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Introduction to the
Informal Waste Sector

=Talelill
Resource
Recovery

» Global waste generation averages 55 billion kilograms daily.

* While formal municipal systems focus on linear disposal, a shadow
infrastructure of unregistered workers acts as the primary recovery
mechanism.

e This parallel circuit provides massive, unrecorded environmental subsidi
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Who Are Waste Pickers?
)

» The informal sector is highly organized but heavily reliant on vulnerable demographics
(migrants, retirees, homeless individuals).

* In cities like Bishkek, up to 75% of informal street pickers belong to marginalized
groups utilizing waste as a livelihood of last resort.
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Zone: Public bins and
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Zone: Direct household
purchasing
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QLESLIE Informal Recycling Systems
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* Informal recovery acts as a highly efficient
reverse logistics network.

* Collected recyclables are rapidly sorted and
processed in informal workshops.

» These materials ultimately flow into formal
secondary commodity markets, bridging the
gap between local scavenging and global
industrial demand.

Formal Industrial Recyclers
Scrap
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> o O Informal Waste Work

Municipal Savings

Avoided landfill transport 2 2
& tipping fees « Properly integrated sorting and recovery

can generate immense municipal
wealth—potentially $64 billion globally.

Informal

Sector « Concurrently, the informal recycling
Activities industry provides livelihoods for millions,

including an estimated 4 million waste
Injecting cash into
- Go-funded by | impoverished communities |
the European Unior

workers operating in India alone.
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QLESLIE | Environmental Contributions
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Waste Stream

Informal Landfill
Interception

Secondary Resource
Market

Plastics

Paper

Metals

« Informal networks achieve significant diversion rates—up to 20% in
dense urban areas like Mexico City.

» In Kyrgyzstan'’s capital, informal workers collect roughly 35,000 tons
of recyclables annually, actively mitigating air, water, and soil
pollution that would result from unchecked landfilling.
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QLESLIE | | Social Challenges and Vulnerabilities
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Severe Income Volatility

Lack of
Legal Status

« The physical and symbolic properties of waste reinforce
patterns of distancing and social inequality.

» Despite their environmental contributions, informal workers

are frequently excluded from policymaking, lacking legal
N Co-funded by recognition, protection, and job security.
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QLESLIE Health and Safety Risks
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Respiratory Damage
(H2S gas, dust)

A Toxic Heavy Metals
& Physical Injury

Ecotoxic
Bioaccumulation

* Unregulated circularity comes at a severe cost to human
health.
» Workers are routinely exposed to hazardous materials, volatile

organic compounds, and dangerous environments like active
landfills without baseline protective equipment.
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Q LESLIE Gender and Child Labor Dimensions

* The informal waste economy relies
heavily on vulnerable groups
Disproportionate escaping extreme poverty or abusive

| &eaffgﬁggfigg (;’f environments.

o » Women and children frequently
occupy the lowest-earning, most
hazardous tiers of the recycling
chain, extracting marginal value from
highly toxic sites.

Child Labor
Hazardous

Dumpsite
Scavenging
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(EESLIE | Informal Sector and

) Circular Economy

« While the informal sector recovers vast quantities of material, unregulated processing methods (e.g., open
burning of wires, uncontrolled dumping of residuals) generate severe secondary pollution.

 True circularity cannot exist without integrating these workers into safe, regulated processing standards.

Technical Lack of Safe
Material Processing
Loops Standards
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QLESLIE | Integration into

Formal Waste Systems

Unregistered Pickers
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* Cooperative models provide the critical bridge between marginalized
workers and municipal governance.

* Formal recognition transforms precarious scavenging into secure, dignified
green employment while drastically improving material recovery quality.
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National Environmental Law

« Under the ‘Polluter Pays’ principle, manufacturers must financially
support the end-of-life management of their products.

« Inclusive EPR schemes legally mandate that these corporate funds are
used to upgrade and formalize the informal cooperatives doing the
actual recovery work.

Inclusive Extended Producer
Responsibility (EPR)

SO 2 Corporate Producers

Formal Recycling Chain

Informal Sector

Cooperatives
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QLESLIE . Case Studies from Developing

and Transition Economies

Pune, India

SWaCH cooperative established
formal municipal contracts,
instituting bylaws for urban
recycling infrastructure.

Jardim Gramacho,
Brazil » Successful pilot programs prove that municipalities can partner directly

Transitioned from a with informal networks.
massive open dump to

formalized cooperative * By mandating source segregation and contracting cooperatives, cities
integration upon closure. achieve higher recycling rates at lower operational costs.
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(EES LIE | Informal Waste Systems

) in Central Asia

» Central Asia faces low official resource productivity and high reliance on landfills (often unauthorized).

» However, highly active informal networks already exist. The primary challenge is not building a
workforce from scratch, but formalizing and equipping the existing shadow infrastructure.

o3 Active Informal Recovery
X X (e.g., Bishkek's 9,000 recyclers)
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Kazakhstan

Formal Municipal Recycling
(<10% in Uzbekistan, 11.5% in Kazakhstan)
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QLESLIE Opportunities for Inclusive

> Circular Economy

 Transitioning the informal sector is
not just a social imperative; it is an
economic and environmental

Soclals necessity.
°97§g:§;‘;§;;°bs « By investing in the formalization of
vulnerable workers) waste workers, Central Asian

municipalities can simultaneously
achieve climate targets, resource
efficiency, and poverty alleviation.

Formal Integration

Economic: Environmental:
Enhanced Resource Pollution Reduction
Security (Halting secondary

(Recovering high- processing toxins and
value commodities) landfill leakage)
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