone for subsequent environmental issues,
particularly as it placed responsibility on both public authorities and the community to defend
and preserve the environment. This included considering future generations and imposing
penalties on those who failed to comply with it. Additionally, there was an obligation to restore
any degraded areas caused by harmful actions. These regulations, thus, have left no doubt about
the necessity of environmental preservation prerogatives.

The 1988 Federal Constitution introduced two significant elements: decentralization by
recognizing municipalities as autonomous federative entities and redemocratization through
the institutionalization of participatory mechanisms. In today’s Brazilian context, public policies
are deeply intertwined with issues of federalism and are shaped by the Union, states, and
municipalities to address regional and local particularities.

These challenges highlight the importance of social participation throughout the public
policy cycle, especially in environmental matters that rely directly on collective action. In this
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context, Article 225 of the 1988 Federal Constitution is particularly notable, as it assigns the
community the responsibility to defend and protect the environment.

Regarding social participation, the Constitution established institutionalized models
based on the principle of participatory democracy, fostering collaboration between public
managers and citizens who represent social demands and interests. This institutionalization
takes various forms, such as Participatory Budgeting, Management Councils, and Conferences,
all designed to debate, discuss, propose alternatives, and make decisions about public policies.
Each participatory unit operates with its own dynamics and is essential across all levels of
government, particularly at the local level, where most public policies are implemented.

As a central element of decentralization and democratic processes, management
councils have emerged with the goal of contributing to the formulation, implementation, and
monitoring of public policies. Across all levels of government, these participatory institutions
provide mechanisms that expand social participation and the direct exercise of citizenship,
thereby strengthening social interests and increasing social oversight of the agendas and actions
of public officials.

Following the 1988 Constitution, there was initially a strengthening of councils focused
on social rights, particularly in the areas of health, education, and social assistance. Over time,
ideological movements centered on belief, identity, the environment, and other issues have also
been institutionalized.

According to Liichmann (2008, p. 90), “public policy management councils are supported
by national legislation, have a more structured and systemic public policy character, and their
work is provided for in the three spheres of government.” This character is evident in all phases
of the public policy cycle, as these councils seek to align the interests of social groups and
encourage greater participation, seeking to ensure universal access to social rights, particularly
in health, education, and social assistance.

A key feature of management councils is the parity between state agents and civil
society. According to Lichmann, civil society representation is not on an individual basis but is
linked to established entities or groups, such as NGOs, business organizations, universities, and
others (LUCHMANN, 2008).

When municipal management councils were proposed, it was believed that the
proximity of citizens to their local area would encourage greater participation. However, despite
this proximity, participation remains limited, mirroring the weaknesses in local management.
According to Santos JR, Ribeiro, and Azevedo (2004), the major advantage of this participatory
model at the municipal level is the potential to consolidate demands, interests, and priorities,
thanks to the closeness of citizens to the formulation and implementation of public policies.

In this regard, municipal councils, through federative decentralization, serve as
important instruments of democracy. However, it is evident that these bodies still exhibit certain
weaknesses and fall short in making propositions and decisions that could meaningfully
contribute to municipal management.

Cortes and Gugliano (2010) note that, due to the historical and cultural context of Latin
American countries, effective participation through management councils is often challenging.
Nevertheless, the authors suggest that regarding some social rights, particularly health,
municipal councils tend to adopt a more active role.
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When it comes to environmental issues, the inherent fragility of this area in the country
results in weakened municipal environmental councils, despite growing concerns reflected in
regulations and public policies aimed at addressing environmental challenges.

Environmental councils, while consultative, equitable, and normative, are also
deliberative in nature, meaning they have the authority to decide on the implementation of
public policies and the management of resources from thematic funds.

Among the key environmental issues in current sustainability discussions is solid waste
management (DODMAN, MCGRANAHAN & DALAL-CLAYTON, 2013). However, solid waste
management often involves conflicts of interest, particularly between proposals to reduce
waste, rethink contemporary consumption habits, and promote conscious consumption versus
the growing incentives for consumption driven by the widespread use of disposable goods and
other capitalist strategies (MESJASZ-LECH, 2014; JURAS, 2012).

Despite delays caused by economic priorities and other pressing issues, the National
Solid Waste Policy (PNRS), Law 12.305/2010, was enacted after more than 20 years of legislative
debate. Nonetheless, the PNRS represents a significant advancement in Brazilian environmental
legislation, offering an integrated regulatory framework that emphasizes decentralization,
planning, and social control (JURAS, 2012). It is therefore crucial to understand how local-level
social participation influences the planning of this Brazilian environmental policy.

