
Case in Brief

With global plastic production expected to triple in the next forty years, the 
informal waste sector is critical in defending the world against ocean plastic pollution. 
As many as 20 million people worldwide work in the informal waste sector and are 
responsible for over half of all plastic waste collected and recycled globally. However, 
despite their significant contributions, informal waste collectors (IWCs) are often 
overlooked and undervalued. IWCs regularly face stigma, unsafe working conditions, 
and even violence. They lack basic protections, access to financial and technical 
support, and safeguarding from the global effects of calamities such as COVID-19 
and the climate crisis. Women waste collectors face additional obstacles—including 
discrimination and sexual harassment—to fully participate in the sector. 

An efficient, inclusive, and equitable informal waste sector is integral to a circular 
economy.1 To that end, USAID’s Clean Cities, Blue Ocean program is 

• engaging with informal waste collectors to ensure they have the tools and  
resources to successfully integrate in the circular economy; 

• ensuring workers are valued for the services they provide and have a voice in  
the decisions that impact them;  

• connecting all actors in the waste chain to improve workers’ lives and  
livelihoods; and

• expanding local waste services, particularly for underserved areas, and creating  
markets for recyclable plastics so informal workers can sell their plastics at fair  
market value.  
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Above Photo: Roselyn, an informal waste collector in Puerto Princesa, Philippines, poses with her cohort of informal waste collectors, wearing their new Eco Kolek 
uniforms for improved protection and professionalism. Photo: Project Zacchaeus for Clean Cities, Blue Ocean 
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Background

Informal waste collectors are the foundation of waste collection, sorting, 
and recycling—they are responsible for over half of all plastic waste 
collected and recycled globally. The informal waste sector is one of the 
world’s most important defenses against ocean plastic pollution, especially 
in coastal, urban areas, and in places where the formal sector does not 
adequately respond to waste management needs. By collecting, sorting, 
aggregating, and transporting waste from underserved areas, informal waste 
collectors help fill a critical municipal service gap in waste management, 
reducing municipal expenses in addition to preventing environmental 
pollution. IWCs also contribute to circular economies by providing recyclable 
materials to enterprises that recycle or upcycle and return products back to 
the market. However, the majority of informal workers lack sufficient access to 
end markets or commercial recyclers that accept greater quantities and higher 
quality plastic waste—or are underpaid for the materials they collect. 

Despite their importance, informal waste collectors are commonly 
overlooked, undervalued, and poor, and they face economic and social 
barriers that impact their lives and livelihoods. The informal waste sector 
workforce usually represents the most vulnerable and socially disadvantaged 
groups in society, especially in low- and middle-income countries, which greatly 
influences their individual confidence levels and self-worth. IWCs regularly 
face stigma, marginalization, harassment, and even violence. Communities often 
see waste collection as a desperate source of daily living or the occupation of 
criminals. IWCs have little access to basic personal protective equipment 
and tools—such as gloves, boots, and protective clothing—increasing their 
health and safety risks. Their activities are characterized by unsafe and 
unhealthy working conditions, usually low or irregular incomes, long working 
hours, and a lack of access to markets, finance, training, and technology. 
Connected to this, IWCs lack political and legal representation and are 
underrepresented in decision making about the solid waste management 
policies that affect them. 

Additionally, women waste collectors face gendered structural barriers 
to fully participate in the waste value chain—they lack access to finance, 
business training, and market information. Women collect lower value 
plastics, earn lower wages than their male colleagues, and face widespread 
discrimination and sexual harassment and violence. They do the riskiest work 
for the lowest pay while disproportionately burdened with family care and 
household responsibilities. Finally, IWCs’ livelihoods are highly vulnerable  
to the impacts of global trends and events, such as extreme weather events 
from climate change and economic turmoil, like the recessions that resulted 
from COVID-19. 

 1 A circular economy describes a system in which the 3Rs—reduce, reuse, recycle—are incorporated into the life cycle impacts of plastic products,  
 retaining plastics in the economy for as long as possible. 
2 WEF. 2020. Waste pickers are slipping through the cracks. Here’s how we can support these essential workers during the COVID-19 crisis.
3 Lau et al. 2020. Evaluating Scenarios Toward Zero Plastic Pollution. Science. September 18, 2020; 369 (6510): 1455-1461.

