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Introduction 
The COVID-19 pandemic has severely destabilized economies all over 
the world. The World Bank estimates that between 88 and 115 million 
people will fall into extreme poverty as a result of the pandemic.1 

The informal sector, representing 60% of the global workforce,2 is 
particularly vulnerable, having been affected to a greater extent by this 
pandemic than by any previous global crisis.3  While the informal sector 
may be at its most fragile state, deploying recovery funds towards this 
sector represents an opportunity for governments to better fulfill their 
responsibilities.

Economic recovery, job creation, and poverty alleviation are currently 
at the top of government agendas all over the world. Meanwhile, we 
continue to face a global waste crisis, which can be mitigated through 
zero waste solutions — solutions that would address the very issues 
governments are currently seeking to solve. By applying funds dedicated 
to economic recovery towards fully integrating — as described in this 
document- and fully developing the potential of informal recyclers a 
sector that has become the cornerstone of recycling in Global South 
cities, many local governments have an opportunity to simultaneously 
alleviate urban poverty and transition towards zero waste systems that 
would not only reduce waste and unemployment but also create more 
social and environmental welfare. 
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Key Figures:
•	Between 12.6 & 56 million people work in the informal 

recycling sector

•	Accounting for 19% of municipal budgets on average, 
waste management is the single largest expense of 
most municipalities in the Global South

•	The percentage of waste that is disposed of instead 
of usefully recycled or composted reaches up to 96% 
in Latin America and the Caribbean, 93% in sub-
Saharan Africa, and 79% in South Asia

•	Recycling rates achieved by the informal sector 
range from 20 to 50% in China, Pakistan, India, and 
the Philippines; informal recyclers collect 90% of 
what is recycled in Brazil and 80 to 90 % of post-
consumer packaging and paper recovered in South 
Africa

•	The job creation potential for inclusive recycling 
systems is estimated to be on average 321 jobs per 
10,000 tonnes per year of recyclables

Key Takeaways: 
Inclusion of informal recyclers and the zero waste 
systems they advance results in:

•	Quantifiable savings in waste management and 
reduced social assistance costs

•	Better environmental outcomes by extending the life 
of disposal sites and reducing greenhouse gases

•	Greater economic and social justice for an important 
percentage of the population performing an 
essential service  

•	A powerful foundation upon which governments can 
dynamically transition towards a zero waste future

©Santiago Vivacqua/GAIA
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Informal recyclers & their current context
Informal recyclers—people who collect, sort, and 
process recyclable and compostable materials in the 
informal economy—have been seriously impacted 
by the pandemic, partly because of pre-existing 
poor working conditions that made them more 
vulnerable. During the 2020 lockdowns, recycling 
systems were suspended for months, waste pickers 
were not allowed to work in many cities, and the 
recycling market was seriously damaged.4 5 Before 
the pandemic, it was estimated that between 12,6 and 
56 million people worked in the informal recycling 
sector.6 Given that economic downturns tend to 
dramatically increase the number of people involved 
in waste picking, the current figures are probably 
higher.  

Informal recyclers have either put in place or scaled 
up a service that was non-existent or very incipient 
in many municipalities—most often with very little or 

no support and in the face of harassment and threats. 
Throughout the years, they have become a key player 
in the recycling chain in the Global South, bringing 
about positive economic, social, and environmental 
impacts. While in many places informal recyclers have 
organized themselves and managed to improve their 
livelihoods as a result, they are largely still working 
under very precarious conditions. Their primary 
demand is inclusion in municipal recycling policies. 
This inclusion will not only upgrade their working 
conditions but also provide a way out of poverty 
and improve their overall quality of life, through a 
recognized job, higher and stable income, social 
benefits, and the possibility to better develop their 
skills and build new ones. It will also benefit their 
children by reducing the economic pressure for them 
to contribute to family income.

©Santiago Vivacqua/GAIA
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The role of informal recyclers in  zero waste
Local governments in Global South cities are well 
aware of the problems associated with poor waste 
management, and many are looking for solutions. 
The percentage of disposed waste, instead of 
usefully recycled or composted, reaches up to 96% 
in Latin America and the Caribbean, 93% in sub-
saharan Africa, and 79% in South Asia.7 Disposal 
sites represent a time-bomb for local governments, 
ready to trigger conflict once communities rise up 
to denounce their environmental health impacts or 
when the sites reach their capacity and a new location 
needs to be found. 