2. OBIJECTIVES

This study aimed to explore whether and how institutionalized social participation
occurred through the Municipal Council for the Defense of the Environment (COMDEMA) in
Araraquara/SP during the formulation and implementation of the Municipal Plan for Integrated
Solid Waste Management (PMGIRS), from 2011 to 2021.

3. METHODOLOGY AND ANALYSIS METHOD

Due to the complexity of the topic, the research employed both the quantitative and
qualitative methods. According to authors such as Creswell (2010) and Spratt, Walker, and
Robinson (2004), this mixed approach is valuable as it helps address the limitations of any single
method besides providing a more comprehensive interpretation of the studied subjects. Each
method can be applied at different stages of the research.

Initially, a systematic review was conducted over a twenty-year period (2001-2021),
using the CAFe Capes platform with the keywords "municipal council" and "environment". This
search yielded 253 peer-reviewed articles, from which the 17 most accessed were selected as
being relevant to this research.

In the second phase, to identify specific correlations, the keywords "municipal council"
and "solid waste" were used within the same timeframe, resulting in 31 peer-reviewed articles,
of which ten were selected based on the criteria mentioned.

According to Costa and Zoltowski (2014, p.54), “a systematic review is a method that
allows you to maximize the potential of a search, finding the largest possible number of results
in an organized manner”. The previous literature review helped identify key authors on the
subject and select theoretical references, including books, dissertations, and theses. It also
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highlighted gaps in the research connecting municipal councils with solid waste policies,
underscoring the importance of this study.

In addition to the literature review, a documentary analysis was conducted, examining
legislation, rules, and regulations related to solid waste management in Brazil, starting from a
broad overview to a more specific and decentralized perspective. This included: the 1988
Federal Constitution; the National Solid Waste Policy (Federal Law No. 12.305, August 2, 2010);
the discussion and preliminary version of the National Solid Waste Plan (as provided for in
Federal Law 12.305); the Municipal Solid Waste Policy (Municipal Law 8.561, October 13, 2015);
and the Municipal Plan for Integrated Solid Waste Management (Ordinance 21.785/12), both
for Araraquara.

The analysis also covered COMDEMA’s rules, regulations, bylaws, minutes, and
attendance records, as well as the minutes and attendance lists from two public hearings held
to approve the PMGIRS. A total of 73 minutes were reviewed, along with six regulations that
established and reformed the municipal council since 1984. Additionally, the bylaws governing
the administrations of the council were examined.

To gain a deeper understanding of the context, complementary attention was given to
the Master Plan of the municipality (Complementary Law No. 850, February 11, 2014) and the
City Statute (Law No. 10.257, 2001), which helped to frame the local scenario as a driver of public
policies.

Initial contact was made with key figures to address preliminary questions and access
the analyzed documents, including the heads of the Autonomous Water and Sewage
Department (DAAE), and COMDEMA councilors. Two additional key informants were consulted:
a representative from the Public Prosecutor's Office, and a representative from the Casa dos
Conselhos (House of the Councils).

In addition, a semi-structured interview guide was developed to assess municipal
councilors’ perceptions and actions related to the council and solid waste management from
2011 to 2021, based on their experiences. The interviews were conducted with ten municipal
councilors, randomly selected from the 114 councilors.

Content analysis, following the stages outlined by French scholar Laurence Bardin
(1977), was well-suited for this phase of the research. It allowed for drawing inferences and
performing a detailed qualitative analysis of the data. Bardin’s method involves a series of steps:
pre-analysis, exploration of the material, determination of the units of record, determination of
the units of context, treatment of results, inferences and interpretation.

The municipality of Araraquara was chosen for this case study due to (i) its nearly
complete decentralization of solid waste management, which is handled by an autonomous
entity, the DAAE; and (ii) the presence of a normatively active COMDEMA during the analysis
period, coupled with a prevalence of progressive government mandates, particularly from the
Workers' Party (PT), during the studied period.

4. RESULTS

The municipality of Araraquara is located in the central region of Sao Paulo state and
has a population of 242,228, according to the 2022 Census. Covering an area of 1,003.625 square
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kilometers, it has a population density of 241.35 inhabitants per square kilometer (IBGE, 2010,
2022). Araraquara is a medium-sized city and, according to the FIRJAN Municipal Development
Index (FIRJAN, 2009), it ranks among the most developed cities in the country in terms of quality
of life, income, health, and education.