“[In the beginning],  
I resorted to this kind  
of job because of 
poverty—so my  
husband wasn’t the  
only breadwinner of  
my family. If we only 
depended on his  
income, we would  
not have enough  
money to support  
our growing family.”

– Lydia Casiano,  
an IWC supported by Clean Cities,  

Blue Ocean in the Philippines

Project Partners

Local and National 
Governments

Clean Cities, Blue Ocean 
collaborates with local and 
national government bodies 
to integrate the needs of 
the informal waste sector 
in solid waste management 
planning. For example, USAID 
partner Janathakshan, a local 
organization based in Sri 
Lanka, is working with local 
and national government 
authorities to design and 
launch material and plastic 
recovery centers that will 
enable plastics to be purchased 
from IWCs at fair market value. 
These centers will help to meet 
market demands for cleaned, 
recyclable plastics and provide 
a more reliable income stream 
for IWCs. 
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Our Approach

Across ten countries, Clean Cities, Blue Ocean provides IWCs 
with the tools and resources to successfully participate in and 
advance local circular economies. A core element of our approach 
is to connect IWCs with non-governmental organizations, local 
governments, and business partners so they are recognized and 
have the resources needed for the services they provide.

By addressing the challenges to the informal waste sector, its workforce 
can become a key partner in a global circular economy and contribute to 
mitigating the health and environmental impacts of plastic pollution. 

Clean Cities, Blue Ocean’s solutions include:

Providing protective gear and equipment. 

With the proper protective gear, training, and equipment—from 
bicycles with carts and small waste trucks to plastic shredders and 
balers—informal workers can collect and process more plastic in safe 
conditions and can regard themselves, and be regarded by others, as 
professionals, enabling workers to develop their skills and confidence. 
One of USAID’s grantees, Project Zacchaeus, partnered with 60 local 
IWCs—now regarded as “Eco-Warriors”—to create customized 
uniforms that offer protection and brand IWCs as professionals to be 
respected. The uniforms were designed through a co-creation process, 
which sought the workers’ inputs to ensure they met their unique 
needs, thus increasing the workers’ willingness to wear the protective 
gear. IWCs also received technical, interpersonal communication, and 
gender empowerment training to build agency and confidence.  

Promoting women’s capacity and leadership  
in the waste sector. 

Clean Cities, Blue Ocean is committed to providing tailored training 
for IWCs, many of whom are women, so they have the skills, agency, 
and confidence to take advantage of economic opportunities. Its 
Women in Waste’s Economic Empowerment (WWEE) activity 
provides business, leadership, and skills training—which is customized, 
as needed, to suit the local needs and context of workers in 
their respective cities and be suitable for low- or high-literacy 
populations; business plan coaching; mentorship; funding support 
to establish or expand their waste businesses; and furnish links to 
market opportunities. In addition to creating green jobs, these new 
businesses are expanding waste services to areas of cities where 
waste collection services currently do not exist—and where dumping 
causes a serious threat to the environment and human health. 

 

Project Partners
(continued) 

Local Organizations

Clean Cities, Blue Ocean 
provides financial and technical 
support to local organizations 
that have earned the trust 
of IWCs and others in their 
communities to leverage 
their knowledge and unique 
qualifications to develop, lead, 
and implement solutions that 
are locally relevant, sustainable, 
and scalable. 

For example, in the 
Philippines, USAID’s grant to 
Communities Organized for 
Resource Allocation (CORA)
has established a new model 
for local waste management 
in Metro Manila that builds 
on existing infrastructure to 
maximize recycling efficiencies, 
provides green jobs to women, 
and encourages greater 
participation from  
the surrounding community. 
At the heart of CORA’s grant 
is its women-run “Eco-Ikot” 
center, a model that allows 
communities to exchange 
clean, segregated recyclables for 
points that can be redeemed 
for staples like fresh vegetables, 
e-cash, and other items. 

Private Sector

The private sector must 
play a role in addressing the 
ocean plastic crisis, not only 
through investment but also by 
leveraging their technical skills 
and expertise, market share, 
and influence over consumer 
goods and value chains.  
Clean Cities, Blue Ocean 
engages the private sector to 
develop high-impact, locally-
relevant partnerships that 
offer financial or other in-kind 
contributions to support the 
informal waste sector. 
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Creating locally-led solutions and partnerships  
that advance worker success. 

