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"Such a big change has not taken place for hundreds of years," says Javier 
Elorrio while the boat passes by a nice, clean, open green space with newly 
planted trees on the banks of the Matanza-Riachuelo River, which flows 
through Buenos Aires, the capital of Argentina. Once, there used to be a slum 
here...
Javier, 52, works at the Directorate General for Cleaning Buenos Aires City, 
which is part of the Ministry of Environment. Javier has overseen some small, 
but radical improvements to the environment along the river, to the south of 
Buenos Aires city.
The 60km river and its basin are widely considered to be among the most 
polluted areas in Argentina. Moving up the river, one gets the impression of 
watching a procession of worn-out factories. Some of them have been shut 
down, but many others are still operating in what is a heavily industrialised 
zone and a major source of chemical waste.
The factories alternate with tiny rickety houses, most of which have nothing 
more than a thin metal plate for a roof. The slums appear to float among 
garbage. "They are built on litter," explains Javier. The lack of adequate 
sanitation infrastructure enables the discharge of unfiltered sewage directly 
into the river, making the stench almost unbearable at some points. Because of
groundwater, air, and soil contamination, as well as the precarious living 
conditions, local dwellers face significant health risks.
However, the situation is gradually improving, with the relocation of residents 
to better housing, the clearing of slums and dumping grounds, and the 
creation of parks. "It's faster to clear a slum, or make a park or biking trail. 
Water will take more time," Javier explains, as he details the long history of 
environmental and social problems in the river basin.
Local residents have played an important role in ushering in these changes. 
"People pushed positively," continues Javier, referring to grassroots movements
of local residents who gradually began voicing their demands for better 
environmental and living conditions.
Providing residents with a platform to express their concerns was an important
step in the process. An EU-funded project for the social monitoring of 
sanitation efforts in the area has enabled the creation of ¿Qué pasa, 
Riachuelo?, an open and free online platform through which people can signal 
cases of suspected contaminating facilities.
By mapping offending facilities, along with illegal settlements and dumping 
grounds, the platform aggregates relevant information which is not readily or 
easily available. Following citizens' alerts, 347 of the 1,073 industrial sites 
which have been officially declared as polluting, have cleaned up their 
production.
"Sometimes pollution is not very visible, it's hidden. We give it visibility," 
explains Andrés Nápoli, director of one of the NGOs implementing the project.
Javier agrees. "Cleaning the riverbanks, moving people out of the riverbanks 
and taking them to decent dwellings are probably the most visible parts of the 
process. The least visible part is controlling the pollution from factories." While 
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acknowledging that a lot of work remains to be done, Javier cannot hide his 
pride for the results achieved so far. "It's a very important historical moment. 
There are generations who died without seeing this."
"Look over there," Andrés says pointing at a family of turtles in the river. This 
is not what most people would consider an extraordinary event, but their 
presence is a sign that Riachuelo's environment is slowly improving.
Owing to the difficulty of accessing the dumps by road, the piles of litter are 
taken away by boats that run on petrol. But according to Javier, the boats' 
motors are to be replaced with new, electric ones soon. Although the positive 
effect of this upgrade on the environment will be minimal, for Javier it is 
important to convey a clear message. "We want to clean without polluting," he 
argues. "It is a small gesture". Yet, many small steps bring about big changes.
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