In Araraquara, solid waste management is handled by DAAE, an indirect public
administration body. This approach is not typical for municipal solid waste management, though
itis common in other basic sanitation sectors such as water supply and sewage. The municipality
has established consolidated policies for solid waste management, including a selective
collection system in partnership with a cooperative of waste pickers (GUSHIKEN, 2015).

However, Araraquara faces challenges in solid waste management, particularly
concerning final disposal. The municipality currently lacks its own landfill; its former dump site
has been adapted as a controlled landfill, which still does not fully comply with regulations. In
2012, the plan to close the controlled landfill was completed, and the site is now monitored by
the Sdo Paulo State Environmental Company (CETESB). Consequently, all waste collected is
transported to a transshipment point near the old landfill and then taken to a private landfill in
Guatapard. The processes of collection, transshipment, and final disposal are managed by DAAE,
which contracts external companies to carry out these services.

According to Santiago's research (2016), based on data from the National Sanitation
Information System (SNIS), out of the 33 municipalities in the Tieté/Jacaré Water Resources
Management Unit (UGRHI 13), Araraquara and Bauru were the only cities where waste
management was handled by public entities such as autarchies.

Araraquara charges for urban solid waste management services and is financially self-
sufficient, with a solid waste management efficiency of 108.85%. This indicates that the revenue
from the municipality's waste management fee not only covers the costs but also provides a
surplus for further investments (SNIS, 2022). The municipality reported an expenditure of
R$124.88 per capita per year (SNIS, 2021).

Currently, Araraquara has almost entirely decentralized its waste management to DAAE,
with financial resources for this urban service partially funded by a waste fee, calculated as 7%
of the household's water supply costs.

In a study conducted by Martins, de Lorenzo, and Alves de Castro (2017), the results
presented through a SWOT analysis revealed several strengths for Araraquara: consistent
planning for basic sanitation and solid waste management since 1970; the formulation of the
PMGIRS in 2013 and its approval in 2015; a robust administrative framework for managing solid
waste; the establishment of a Basic Sanitation Council; the use of a licensed landfill for final
disposal since 2009; the implementation of a Solid Waste Fee in 2015 to fund services; financial
self-sufficiency in MSW management achieved by 2016; control through performance
indicators; the creation of a cooperative for recyclable material collectors in 2002; and an
increase in both the volume and territorial coverage of selective collection.

The authors also identified two opportunities for the municipality: increased public
involvement and participation, driven by a historical tendency to elect mayors from parties with
progressive ideals, and the population's awareness of the importance of waste management.

Considering the unique characteristics of each municipality and using the National Solid
Waste Policy as a normative basis, Araraquara enacted Law No. 8.561/15. This law established
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the Municipal Solid Waste Policy (PMRS), outlining its principles, objectives, goals, and
guidelines for managing solid waste, including hazardous waste—excluding radioactive waste—
and assigning responsibility to generators, producers, consumers, and public managers. In
terms of responsibilities, the municipality reinforces what is outlined in the PNRS, which assigns
the integrated management of solid waste to public authorities, public and private
organizations, and civil society under the principle of shared responsibility. This includes not only
generators, producers, and consumers but also managers. Therefore, everyone is accountable
for reducing waste production, minimizing consumption, and managing the waste and refuse
generated. The PMRS further stipulates that:

Art. 5 - The Municipal Solid Waste Policy is part of the Municipal Environmental Policy
and is articulated with the municipal basic sanitation policy and state and national
basic sanitation policies. Sole paragraph. The administrative powers over solid waste
are those defined by the 1988 Federal Constitution, the 1989 State Constitution and
the 1990 Organic Law of the Municipality of Araraquara (ARARAQUARA, 2015).

This provision highlights that the PMRS must align with the principles of similar laws at
both the state and federal levels, as well as the Municipality's Organic Law, serving as a
regulatory framework for Araraquara's administrative activities. In this context, Article 6 of the
municipal policy, when outlining its principles, aligns closely with the PNRS, including aspects
such as shared responsibility, integrated management, the polluter-pays principle, prevention,
environmental education, cooperation between different levels of government and other
stakeholders, and society's right to information, participation, and social control.

In line with Brazil's decentralization criteria, each level of government has its own
councils for managing public policies across various sectors. At the federal level, there is the
National Environment Council (CONAMA), at the state level, the State Environment Council
(CONEMA), and at the municipal level, COMDEMA.