Solutions that are grounded in the local context are critical to 
establishing sustainable, integrated circular economies. When IWCs 
connect and partner with city governments, the private sector, and 
other organizations, they can more effectively voice their concerns 
and be included in the solid waste management system. For example, 
in Vietnam, a USAID grantee, the Asian Society Social Improvement 
and Sustainable Transformation (ASSIST), is creating an innovative 
public-private partnership that integrates IWCs into municipal waste 
operations at community material recovery facilities, transfer stations, 
and landfills. ASSIST seeks to boost demand for recyclable plastics by 
engaging end markets (national and international recyclers), creating 
a trading platform, and supporting workers to increase collection of 
separated and cleaned material that meets demand standards. 

Project Partners
(continued) 

For example, under the 
program’s WWEE activity,  
the Coca-Cola Foundation  
(Global and Philippines) 
provides funding support  
that provides mentorship  
and blended finance to women 
collectors who are establishing 
or expanding their own waste 
businesses. The support is 
administered through a grant 
to the World Wide Fund  
for Nature-Philippines.

In Indonesia, CCBO is supporting the government to reduce land-based sources of ocean plastic pollution through 
its national Solid Waste Management Platform. As part of this work, CCBO is also engaging in sites throughout the 
country to pilot solutions to stop the flow of plastic pollution, which includes Semarang, Makassar, and Ambon.  
Photo: Giulia Erika Soria for Clean Cities, Blue Ocean
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Impact

With USAID’s support, informal waste collectors are making  
key contributions to preventing plastic pollution across the globe 
as well as enhancing their own livelihoods and their families’ 
economic security. In helping cities to create more circular 
economies, USAID prioritizes the inclusive integration of IWCs, 
including women and marginalized groups.

USAID is advancing the lives and livelihoods of informal waste collectors who, 
in turn, are having a significant impact on their communities’ environments. 

• Supported livelihoods of over 500 informal waste workers

Clean Cities, Blue Ocean and its partners have worked with informal 
waste collectors throughout the world to increase their capacity— 
through training or by providing equipment.

• Trained almost 400 women waste workers in business and 
leadership development

In the Philippines and Indonesia, Clean Cities, Blue Ocean’s WWEE activity 
is empowering women to advance in the waste sector through training, 
mentorship, and the opportunity to receive funding to establish or expand 
entrepreneurial waste businesses. In the Philippines, more than 300 
women have graduated from the WWEE’s business and empowerment 
skills training—and those that receive additional grant funding will also be 
eligible for insurance. The program launched training sessions in Indonesia 
in November 2022 and has already trained over 80 women. 

Marden gathers and sorts trash from her neighbors and takes it to the 
garbage collector every morning in her community vin Tondo, Manila, 

Philippines, where formal door-to-door collection services are not provided 
by the city. Photo: Veejay Villafranca for Clean Cities, Blue Ocean

“What I really liked  
[from the WWEE training] 
is self-empowerment.  
Do not neglect your 
needs; look after not only 
your family and spouse 
but you must learn to love 
yourself too.” 

– Elena Plaza 
from Tondo, Manila, a mother of 8  
and participant from the WWEE  

business and empowerment  
skills training in the Philippines
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Above Photo: Jailyn, an informal waste collector in Puerto  
Princesa, Philippines poses with her fellow “Eco Warrior” waste 
collectors. USAID provided new, custom-designed uniforms 
for Jailyn and her co-workers, raising their status and providing 
protection from the dangers of the job. Photo: Project Zacchaeus  
for Clean Cities, Blue Ocean

• Created new end markets for recycled plastics

USAID partners with local government authorities and other 
stakeholders to strengthen markets for recycled materials so waste 
workers have reliable places to sell their plastics at fair market prices.  
For example, Clean Cities, Blue Ocean is working with the City of 
Parañaque, Philippines and multiple partners on a small-scale Materials 
Recovery Facility in the Philippines. The program arranged for an  
offtake partner to accept clean sorted plastics from the facility to  
create consistent market demand and price stability for these  
materials. The offtake partner has the capacity to process flexible  
and multi-material packaging applications which have historically  
been considered “low-value” and hard to recycle, but could be  
a source of additional revenue for waste workers.