The situation looks even more complex given that 
waste management is the single largest expense of 
most municipalities in the Global South, accounting 
for 19% of municipal budgets on average.8 This begs 
the question of why the single largest expense of 
already stretched municipal budgets is not used in a 
more virtuous way.

Recyclers have a central role in zero waste systems. 
Zero waste is an approach to municipal solid 
waste management that seeks to progressively 
reduce waste disposal—in dumps, landfills, and 
incinerators—by implementing policies and programs 

to prevent waste generation in places with high 
waste production, redesigning wasteful and toxic 
products, and through the reuse, repair, recycling, 
and composting of all discards. This shift from linear 
waste systems to circular systems has great potential 
for both economic recovery and social justice.

In many places, recycling is the entry point to the 
zero waste path, that is later supplemented with 
other measures focused on recovering organics 
and reducing waste upstream. Currently, informal 
recyclers are central to waste collection, the 
processing of recyclable materials, and education and 
outreach activities. In certain  places they also play 
a role in treating organic waste. Yet, as zero waste 
systems are people-powered, their role could be 
further extended to other activities including repair, 
research, public officers, etc. 

Informal recyclers are thus essential to a just 
transition towards zero waste, and their expertise 
and level of organization—at local, national and 
international levels—in fact presents a foundation 
upon which governments can build a more equitable 
and resilient system.  

A worker at a material recovery facility in Tacloban, Philippines is putting collected cans into a bag. 
 ©Rommel Cabrera/GAIA
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The informal sector as the  
cornerstone of recycling
The informal sector is the basis of the recycling chain 
in the Global South.9  

•	In South Africa, it is estimated that waste pickers 
recover between 80 to 90% of the post-consumption 
packaging and paper.10 

•	In Brazil, the approximately 600 cooperatives 
organized under the National Waste Pickers 
Movement (MNCR) are responsible for collecting 90% 
of all material recycled in the country.11 

•	In India, it is estimated that waste pickers recycle 
54% of all recycled glass, 34-45% of all recycled 
plastic, and 28-50% of all recycled cardboard and 
mixed paper.12 

•	A study from China states that informal recyclers 
collect 70-80% of all recyclable materials in the city 
of Nanjing.13 

•	Studies indicate that the recycling rates achieved by 
the informal sector range from 20 to 50% in China, 
Pakistan, India, and the Philippines, to up to 80% in 
Cairo, Egypt when the service was managed by waste 
pickers.14 

The informal sector is also a key supplier of materials 
to the recycling and remanufacturing sectors in many 
countries. In Latin America and the Caribbean, it is 
estimated that the informal sector provides 50-90% 
of the recyclable materials that are used by local 
industry or exported, yet only receives 5% of the 
profits.15 

It is therefore fair to recognize that the informal 
sector currently subsidizes the recycling industry, 
absorbing costs that in the wealthier countries  
are borne by the corporations who put recyclable 
materials on the market, or by governments. 

 

©Rommel Cabrera/GAIA
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Buenos Aires, Argentina: The 
recycling system is run by 12 waste 
picker cooperatives contracted by 
the government managing 5,300 
registered workers.
©Santiago Vivacqua/GAIA

Latin America and the Caribbean:  
The informal sector provides an 
estimated 50-90% of recyclable 
materials, yet only receives 5% of 
the profits. 
©Santiago Vivacqua/GAIA

Bengaluru, India : Hasiru Dala 
Innovations provides waste collection 
and environmental education service 
to 30,000 households, with a source 
separation rate of 90% and diversion 
rate of 80%.  
©Hasiru Dala Innovations

South Africa: Waste pickers 
recover between 80 to 90% of the 
post-consumption packaging and 
paper.
©Focalize Media/GAIA

Pune, India: The SWaCH 
cooperative provides source 
segregated door-to-door waste 
collection service to over 840,000 
households, collecting almost 
400,000 tonnes of waste per year.
©Brodie Lewis

Sasolburg, South Africa: The 
Vaal Park cooperative services 
3,000 households with source-
separated door-to-door collection 
of recyclable materials.  
©Focalize Media/GAIA
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How cities can benefit from transitioning  
to inclusive zero waste systems
More cost-effective than incinerators 

