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What is Informal Recycling? 
 

• In informal recycling individuals or groups of 
people work in private sector recycling and 
waste management activities that are not 
formalized, are un-supported or funded by the 
government. 

 

• These individuals are called waste pickers, 
collectors of recyclable materials, or informal 
recyclers and they collect, sort, recycle, 
repurpose and/or sell materials thrown away 
by others. 

 

• Informal recyclers provide waste collection 
services, create their own employment and reduce 
greenhouse gas emissions. 

 

• Particularly in low and middle income countries 
waste collection coverage and formal recycling 
rates are still very low (36% waste collection in 
low-income countries).  

 

• Here the work of the informal sector becomes 
prominent and recycling rates from the informal 
sector are significantly higher than the 
contribution made by formal recycling programs 
(see Figure below). 

 
 

 
Source: Agarwal et al., 2005; Hetz et al., 2011, Sembiring et al., 2010; Sengh et al., 2011; Wilson et al., 2009; Scheinberg, 2010b.. 

 

 

  



Who are the waste pickers? 

 

Waste pickers outside of La Chuereca 
In Managua, Nicaragua 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Door to door collection, Brazil 

 

 

• Waste pickers range from poor people searching through 
garbage for food, clothing and other basic necessities, to 
collectors of a wide range of recyclables, sold to middlemen or 
scrap businesses. 
 

• For many poor people waste picking is the only work option 
available, making the occupation an important source of 
income to them. 
 

• The majority of informal recyclers worldwide do not have 
access to any kind of state-sponsored, social protection 
schemes. They face stigmatization, intimidation and 

exploitation by middlemen and often other sectors in society. 

They also have the lowest pay in the recycling chain. 

 

• Many cities do not have formal recycling programs and totally 
rely on the informal waste pickers. They contribute 
significantly to municipal budgets, the environment and 
benefit public health. 
 

• These workers collect large quantities of materials, depending 
on the local circumstances (see Table below). 
 
 

 

Source: Linzner & Lange, 2013 



Informal Recycling in Numbers 

 

 

 

 

  

Urban informal recyclers around the world 

• The number of waste pickers ranges from approx. 0.5 to 2% of the urban 
population, approx. 12.5 to 56 million people worldwide, comparable to the total 
population of Belgium or Italy, respectively. 
 

• The 3 countries with the largest population of waste pickers are China, India and 
Brazil, with 6 to 12 million people. 
 

• According to IPEA a Brazilian research center waste pickers in Brazil save the 
country 0.5 to 1 billion US$ every year with their work of diverting resources. 
 

• Research measures the contribution of waste pickers to greenhouse gas emission 
reduction and energy savings. 

Figure: Simplified Emission reduction calculator for CO2-Eq. from reclaiming recyclable materials.  
Source: King & Gutberlet, 2015 
 



Key Issues for Moving Forward 

o Research shows that waste pickers’ livelihoods are negatively affected by incinerators, 
fluctuating prices, privatization of waste management and stigmatization. 
 

o Many cities worldwide have already demonstrated that including waste pickers in city solid 
waste management is possible and improves the livelihoods of these workers. 
 

o Important lessons to learn are that waste pickers are vital players in the world economy by 
contributing to improving public health, reducing costs associated with municipal waste 
management, and significantly reducing greenhouse gas emissions in the environment.  
 

o Government is important to catalyze processes helping waste pickers organize themselves, 
participate in dialogue with government and other stakeholders and to become part of the 
planning and implementation of an inclusive waste management systems. 
 

o Specific policies can provide incentives to recycling cooperatives, associations and micro-
enterprises so they can further develop.  
 

o Access to recyclable waste has to be guaranteed for waste pickers through formalizing 
partnerships between waste picker organizations and governments. 
 

o Waste pickers perform many additional tasks, such as transforming recyclables, carrying 
out educational campaigns to reduce stigmatization and encourage more segregation of 
recyclables. 

It is time to acknowledge the role informal recyclers play and recognize their 

contribution to society, the economy and the environment. 
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