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The Informal Sector’s current involvement in the Repair Economy

Repair is an essential aspect of  circular economy (CE) to extend 
the life of  products and materials. The informal repair economy 
(IRE) plays a crucial role in preserving material value, yet its 
contributions are often excluded from key business and policy 
discussions on the CE. This oversight is significant, considering 
that more than 61% of  the global workforce operates in the 
informal economy1. Among these workers, waste pickers are one 
of  the largest urban informal labour groups who form a core 
of  the local CE practices in cities. Current CE models remain 
largely centred on formally organised markets, leaving a major 
gap in how circular practices are envisioned and implemented 
for the informal recycling sector (IRS). 

Despite the favourable policies that have supported waste 
picker co-operatives and member-based organisations in several 
countries (India, Brazil, South Africa, Tanzania, Philippines, 
Nigeria, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Indonesia), large structural 
differences between these groups still exist. Examples include a 
lack of  leadership skills, availability of  space, infrastructure and 
equipment, internal governance2, levels of  formal support, and 
the ability to establish contracts with governments or private 
companies. 

These disparities affect their working conditions, productivity, 
and income3. The IRS market is highly dynamic and there are 
drastic fluctuations in prices, thus affecting stability in income 
and the livelihoods of  the workers4. Most do not have any social 
security as they do not have bank accounts and are forced to 
depend upon unpredictable cash flows. 

Many countries in Africa and the Asia-Pacific have a thriving 
repair economy. For instance, in Kenya, there is already an 
established market for repair and reuse in the informal sector, 
accounting for 83 per cent of  the total employment in the 
country. But there is very little data on where these workers exist 
in the invisible spaces of  repair and reuse5.  

An enabling environment for repair relies on factors such as 
access and the right to repair, a competitive market and the 
general mainstreaming of  repair among consumers. This can 
contribute to the creation of  jobs and building up of  skills in 
the labour force. Currently, value chains in multiple sectors, 
including plastics, are characterized by high consumption rates, 
short product lifecycles, and few repair options. This limits the 
involvement of  the IRS in grass-root level interventions. The low 
quality of  products leads to limited lifespans; this undermines 
the economic incentive for repairs, which end up being equally 
or more expensive than the purchase of  a new product. Other 
barriers to repair include the risk of  repair quality, the availability 

of  spare parts, and the higher costs of  repair for certain product 
categories6. 

One of  the most pressing challenges for the IRE is the scarcity 
of  replacement parts and raw materials. Manufacturers restrict 
access to components by designing products to be non-repairable 
or by limiting the availability of  spare parts to authorised service 
centers7. This hampers the ability of  informal repair workers to 
restore or refurbish products, particularly electronics and plastic 
items. The absence of  well-established reverse logistics systems, 
where broken items or used components can be reintegrated 
into the repair supply chain, further compounds this issue. 

As a result, the IRS is forced to rely on sourcing parts from 
discarded goods, leading to inefficiencies and lower-quality 
repairs. Also, tracking local innovations developed by IRS is 
often tricky due to their local nature, mostly catering to self-use 
or for their community members. Informal repair networks are 
not accounted-for in the mainstream economic survey because 
of  lack of  data8. The IRE also struggles with the absence 
of  affordable and accessible spaces for conducting repair 
activities. In many cities, repair workers operate from makeshift 
stalls, crowded street markets, or temporary kiosks without 
proper infrastructure or security. As urban spaces become 
increasingly privatized and commercial rents rise, it becomes 
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harder for informal workers to find permanent locations for 
their businesses. This lack of  stable working spaces reduces 
their visibility, limits customer trust, and restricts opportunities 
to expand their services. Additionally, public policies9 mostly 
favour large-scale retail over community-based repair activities, 
further marginalizing the informal sector. For example, the 
newly launched Right to Repair framework in India caters to 
consumer brands and electricals not involving the wider IRE.

Capacity building, along with reskilling or upskilling, is 
another challenging concern for the IRE. Waste pickers need 
training and investment to adapt to new material management 
systems, technologies (digital and mechanical), environmental 
compliance procedures, and occupational health and safety. But 
materials management systems should also be technologically 
appropriate, so that they do not push out actors who may not 
be able to adapt to such systems10. 

Waste pickers supporting the IRE remain among the most 
vulnerable and exploited stakeholders. They are often excluded 
from formal labour markets and marginalized due to the stigma 
associated with waste and poverty, lacking formal recognition 
and labour rights. This results in low incomes, hazardous 
working conditions, and economic exploitation, particularly 
within plastics value chains where business and human rights 
principles are rarely applied (IAWP, 2023). Women and children 
in the sector face especially harsh conditions, exacerbating 
their vulnerability. The limited gender-disaggregated data and 
evidence around the comparative challenges that women in the 
IRE face, means that their contribution in tackling this pollution, 
and the resulting impact on them, have not been yet adequately 
recognized.

Strategies for integrating the Informal Sector in the Repair Economy

(i)	 Legal recognition and entitlements for waste pickers in 
the Repair Economy

-	 Conduct analysis and modelling of  IRS and waste pickers’ 
activities to quantify their contribution to the repair 
economy, and plastic pollution prevention at national, sub-
national and local level.