While incinerators are marketed around the world, 
inclusive zero waste systems are much more 
affordable than waste-to-energy incinerators.16 In 
addition to the negative environmental and health 
impacts associated with these plants, incinerators 
lock municipalities into burning valuable materials for 
at least 30 years, at very high costs, while creating 
very few jobs and destroying many. Construction 
costs of these plants range from USD 600 to USD 
1,000/ton of installed capacity for incinerators with 
high pollution control standards, and they create as 
few as 1.7 jobs/10,000 tonnes per year.17

More cost-effective than privatization of waste management 

Privatization of waste management through  private 
companies is often offered to cities, but tends to 
be expensive for local governments and exclude 
those already doing the job.18 On the other hand, 
the experience of many cities that have partnered 
with waste pickers shows that inclusive practices 
actually reduce waste management costs. Based on 
data by Women in Informal Employment: Globalizing 
and Organizing (WIEGO), the switch from private 
contractors to inclusion of informal recyclers in 
Bogotá, Colombia, reduced waste management 
spending by 11%; the city of Cairo, Egypt, saved 14.5 

million euro/year when waste pickers managed the 
recycling system; Diadema, in Brazil, saves USD 
10,000 per month thanks to waste pickers’ work19, 
and SWaCH cooperative in Pune, India provides a 
waste management service to the city that costs 
less than one-fifteenth of what it costs in other 
cities in the country.20 Another study analyzed 8 
scenarios in Latin American cities where recyclables 
collection, transport, sorting, and processing were 
run by municipalities, private companies, by informal 
recyclers associations, or by a mix of those actors. 
The study did not find correlation between the costs 
of the system and the actor that runs them; yet the 
scenario with higher costs was the one run entirely 
by private companies and where containers are 
used to store recyclables (instead of door-to-door 
collection).21 Privatization of waste management, 
especially in cities where waste pickers already 
collect recyclables, is furthermore a source of 
conflict and has been shown to negatively impact 
recycling rates while increasing poverty. For instance, 
the recycling rate in Cairo decreased by 20% when a 
private company took over collection previously done 
by waste pickers.22

©Rommel Cabrera/GAIA

©Santiago Vivacqua/GAIA
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Millions saved in transport and disposal costs
Processing recyclable materials within cities avoids 
transportation and disposal—and their associated 
costs—in dumps and landfills, typically located in 
the outskirts. In South Africa, it is estimated that 
the work of informal recyclers’ cooperatives saves 
municipalities USD 40 million a year in disposal 
costs.23 Another study of Nanjing, China found that 
waste pickers save the city USD 17.6–22 million in 
municipal solid waste disposal costs annually.24 In 
addition, while 2 billion people are estimated to lack 
access to solid waste collection,25 governments deal 
with a complex situation that informal collectors are 
currently helping alleviate.

Lifespan of disposal sites extended
 

The recovery of materials carried out by the informal 
sector extends the lifespan of dumps and landfills. 
In most countries, informal waste workers focus on 
recovering recyclable materials—which can represent 
20 to 30% of total municipal solid waste saved from 
landing in disposal sites. In places where they receive 
external support, they also collect source-separated 

organics for composting or anaerobic digestion. 
Organics are the largest component of the waste 
stream (above 50%) in Global South countries26—with 
the inclusion of informal waste workers, cities could 
more than double the life of disposal sites by source-
separating organics. 

©Rommel Cabrera/GAIA

©Rommel Cabrera/GAIA
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Reduction of greenhouse gas emissions 
According to estimates by the Global Alliance of 
Waste Pickers and WIEGO, the recyclers working at 
the Mbeubeuss dump in Dakar, Senegal, prevent the 
emissions of almost 32,000 tonnes of CO2e a year 
by avoiding degradation of materials in the site. In 
turn, the cooperative Amanecer de los Cartoneros, in 
Buenos Aires city, Argentina, prevents the emissions 
of about 69,000 tonnes of CO2e per year by allowing 
substitution of recyclable materials for raw ones, 
plus 43,000 tonnes of CO2e  per year by avoiding open 
burning of materials and 157 tonnes of CO2e per year 
by using manual carts instead of trucks.27 In Pune, 
India, the door-to-door collection and materials 
processing service provided by SWaCH waste pickers 
cooperative has a GHG emission impact equivalent 
to removing annual emissions from 39,195 passenger 
vehicles.28

