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The importance of integrating the informal sector in EPR frameworks (plastics)

An estimated 20 million1 waste pickers around the world, 
working in streets and dumpsites, play a crucial role in addressing 
the global challenges of  plastic pollution, climate change, and 
poverty. Their efforts are essential to maintaining basic sanitation 
and upholding the human right to a clean environment for 
communities. Waste pickers and other informal sector workers 
manage approximately 60 per cent2 of  the world’s plastic waste 
collected for recycling, making significant contributions to the 
circular economy. This highlights the indispensable role of  the 
informal recycling sector (IRS) in promoting circularity, especially 
in the Global South, making waste pickers key stakeholders in 
Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR) systems34. 

EPR systems can present both risks and opportunities for the 
IRS, as they may shift economic benefits to producers and other 
actors, and introduce competition for materials. However, in 
places where waste pickers are organised, EPR can be a positive 
disruption that has the potential to finance new or existing 
waste picker activities. Additionally, in areas where the IRS is not 
organised, there is potential for materials to be commercialized 
informally. If  this happens, it could lead to an increase in their 
value or make commercialization more accessible.

Despite their critical contributions, many approaches to 
integrating the IRS into formal waste management systems 
disregard the existing knowledge and systems that waste 
pickers have established. Policymakers and regulators, with 
limited insight into on-ground challenges, implement EPR 
regulations and guidelines without thorough consultation with 
waste pickers. Often, profit-driven private entities displace 
waste pickers, erasing their role in the process (IAWP, 2023). 
Framing the integration of  waste pickers as an act of  charity is 
particularly problematic, as it portrays them as passive recipients 
of  aid rather than as knowledgeable workers contributing to 
economic, social, and environmental progress. This narrative 
diminishes their power and status as workers, while missing the 
opportunity to ensure a more equitable distribution of  resources 
and profits within the materials management sector.

As plastic pollution gains attention, several countries have 
adopted EPR principles to address certain types of  plastic 
packaging and waste. National frameworks in countries like the 
Philippines, Malaysia, South Africa, Brazil, Colombia, Chile, 
and Uruguay recognize the role of  the IRS. However, in many 
places, existing EPR regulations either overlook IRS workers 
or risk displacing them from the value chain, threatening their 
livelihoods. In some cases, EPR systems have made it more 
difficult for waste pickers to participate, leaving them in informal, 
unstable roles within the system (IAWP, 2023; WEIGO, 2022). 
Some common challenges include lack of  data availability on 

the recycling landscape, restricted access to waste (Tunisia’s 
ECO-LEF system5), complicated or excessive registration 
requirements (Chile, Ecuador), increased competition, and 
creation of  new markets.

Across cities, grassroots recyclers have built functioning value 
chains for recyclables, generating income for themselves, 
materials for other markets, and diverting waste from landfills.  
EPR systems that are built on collaborative and participatory 
partnerships between municipalities, the private sector, waste 
pickers, and their organisations can enable a just transition 
towards reducing plastic pollution (Brazil, India’s Swachh-ITC6). 

As the international community negotiates a legally binding 
instrument to end plastic pollution, it is essential to understand 
how EPR can be designed and implemented to reduce plastic 
pollution, increase recovery rates, and improve working 
conditions in the IRS. A robust EPR system values the wisdom, 
local knowledge, and networks of  the informal sector and 
recognizes waste pickers as legitimate partners. An inclusive 
EPR system respects traditional knowledge, innovation, and 
skills while creating opportunities to sustain and enhance 
existing systems, uphold dignity, and institutionalize decent 
work conditions and pathways for advancement for historically 
marginalized actors.
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Enabling Strategies for inclusive EPR

(i)	 Supporting organising the IRS for inclusion in EPR 
systems

-	 A thorough and systematic research and mapping process, 
including an enumeration of  informal waste pickers, could 
be conducted prior to the establishment of  an EPR system 
to ensure that all existing actors in the waste handling 
system are identified and included throughout the planning 
and implementation of  the EPR system. 

-	 National and sub-national laws and policies could mandate 
the inclusion of  the informal sector as a stakeholder in 
waste management systems.

-	 Periodic studies could be conducted to assess equity and 
opportunity distribution and inform changes to the system.

(ii)	Policy recommendations for formalizing the role of  the 
informal sector (without requiring formalization as a 
condition for participation) in EPR.

-	 Integration, recognition, and acknowledgment of  the 
work of  the IRS, as partners/service providers, and their 
contributions to materials management7 are the crucial 
first steps in the EPR policy frameworks. 

o	 EPR systems could be developed in collaboration with 
the existing and potentially impacted partners and 
stakeholders— waste picker organisations, scrap dealers, 
aggregators, recyclers, and other relevant actors in the 
formal/informal supply chain, along with producers and 
government authorities.