-	 National plastic policies and regulatory frameworks11 can 
be developed with the meaningful participation of  the IRS 
and include clear goals, measurable targets, monitoring 
systems, and enforcement mechanisms. Policies12 to 
include detailed plans for research and mapping to identify 
all actors in materials management systems, assess their 
contributions, market share, and material impact, ensuring 
inclusion in policy planning and implementation.

-	 Cities can focus on formalising13 waste pickers as workers 
working in the resource recovery industry, providing them 
access to registration and social protection. Local municipal 
bylaws could be revised and updated in consultation with 
the IRS to formally recognise and include their critical 
role in repair activities, including the IRS being properly 
defined in the bylaws.

-	 Crucial to identify the IRS stakeholders in their operational 
area, list them, and create their material recovery14 and 
socio-economic profiles15.

-	 Periodically evaluate equity and opportunity distribution, 
providing data to guide and inform necessary policy 
amendments.
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(ii)	Access to training programs, tools, and technologies to 
improve repair practices

-	 Implement training and capacity-building programs 
for the IRS16 advocacy and membership organisations, 
enabling them to conduct scientific studies to quantify and 
characterise the informal repair sector’s activities. Consider 
recruiting ‘ambassadors’ to champion repair initiatives in 
their communities.

-	 Job retraining or skill-building programmes on circular 
models, in combination with social support programmes 
such as in healthcare, and child education can support adult 
career transitions and minimise periods of  vulnerability. 
Certification schemes can be developed to improve 
confidence in the quality of  repair that the IRS offers.

-	 Waste pickers are gaining access to mobile phones, mobile 
internet, and mobile money. Thus, capacity building 
initiatives could provide digital training to strengthen 
local plastic waste collection systems within informal 
waste networks by testing digital applications, such as 
blockchain and mobile waste tracking apps, to enhance 
data management, transparency, and collection rates. 

-	 Introduce and strengthen local reverse logistics systems 
that streamline the recovery of  components from e-waste 
and consumer goods. These systems can enable the 
redistribution of  usable parts to the repair ecosystem, 
reducing material shortages.

-	 The progress of  such initiatives needs to be regularly 
monitored or audited, either by the municipality or 
concerned authority, to mainstream informal workers into 
the repair economy.

(iii)	 Financial support and microcredit options for informal 
sector entrepreneurs

-	 Municipalities can collaborate with local waste picker 
organisations, cooperatives, or with local NGOs, CBOs 
or private partners, to upgrade waste pickers income 
prospects. This can be achieved by generating sanctions 
to ensure fair pricing from waste dealers, or by providing 
fair buy-back of  recyclables17 at the recovery centres, or 
by supporting fair co-operatives to set up direct contracts 
with waste dealers (as observed in the Pune (SWaCH     ) 
Model).

-	 Repair interventions could be mainstreamed, mandating 
governments and companies to allocate resources (both 
financial and technical), to back up the deployment of  
convenient, accessible, and widespread infrastructure that 
supports the CE including the IRS. 

-	 Microfinance institutions18 (MFIs), though small in scale, 
play a critical role in serving economically significant 
segments, including the IRS. While many households rely 
on loans from multiple MFIs, they often also resort to 
informal loans from finance companies and moneylenders 
due to the limitations of  MFI loans. Households would 
benefit from larger loan amounts and more flexible 
repayment terms to better meet their needs. 

(iv)	Establishing Accessible Return Points for Materials     

-	 Local governments (municipalities) could include repair 
zones in urban development plans, ensuring affordable 
rental spaces are available for repair businesses. Public 
facilities like libraries, schools, or community centres 
can be adapted to host pop-up repair events or offer co-
working spaces for repairers.

-	 Cities can establish  community repair centres  where 
informal workers can access shared tools, equipment, and 
space at minimal or no cost. These centres can function 
as multi-purpose facilities, offering both workspaces and 
workshops for skill development19.

-	 Establish city-run repair centres that can offer workshops 
on repair and upcycling techniques to teach residents repair 
skills. In addition to educational services, these facilities 
can integrate the IRS to repair unwanted items, such as 
clothing, electronics, and toys, and make them available 
to the community through donation or affordable resale. 
To maximize impact, it is essential for cities to collaborate 
with local businesses, ensuring that municipal services 
complement rather than compete with existing repair 
enterprises.

(v)	 Collaboration between governments, NGOs, and 
private companies to support the informal sector.

-	 Collaboration between governments, private companies, 
environmental and economic justice groups, workers’ 
organisations, and other relevant stakeholders is essential 
for creating circular repair ecosystems in cities2021. 

-	 Local, regional repair hubs can be set up where repairers 
can access reusable materials and spare parts. These hubs 
can collect components from discarded goods, such 
as electronics and appliances, and redistribute them to 
repair workers. Collaborations with recycling centres or 
manufacturers can ensure a steady supply of  reusable 
materials.

-	 Municipal support programmes can offer subsidies, 
grants, or tax exemptions to repair enterprises that 
promote sustainability and engage with the informal 
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sector. Municipalities can also organize repair fairs and 
markets, providing temporary public spaces for repairers 
to showcase their services and connect with customers.

-	 Clear roles and responsibilities can be outlined: 
governments to create inclusive and integrated frameworks, 
while private stakeholders and worker organisations could 
be encouraged to participate in social dialogue, contribute 
to policy development, and initiate their own efforts to 
mobilise the repair economy.
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traditional repairers from Bengaluru’s repair markets as well as hobbyists who 
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