 Poverty is stymied 
The work of waste pickers often serves as a cushion 
for extreme poverty. In times of crisis, income from 
the sale of recyclables helps combat hunger in places 
out of the government’s reach. “Pag walang basura, 
walang pera, walang pagkain” (“If there is no trash, 
there is no money, there is no food”), says a recycler 
who lives next to the Payatas landfill, in Quezon City, 
Philippines, a country where 30% of households, or 
around 7.6 million, have suffered from involuntary 
hunger in 2020.29  Privatization of waste management 
systems creates competition for materials between 
the private companies and waste pickers, who still 
depend on recyclables for a living.  A study of waste 
picker communities in Okhla, Delhi, India concluded 
that waste pickers are unlikely to change fields when 
faced with challenges to usual income generation 
from waste; they simply continue working in worse 
conditions. Changes in income are compensated 
for by longer hours, collection in neighboring 
communities, reductions in standards of living, and 
in some cases, the increase of child involvement in 
waste picking to generate income.30 

©Rommel Cabrera/GAIA

©Focalize Media/GAIA
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Preservation of social fabric 

Many informal recyclers associations sustain soup 
kitchens and child-care centers, and represent a 
nexus between marginalized communities and their 
governments, channeling policies designed for the 
sector and submitting plans to the government 
oriented at improving living conditions of the poorest. 
For instance, the Union of Workers in the Popular 
Economy in Argentina (UTEP), representing waste 
pickers among other informal workers, submitted 

to the government an Integral Human Development 
Plan aimed at creating 4 million jobs in the popular 
(informal) economy, including the recycling sector, 
to mitigate the economic impacts of the pandemic.31 
In India, it has been noted that recognizing informal 
recyclers collecting discarded materials door-to-door 
as legitimate public servants  resulted in a better 
interaction between classes, castes, and genders, 
helping strengthen the social fabric.

The above statistics demonstrate that the initial start-up costs to municipalities of including informal workers 
can quickly result in waste management savings while also alleviating poverty, thus reducing other public 
expenses associated with social assistance while prioritizing social justice and inclusion.32 Savings in the 
waste sector come from reduced transportation and disposal costs, incomes from sale of recyclables, reduced 
collection costs -as door-to-door collection replaces expensive containers- and more economically efficient, 
socially inclusive, and environmentally sustainable systems than those with private companies. Savings should 
never come from underpayment or worsening of labor conditions. The current economic crisis is a wake-up 
call to invest in a transition towards economies that are socially just, and environmentally and economically 
resilient.

©Rommel Cabrera/GAIA
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Job creation potential of the informal sector 
Local governments can invest in improving their 
waste management systems through zero waste 
approaches and, at the same time, create local jobs. 
This can be done by recognizing the role that informal 
recyclers already play, and partnering with them to 
provide better recycling and composting services. 

The potential for job creation is significant. Based 
on data from a number of cities that contract with 
waste pickers, the average number of jobs created 
by inclusive waste management systems is 321 jobs 
per 10,000 tonnes per year of recyclables, compared 
to 1.8 jobs per 10,000 tonnes per year sustained by 
landfills.

Buenos Aires, Argentina:  184 
jobs/10,000 annual tonnes.34

resulting from a recycling 
system run by 12 contracted 
waste picker cooperatives 
managing 6,500 registered 
workers

Peñalolén, Chile:  555 jobs per 
10,000 annual tonnes.37

resulting from an inclusive 
system that provides waste 
pickers collecting recyclables 
door-to-door with identity 
cards, vests, and earnings of 
1.3-2.5 times the minimum 
wage

Londrina, Brazil: 302 
jobs/10,000 annual tonnes.35

resulting from city government 
contracts with seven waste 
picker cooperatives who run 
the collection, processing, and 
sale of recyclable materials

Bengaluru, India: 304 jobs per 
10,000 annual tonnes.38 

resulting from the 200 
workers employed—formerly 
waste pickers—at Hasiru 
Dala Innovations, which 
provides waste collection 
and environmental education 
services to 30,000 households, 
with a source separation rate of 
90% and diverting from landfills 
80% of what they collect. Their 
employees earn double to triple 
of their previous income

Dois Irmãos, Brazil: 288 
jobs/10,000 annual tonnes.36

resulting from a waste picker 
organization that collects all 
waste, processes recyclables 
for sale, and provides 
consultancy services to clients 
to improve waste management
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The opportunities that economic recovery funds and 
other funds available for waste and climate initiatives 
represent should be used to upgrade the working 
conditions of those already doing this essential work 
and not as a way to save money by only maintaining a 
service done by recyclers under very poor conditions. 
Almost all of the success inclusion stories  are a result 
of waste pickers organising themselves, demanding 
integration and demonstrating various alternatives to 

governments. It is now time for local governments to 
step up and support inclusion proactively.