Regarding participation and social control, Article 8 of the municipal regulations outlines
the instruments for upholding the principles and objectives. Paragraphs | and Xlll specifically
mention the PMGIRS and COMDEMA as crucial tools for implementing the policy as a
decentralized and democratic practice. From this perspective, Article 14 of the Law emphasizes
that:

Art. 14 - The content of the Municipal Plan for Integrated Solid Waste Management
(PMGIRS) shall be widely publicized, as well as social control in its formulation,
implementation and operation, in compliance with the provisions of Federal Law No.
10.650, of 2003, and art. 47 of Federal Law No. 11.445, of 2007 (ARARAQUARA, 2015).

The two aforementioned provisions pertain to social participation in public basic
sanitation services, with a specific focus on solid waste management. The first provision
emphasizes public access to existing data and information within the bodies and entities that
are part of the National Environment System (Sisnama). Additionally, Article 47 of Law
11.445/07 underscores the importance of social control over public basic sanitation services
through collegiate advisory bodies at all levels of government, including representation from
service users and civil society organizations.

However, the way these councils are characterized by the normative instrument often
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leads to a misunderstanding that these collegiate bodies are not tasked with deliberation, which
can undermine their credibility as effective instruments of public policy.

The way these councils are characterized by the normative instrument often leads to a
mistaken belief that public policy management councils, as collegiate bodies, are not responsible
for making decisions, which can discredit their role as effective instruments of public policy.

It is worth noting that, unlike the national trend, the municipality of Araraquara first
approved the PMGIRS in 2014 and then passed the law establishing the Municipal Solid Waste
Policy in 2015. This sequence occurred primarily because municipalities, being the federative
entities most involved in the implementation and execution phases of public policies, require a
more operational instrument to guide their activities. According to Chiavenato (2000), one of
the core elements of the administrative function is planning. Therefore, management plans are
essential for guiding government policies and addressing issues as effectively as possible. This
approach aligns with the PNRS, which also emphasizes planning as one of its fundamental pillars.

The PMRS discusses the PMGIRS, identifying it as a tool with a minimum planning
horizon of 20 years, to be reviewed no more than every four years. This process is based on the
premise that the plan would be developed and revised through mobilization and social
participation, including public hearings and consultations. However, the documentary research
reveals that while two public hearings were held—on June 10 (at 5 pm) and July 17, 2014 (at 7
pm)—there was minimal representation from civil society. The attendance lists show that
between 20 and 25 people attended each hearing, with the vast majority being civil servants or
representatives of public agencies.

The minutes from these hearings do not provide a detailed account of the PMGIRS
content as attached to the Municipal Basic Sanitation Plan. Although both meetings emphasized
the importance of participation by the relevant municipal councils, there is no record of any
statements or positions from council representatives. Notably, the documents prioritizing the
minutes highlight the speaking roles of representatives from the company hired by the city to
consolidate the sectoral plans for water, sewage, drainage, and solid waste. There are no explicit
positions, opinions, or suggestions from those present—only observations and concerns.

Based on the timeframe studied in this research, three laws related to the establishment
or reformulation of COMDEMA were analyzed: Law No. 6.973/09, Law No. 8.056/13, and Law
No. 8.969/17. These ordinary laws provided insights into the council's structure and
functionality, which, under the current system, is defined as a local advisory, consultative, and
deliberative body within its jurisdiction on matters of environmental management in
Araraquara. The sole paragraph of Law No. 8.969/17, updated by Law No. 10.144/21, establishes
that COMDEMA is linked to the Municipal Secretariat for the Environment and Sustainability,
utilizing its administrative framework to carry out its objectives.

According to Santiago (2016), when examining the issue of solid waste in the cities
within UGRHI 13, which includes Araraquara, social participation remains underdeveloped
despite being a critical component of the decision-making process and the implementation of
decentralized public policies.

This is one of the major obstacles that can either strengthen or weaken the effective
solid waste management. The author also highlights another weakness: the lack of specialized
technical staff to develop management plan indicators and targets aligned with environmental
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protection needs. This deficiency may have been a contributing factor to the municipality's
PMGIRS being developed by a private consultancy contracted by the DAAE, potentially leading
to a disconnect from social participation.

A significant issue in this context was the political discontinuity affecting municipal
secretariats and participatory institutions, particularly those related to environmental matters
like COMDEMA. It is important to note, however, that one of the main guidelines of the National
Solid Waste Policy is precisely the integrated waste management. This approach emphasizes
shared responsibility among producers, consumers, and the government for both waste
prevention and environmentally appropriate final disposal.

