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Informal sector

► E-waste recycling, in low-income countries, is largely dominated 

by the informal sector. 

► Informal sector is involved in collection, recycling, refurbishment, 

reuse and disposal of residuals. 

► 80% of today’s e-waste generated globally is managed informally. 

Informal work definition

Small scale, labour intensive, largely unregulated and unregistered (often without trading licenses), 

associated with evasion of taxes and low technology processing. 
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Informal sector

► Informal collectors usually move from home to home or 

businesses, searching for WEEE. 

► Collected electronic goods are then sold to the recyclers.

► These activities often represent basic income for informal 

collectors. These activities can thus be referred to as 

”subsistence activities”. 

► Although crucial for the subsistence of those workers and their communities, those informal 

activities can represent big risks on human health and on the environment.  
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► Informal stakeholders are often not considered in legislative processes and remain poorly integrated 

into existing waste management systems. 

► Countries taking action to develop legislation to finance formal e-waste management usually do not 

include informal activities. 

► This can lead to competition for e-waste between formal and informal stakeholders.

► This reduces the efficiency of the overall system and reduces the quantity of recovered materials.  

Problem: Lack of integration of the informal sector
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► Some approaches tend to ban informal sector activities. 

► This will lead to underground, hidden activities. 

► Making them even harder to track. 

► Those hidden activities could potentially have increased environmental impacts. 

Problem: Lack of acknowledgement of informal workers
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Partnerships

► A key to solution is the integration of the different informal stakeholders into the formal system. 

► Partnerships can be: 

► Long-term businesses based on transparency and not exploiting the informal stakeholders by formal 

companies. 

► Long-term agreements between informal stakeholders and producers to achieve their e-waste collection 

targets. 

► Formation of organizations or cooperatives formed by former informal workers who have left informality 

status. 
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Formal recyclers

+ Have established supply 
channels for sourcing e-waste 

fractions. 

+ Obtain large amounts of e-
waste from business-to-

business. 

+ Recycle in an environmentally 
sound and legal way.

- Misses out most of the 
household e-waste, which is 

very dispersed. 

- Recyclers usually only receive 
scavenged products of minimal 

economic value. 

Informal recyclers

+ Are able to collect large 
amounts of e-waste.  

+ Possess in-depth knowledge 
about economic value of 

components. 

- Work in bad conditions and in 
an environmentally unsound 

way. 

- Usually work illegally and 
using child labour. 

Partnership

► Strengths for formal or informal sector, sometimes meet the weaknesses of the other.

► Integrating informal sector to existing system can bring benefits to both formal and informal 
stakeholders.  
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► Partnership is also in the interest of local and national authorities. 

Public authorities

⮚ They can bring all stakeholders in the boundaries of existing legal 
framework. 

⮚ It will help increase the chance for legislation to be a success. 

⮚ This could help ending with uncontrolled recycling facilities. 

⮚ Reducing environmental and health hazards.

⮚ Integration of informal sector will increase the acceptance for the 
recycling system. 

⮚ This will decrease social risk for authorities.

⮚ It reduces administrative efforts, which means reduces public 
expenses. 

⮚ It will increase tax revenues for authorities.   
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Modes of collaboration between formal and 

informal sector

► The are a number of different ways in which formal management of e-waste and informal 

stakeholders can collaborate. 

► Partnerships between formal and informal actors should be very specific to the local conditions. 

► Partnerships reflect the diversity of value chain structures of different countries.

► There are differences in how parties are involved in the partnership:  

Partnerships with an intermediate 

► Dedicated collection agencies who 

purchase e-waste from informal collectors 

and channel them to authorized (formal) 

recyclers. 

► Those agencies maintain direct 

relationship with informal collectors. 

Direct partnerships

► Formal and informal stakeholders 

collaborate directly together. 

► Informal collectors sell their collected 

waste directly to the authorised (formal) 

recyclers. 
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Case study 1: India – Karo Sambhav
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India

► India has a system type of partnership 

involving an intermediate (Karo 

Sambhav). 

► Producers pay the Producer 

Responsibility Organization (PRO) to 

meet the collection targets. 