Waste picker groups in different regions have 
acquired an extensive know-how that could help pave 
the way for governments who want to implement zero 
waste systems:  

In Pune, India, the SWaCH 
cooperative provides source 
segregated door-to-door 
waste collection service to 
over 840,000 households, 
collecting almost 400,000 
tonnes of waste per year 
through a contract with 
Pune Municipal Corporation, 
and employing 3,500 waste 
pickers.39 

In Sasolburg, South Africa, 
the Vaal Park cooperative 
services 3,000 households 
with source-separated door-
to-door collection of recyclable 
materials.42 

In the Philippines, the City of 
San Fernando hired informal 
waste workers to be part 
of their zero waste system, 
performing the tasks of 
collection, street sweeping, 
waste classification, and 
management of the materials 
recovery facility. The city has 
surpassed the 80% waste 
diversion rate from landfill, 
and provided salaries and 
better working conditions to 
contracted workers.43

In Buenos Aires, Argentina, a city with a population 
of 3 million, the recycling system is run by 12 waste 
picker cooperatives, hired by the city government, 
that collect recyclables door-to-door, run 16 
sorting centers, and educate citizens about source 
separation an example of a system co-managed 
jointly by the waste pickers cooperatives and the 
local government.40 At national level, a former waste 
picker is currently the National Director of Informal 
Economy, and she manages a program focused on 
supporting waste pickers in the country by providing 
equipment, improving sales conditions, and adding 
value to collected materials.41 
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Partnering with the informal sector: people 
power to improve waste management 
There are many ways to begin including the informal sector, and they all start by engaging informal workers in the 
planning of an inclusive system and understanding their needs and demands. The path to inclusion is not easy 
and often requires the consideration of issues outside of the usual purview of municipal waste departments—
including access to health care, child labor eradication, support for migrant workers, and others—so interaction 
with relevant government departments on these issues is key. 

Some of the inclusive policies that have been 
successfully implemented include33:

•	Identification, enumeration and registration: 
organizing census to register and assess their 
needs, providing identity cards to legitimize their 
work

•	Organize trainings, give personal protective 
equipment and uniforms

•	Issue legislation that recognizes them as a 
legitimate actor in the waste management 
service

•	Provide spaces to store and sort materials

•	Allow them to charge a user fee for waste 
collection and processing

•	Provide facilities and equipment to collect and 
process materials, such as carts, conveyor belts, 
bales, forklifts, or funds to purchase.

•	Support or facilitate setting of day care centers 
for their children, inclusion in the education 
system, access to health care and identity cards. 

•	Contract them or partner with them as waste 
management service providers for recyclables, 
organics or all waste streams, paying fair 
salaries and benefits as well as the costs for 
the service they provide (as it happens with any 
other service provider). These services can be 
for door-to-door collection, recyclables sorting 
and processing, implementation of compost and 
anaerobic digestion systems in situ, education 
and outreach for citizens, or more.  

These steps reflect different levels of inclusion, but 
the key is to invest systematically in the informal 
recycling sector to guarantee their rights. Ultimately, 
local governments should recognize the role that 
this sector has in recycling and reducing waste 
to landfill, and pay for that service or allow them 
to charge a user fee. Source-separated organics 
collection and treatment (e.g., composting) may not 
be a self-sustaining business model and might require 
an ongoing public subsidy. However, this subsidy is 
generally less than the cost of the city disposing this 
waste itself and generates important employment, 
public health, and climate benefits that could not 
otherwise be realized.  

As start-up costs may require new funding for 
those municipalities that do not have a budget for 
waste management or have already allocated their 
budgets to contracts, local governments today have 
an opportunity to apply for any economic recovery 
fund available to help them create jobs and eliminate 
waste through local zero waste systems. Likewise, 
agencies that disburse funds for economic recovery 
and climate projects should see the benefits of 
supporting the work of informal recyclers, increase 
their funding to inclusive zero waste systems, and 
also offer the possibility for waste pickers to apply 
directly to these funds. 

With waste management accounting for the 
largest expense for municipal budgets, it is time 
for governments to recognize the essential service 
informal recyclers have been performing and 
capitalize on the social, environmental and economic 
benefits that investing in these services will bring to 
cities and communities all over the world. 
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