According to the analysis of the 71 COMDEMA meeting minutes from 2011 to 2021,
there were frequent occurrences of unsigned minutes or minutes signed by only a few members.
Additionally, meetings often lacked the minimum quorum of fifty percent. It was also common
to find that absences were predominantly among the civil society representatives on the council.
The main topics discussed in these meetings included the Green-Blue Municipality Program,
urban afforestation, fires, the Municipal Environmental Development Fund, environmental
education, fauna and flora, and reports of waste being improperly disposed of. The table below
summarizes the minutes analyzed.

Table 1. Profile of Araraqguara COMDEMA Minutes (2011-2021)

YEAR Amount of minutes | Key Topics
2011 3 Green-Blue Municipality Program - Programa Municipio VerdeAzul.
2012 8 Environmental licensing; reforestation; Green-Blue Municipal Seal;

request for a Solid Waste Plan.

2013 4 Green-Blue Municipality; COMDEMA reformulation

2014 9 Internal regulations; Municipal Sanitation Plan; Green-Blue Municipal
Seal; fauna and flora.

2015 6 Afforestation; Green Blue Municipality Program report; fires; Municipal
Environmental Development Fund.

2016 5 Deliberation of the Master Plan; new regulations for the Green-Blue
Municipality Program; green IPTU (Urban Property Tax)

2017 3 New council members; fires; environmental education.
2018 4 Municipal Environment Conference.
2019 12 Afforestation; Green-Blue Municipality Program report; fires; Municipal

Environmental Development Fund; FEHIDRO (State Water Resources
Fund); financing; internal regulations.

2020 8 Water supply; Green-Blue Municipality Program - council directive;
drastic pruning; fires; Municipal Environmental Development Fund; Basalt
revitalization and Paiol catchment.

2021 9 Secretariat for the Environment and Sustainability; Green-Blue
Municipality; Municipal Environment Plan; Municipal Environmental
Development Fund; environmental education
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Source: Elaborated by the authors. Information taken from the minutes sent by COMDEMA.

An analysis of the minutes revealed that COMDEMA's activities tend to be more consultative
than deliberative, with significant deliberations only occurring regarding the council's own
regulations and the reformulation of the Master Plan in 2016. The PMGIRS was mentioned
sporadically, often only as a brief update. Discussions on solid waste were infrequent and mostly
focused on reporting improper waste disposal in areas like vacant lots, commonly referred to as
'bota-foras."

Since the new administration took office in 2021, the council has adopted a more proactive
approach, potentially linked to the restructuring of the Secretariat for the Environment.
Nonetheless, challenges remain in terms of transparency and meeting deliberative
requirements, particularly concerning solid waste management.

5. CONCLUSION

The decentralization of the PNRS enables the development of municipal policies and
plans tailored to local needs while adhering to national standards and requirements. In this
context, the Municipal Plan for Integrated Solid Waste Management (PMGIRS) serves as a crucial
tool for implementing the PNRS at the municipal level. This document was used to assess
participation through the Municipal Council for the Defense of the Environment (COMDEMA).

The study of Araraquara/SP revealed that several municipal councils could potentially
contribute to solid waste management, including the Municipal Council for Urban and
Environmental Planning and Policy (COMPUA), the Municipal Council for Basic Sanitation, the
DAAE Consultative Council, and COMDEMA.

However, the analysis showed that COMDEMA did not effectively participate in issuing
opinions or making decisions about the PMGIRS. The council's involvement was limited due to
several weaknesses, including poor attendance, lack of credibility, political discontinuities, a
non-deliberative nature, insufficient accountability, and inadequate publicity and transparency.
Those factors make it difficult to include the issue of solid waste on the agendas of the meetings.

These issues reflect a common challenge in the Brazilian context: the separation
between technical and political matters. While collegiate bodies are established for political
reasons, the technical aspects of developing and implementing management plans are often
handled by specialized professionals who may be disconnected from local political dynamics. As
a result, these councils frequently mirror the broader techno-political structure prevalent in the
country.

Additionally, interviews conducted during the study revealed that environmental
concerns remain a relatively minor issue in municipal settings, overshadowed by other public
priorities such as health, education, and social assistance. Environmental issues are often

1 Common name used in Brazil to refer to areas of illegal dumping, mainly of construction and
demolition waste.
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regarded as secondary and thus lack visibility among citizens. Consequently, solid waste
management, perceived as a public service managed solely by authorities, is marginalized in
terms of social participation. This perception contradicts the constitutional principles and the
objectives of the PNRS.

In this context, research like this is crucial for diagnosing the weaknesses and
inefficiencies in social participation spaces. It highlights the need for adaptations to enhance
effective societal involvement, foster greater engagement in public issues such as solid waste
management, and ensure equitable representation within these spaces. Such actions are
essential for developing more effective municipal public policies.
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