-	 The IRS and waste picker organisations could be made 
aware of  and be given the chance to influence, develop, 
and approve official communications and publicity related 
to the EPR policy/frameworks/guidelines.

-	 EPR regulations8 could clearly outline how the IRS should 
be included in the implementation process, including the 
responsibilities of  different actors9. This can be based on 
a systematic research and mapping process including an 
enumeration of  the IRS.

-	 The regulatory framework could enable a just transition 
to the formal economy, ensuring equal opportunities for 
workers and entrepreneurs. 

o	 Key measures include:

▪	 the provision of  occupational identity cards, 

▪	 streamlined registration with reduced fees, 

▪	 opportunities for participation in tenders and 
bids, 

▪	 safeguarding of  existing service contracts, and 

▪	 the inclusion of  informal workers within EPR 
systems.

-	 It is imperative to implement robust resource efficiency 
policies that address the life cycle of  plastics.

o	 This approach not only supports environmental 
sustainability but also holds significant potential for 
creating jobs in recycling sectors, thereby delivering 
social, economic, and environmental benefits. 

-	 The policy could include explicit measures to protect 
and strengthen existing informal waste livelihoods and 
economies by investing in public infrastructure and 
capacity building, aimed at improving working conditions 
and boosting resource recovery.

-	 Regular public or social audits can be conducted to assess 
the integration of  IRS/waste pickers into EPR systems.
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(iii)	Capacity-building initiatives: training, access to 
protective equipment, and financial support.

-	 Capacity-building programs for waste pickers on EPR can 
be inclusive, participatory, and tailored to their specific needs 
and contexts, ensuring collaboration between government 
agencies, NGOs, and waste picker organisations.

-	 Key training areas include 

o	 leadership, 

o	 organisation-building, 

o	 collective bargaining, 

o	 solid waste management, 

o	 occupational health and safety, 

o	 policy compliance, and 

o	 digital tools10 for traceability and reporting.

-	 Capacity-building efforts could be designed and 
implemented in collaboration with IRS workers and their 
organisations to address local needs. 

-	 For financial sustainability11, tripartite agreements between 
local governments (over- sight, financial, technical and 
assets-related support), private sector and the IRS co-
operative/waste picker organisations are suggested, 
with effective compliance and monitoring mechanisms 
including annual audits to verify compliance with 
regulatory requirements and the obligations set out in the 
EPR scheme.

(iv)	Fair renumeration, living income, social and labour 
protection and sustainable livelihoods

-	 To ensure inclusion and protection of  IRS within the 
system, waste pickers and relevant actors can receive 
universal, rights-based social and labour protections, 
financed through contributions like EPR and product 
taxes. 

-	 Financial, material, and organisational transparency are 
essential for improving data collection and enabling 
inclusive, circular materials management systems.

-	 Waste picker organisations and those not formally 
employed can receive fair compensation for their work12. 
Fair remuneration could cover all operational costs, 
including collection, transportation, sorting, processing, 
infrastructure, legal fees, data management, and training, 
ensuring a sustainable and equitable system. 

-	 A robust pension system to be integrated into the social 

protection framework, ensuring financial security for 
informal workers, including waste pickers.

-	 Universal, free access to high-quality healthcare could be 
provided to all informal workers, with a focus on improving 
public hospitals to ensure readily accessible services.

(v)	 Metrics for success

-	 Transparency of  data, recycling rates, mapping 
participatory approaches and stakeholder involvement are 
crucial to understand the impact of  new and existing EPR 
systems over time. 

-	 A combination of  government mandates (mandatory 
segregation policy, landfill bans, taxable waste discard 
at landfills, national inclusion of  IRS in municipal waste 
management systems), industry/market-driven solutions 
(such as polymer tax, deposit-return policy, refill/reuse 
systems), and product design, need to work collaboratively 
to establish successful waste reduction and increase 
recycling policies.

-	 In the long term, it is crucial to monitor the on-ground 
impact of  EPR on reducing plastic waste and to assess 
how factors such as 

o	 regulations, 

o	 packaging design, 

o	 informal sector integration and readiness of  
opportunities to IRS, 

o	 occupational safety, 

o	 consumer behaviour, and 

o	 market structure 

influence the success of  EPR programs.

-	 Principles of  partnership and due credit must be developed 
collectively and adhered to between key stakeholders, 
including waste picker organisations, scrap dealers and 
other traders, producers, government, and other actors.  
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