► The PRO collects the waste by 

cooperating with the informal sector 

stakeholders around the country.  

► Sufficient financial resources are 

ensured by producer’s financial 

contribution, as part of their obligation 

stated in the 2016 E-Waste Rules. 

► Karo Sambhav also used the help of an 

NGO experienced in improving 

livelihoods of waste-pickers by 

organizing them in collective groups. 

Karo Sambhav has so far managed to engage 5000 

aggregators and collectors and collect 3000 tons of 

WEEE. 

Intermediate between formal 

and informal stakeholders. 
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Case study 2: Peru - RLG
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Peru► Peru has an Extended Producer Responsibility 

(EPR) system. This set targets of collection 

and treatment of e-waste for producers of 

EEE. 

► Legislation makes no mention of collaboration 

with the informal sector. 

► In response to legislation, a PRO was 

established (by RLG group). 

► RLG made an agreement with EMAUS (non-

profit association of previously informal 

collectors). 

► The collaboration with informal actors is 

facilitated by the formalized structure of 

EMAUS. 

► RLG pays EMAUS for each kg of e-waste 

collected. 

► RLG takes care of the logistics and sends the 

e-waste to the appropriate treatment facility. 

Previously informal collectors

In the first year of the cooperation, RLG 

collected over 150 tons of e-waste through 

EMAUS. 

Intermediate between formal 

and informal stakeholders. 
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Case study 3: Nigeria - Hinckley
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Nigeria

► The majority of Nigerian’s e-waste recycling takes 

place in the informal sector. 

► Informal workers are often very organized and have 

a large nationwide network.

► National regulation including implementation of an 

EPR system has suffered delays and is not yet 

implemented, leaving the informal sector in a bad 

state for health of workers and the environment. 

► Despite legislative delays, some private sector 

players such as Hinckley, have taken proactive 

measures. 

► Hinckley facility has a large manual dismantling 

team and aims to embrace the informal sector. 

► Hinckley hold trainings and awareness campaigns 

on health and safety requirements and 

► This has made Hinckley a trust partner and more 

and more collectors join Hinckley. 

► The hope is to move joining informal members 

towards formalization. 

Private player

Future EPR system has suffered 

important implementation delays
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Case study 4: South Africa - Desco
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South Africa

► Since the year 2000 South Africa has 

partnerships between formal and informal waste 

stakeholders. 

► Desco Electronic Recyclers is a recycling 

business which makes efforts to incorporate 

informal workers into the business. 

► With this partnership, Desco outsources the 

dismantling operation to those workers. 

► Desco hires subcontractors to provide labour, 

the material remain on-site and owned by 

Desco. Waste is dismantled and processed by 

the subcontractor. 

► Subcontractor sign contract with Desco agreeing 

to follow environmental, health and safety 

rules. 

► Employees are paid at least the minimum wage. 

► Desco assists with training, equipment such as 

PPE and dismantling tools. 

50% of the partnerships made with the informal 

sector where successful. The other 50% failed 

due to disagreements between the parties. 

Private recycling business

Financed through sales
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Case study 5: Ghana
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Ghana► Ghana has implemented a more direct system, 

without intermediates like the other case 

studies. 

► Ghana adopted an Act setting a framework for 

collection of electronics. 

► The Environmental Protection Agency of Ghana 

developed technical guidelines on 

environmentally sound e-waste management. 

► Those guidelines also take into consideration 

local e-waste sector which is by 95% informal. 

► Different activities along the value chain are 

separated into 5 “Tier”. 

► Collectors, which are mainly informal workers, 

must register, which was made possible for 

everyone that collects, sorts or consolidates e-

waste within the technical guidelines. 

► Ghana’s decision to fraction the value chain and 

detail specific guidelines for each step, provides 

a solid framework for partnerships between 

different actors. 

The further the process is, the 

more requirements are needed. 
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Shifting towards a better system

► Here are a number of steps to enhance the transformation and the inclusion of the informal sector: 

At the administrative level

✔ Create an independent administrative authority to oversee the trading, processing, recycling and export of e-waste. 

✔ Establish an NGO (it could be an existing one) that has the following specifications: 

✔ Has an influential role among waste collectors, workshops and traders of the informal sector. 