• Filled a critical municipal service gap 

With a large portion of the world population—at least two billion 
people—lacking access to formal waste collection, the activities of 
the informal waste sector are critical to reducing problems caused by 
uncollected municipal solid waste. As of December 2022, 8.6 million 
people are experiencing improved waste services as a result of USAID’s 
support. Furthermore, by helping to fill the critical service delivery gap, 
IWCs trained by USAID also help to reduce municipal expenses needed 
to tackle plastic pollution. 

• Reduced greenhouse gas emissions

Informal waste workers contribute significantly to reducing greenhouse 
gas emissions by recovering plastics during their life cycle and returning 
secondary raw materials into the production cycle, including reducing  
the need to manufacture more virgin plastics. Up to 90 percent of  
solid waste in low-income countries is openly burned or dumped.4  

Without the work of IWCs, the vast majority of dumped solid waste 
would be left to degrade, with most of the plastics eventually traveling  
to the oceans—resulting in significant harm to marine health. In some 
cases IWCs are involved in the composting of organic waste, which 
sequesters methane—a greenhouse gas significantly more powerful  
than carbon dioxide.

By the Numbers

IWCs across the globe engaged 
by CCBO to increase their capacity, 
agency, and confidence in their work. +500
women have graduated from 
WWEE’s business and empowerment 
skills training.+400

“When I joined this 
program, I was happy 
because I knew  
it would help me  
earn more and provide 
for my daughter’s 
schooling. I no  
longer have to depend 
on my husband’s 
income alone as a 
construction worker.”

– Jailyn Danguen

an Eco-Warrior supported by  
Clean Cities, Blue Ocean in Puerto 

Princesa, Philippines
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Key Lessons

An efficient, inclusive, and equitable informal waste sector is 
integral to a well-functioning solid waste management system 
and a circular economy. Key takeaways from USAID and its 
partners’ work include the importance of building the skills and 
providing opportunities for women in the waste sector; ensuring 
essential basic tools and services are accessible to informal waste 
collectors; and providing sufficient end markets for recyclables to  
ensure fair and sustainable prices for the materials they collect.

Ensure end markets are sufficient, reliable, and accessible to informal 
waste collectors – 

There needs to be reliable and sufficient end markets to ensure that IWCs 
are able to sell the recyclables they gather and are fairly paid for their services. 
National and regional policies should be designed to promote and reinforce 
the stability of end markets and to shield IWCs from the volatility of material 
pricing by setting out price floor mechanisms.

Prioritize technical training in business and finance – 

Many informal workers do not have the tools, money, or skills to expand and 
improve their work, or to access reliable end markets to deliver recyclable 
materials. Building the capacity of IWCs must include technical training 
to ensure they have a sufficient understanding of how local, national, and 
international markets operate and have the ability to access financing—so 
they can provide quality recyclables to market and can receive the best prices.

Empower women to improve their lives holistically – 

Empowering and building the capacity of women waste collectors is key  
to an inclusive, effective solid waste management system. Any approach 
should be based on a sound understanding of barriers and gaps in waste 
management activities as well as local gender issues, including gender-based 
violence. Building the confidence and reducing the stigma of the informal 
waste sector within the surrounding community as well as empowering 
workers can have a profound impact on the quality of people’s lives and  
waste management systems.

Provide critical basic services to informal waste collectors – 

Essential elements of a safe solid waste management system must include a 
strong commitment to prioritizing the health, safety, and social protection of 
IWCs, including access to adequate personal protective equipment; health 
services and insurance; sufficient education and knowledge on occupational 
health and safety; childcare; and emergency cash grants, when needed. 

Related Resources

POLICY BRIEFS

A Seat at the Table - The Role of 
the Informal Recycling Sector in 
Plastic Pollution Reduction, and 
Recommended Policy Changes

FACT SHEETS

Advancing a Circular Economy and 
Empowering the Informal Waste 
Sector

Women in Waste’s Economic 
Empowerment Fact Sheet

TRAININGS

Ensuring Health and Safety in 
Waste Management

STORIES

Outfitting Waste Workers: 
Testimonies of a Safer,  
More Equitable Waste Sector 
in the Philippines

Eco-Warriors: From Waste 
Collectors to Community Leaders

GRANTEE VIDEOS
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4 Kaza, S. et al. 2018. What a Waste 2.0–A Global Snapshot of Solid Waste Management to 2050. The World Bank.