✔ Has strong links with the concerned governmental authorities.

✔ Has management competencies and expertise responsibilities. 

✔ Has a strong presence of social dimensions and environmental requirements. 
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At the technical level

✔ Establish a market place to ease exchange between informal and formal stakeholders. 

✔ Establish regional centres for processing and recycling of this waste. 

On the financial level

✔ The sector should be provided with lending services (such as revolving loans) to the members of the 

official union or the chosen NGO. 

✔ These lending services should plan to convert informal sector to formal traders and workshops. 
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At the legal level

✔ The chosen NGO shall supervise the transformation procedure from informal towards formal sector. 

✔ It will provide legal support for the informal collectors and traders. 

✔ Legal support should facilitate the access to legal approvals necessary to obtain commercial registers and permits. 

✔ The NGO should also help to facilitate the development of these workers in the formal image. 

At the institutional level

✔ Choose one or more Egyptian NGOs to provide training services for industrial health and safety, methods of dismantling, 

recovery of precious materials. 

✔ They should also provide health and social insurance services for employees.

✔ They could establish a union for workers to protect against monopoly of big traders.  
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At the social level

✔ The chosen NGO shall raise public awareness about dealing with WEEE and about the importance of a 

proper end-of-life management. 

✔ It will also raise awareness on the risks on public health when unproperly managed. 

✔ It shall explain the necessity of dealing with formal registered companies. 

On the environmental level

✔ Implement standards for places of storage, processing and recycling of electronic waste.

✔ Health of workers on working sites should be promoted by continuous inspection of work places. 

✔ Impose fines in case of environmental law violation.  
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Towards more cooperation

► As seen with the case studies, it is possible to develop collaboration which is beneficial for both 

formal and informal sector. 

► The long-term viability of these collaboration depend greatly on the willingness to commit of 

the local actors. 

► Here are a number of steps to enhance cooperation: 

Map and develop a 
in-depth 
understanding of 
the local informal 
and formal 
situation and value 
chains. 

See formalization 
as an additional 
step and a 
continual long-
term process. 

Engage the 
relevant 
stakeholders and 
develop policies 
together with 
them. 

Focus on 
minimizing the 
risks and 
maximising the 
strengths for the 
informal sector. 

Incentivize and 
include the 
informal sector 
rather than punish 
it. 

Integrate bottom-
up and top-down 
approaches 
depending on the 
local situation. 

26



Producers or PROs
► In order to have the best conditions for partnerships, producers should involve in the 

following measures. 

► Cooperate with recyclers which work with the informal sector. 

► Understand how the informal market works. 

► Identify and include local leaders in the workers’ community or NGOs, to establish trust 

among informal workers. 

► Establish an EPR plan with employment creation and training. 

► Provide long-term support to informal workers. 

► Monitor proper recycling by auditing and setting minimum requirements for formal 

recyclers. 
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Authorities
► In order to have the best conditions for partnerships, authorities should involve in the 

following measures. 

► Adapt and leave flexibility to regulation so that recyclers can also receive waste from 

informal workers. 

► Provide support to informal stakeholders. 

► Set clear procedures, criteria, trainings to monitor the flow of waste and prevent 

leakage from formal recyclers back to informal stakeholders. 

► Establish clear obligations for each actor to channel the e-waste at the appropriate location 

(i.e. household having to bring back e-waste at a specific place).  
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Informal sector
► In order to have the best conditions for partnerships, informal stakeholders should 

involve in the following measures. 

► Prepare for minimal organization and support  partnerships. 

► Comply with minimal forms of requirements, reporting and transparency. 

► Restrict activities to low risk ones, like collection, sorting and basic dismantling. 

► Engage in the effort to formalize, upgrade technically and comply with standards. 

► Diversify activities beyond collection. 
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Recyclers
► In order to have the best conditions for partnerships, recyclers should involve in the 

following measures. 

► Set up reliable reporting measures on incoming and outgoing e-waste / fractions. 

► Contract informal collectors as much as possible. 

► Promote the idea of partnerships and businesses between informal and formal stakeholders. 

► Integrate as much as possible the informal workers from informal recycling areas. 
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