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1. Introduction 

Sustainability and circular economy transitions have become priorities in the global 

political agenda within the last few decades. The promotion of such concepts is often 

posed to have two major benefits: economic potential and environmental conservation. 

Additionally, interest in secondary materials is rising, as virgin materials are costly and 

often require more energy for processing (Hoornweg & Bhada-Tata, 2012, p. 27). These 

new priorities have awoken the interests of inter-governmental organizations, sovereign 

states, and the private sector alike.  The concept of sustainable development is being 

represented by intergovernmental organizations, such as United Nations and the World 

Bank, as the ubiquitous ideal of development, though it has also been criticized for 

prioritizing the management of environmental conditions merely to sustain the 

longevity of capital accumulation (Castro, 2004). Due to this emphasis on sustainable 

production and interest in secondary material, solid waste management has also become 

an increasingly contested issue.  

 

In the Global North, one of the most controversial topics has been the transboundary, 

north-south flow of electronic waste for disassembly and reprocessing (see, for 

example, Lundgren, 2012).  While waste is being imported from abroad, the generation 

of waste has also increased inside countries of the Global South due to urbanization and 

economic development. In many cases, local infrastructure and waste management 

services cannot keep up with this growth, which has led to the increase of 

environmentally unsound practices, such as open dumping and open burning of waste. 

(Hoornweg & Bhada-Tata, 2012, p. 26). Even if cities manage to provide waste 

management services to some citizens, low-income areas and urban peripheries are 

often left to their own devices (Wilson et al., 2012).  

 

While recovery of secondary materials is increasingly awakening the interests of a 

variety of stakeholders globally, informal recycling, or waste picking, has been a major 

livelihood around the world for decades. There are no exact figures on how many 

people engage in waste picking to sustain themselves, but about one percent of the 

global population is estimated to earn their living in the informal waste sector (Kaza et 

al., 2018, p. 129). This research refers to the informal side of waste management as the 
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informal sector, but it is important to note that this is merely for terminological clarity, 

as this work also talks about the formal, the public and the private sector. Informality is 

not clearly defined, and formal and informal practices overlap and intertwine within 

waste management in the Global South, much like they do in other livelihoods, 

employment, housing, etcetera. Often people may work in both formal waste 

management and informal waste management. (e.g. Katusiimeh, 2013).  

 

The point of view in this work is that in addition to waste flows from the Global North 

to the Global South, a similar flow happens inside countries, regions, or even within the 

boundaries of a single city. Waste flows from capitalist spheres to non-capitalist 

spheres, and vice versa. However, as waste is being increasingly perceived as resource 

rather than a nuisance, the order of things may be about to change. In this research I 

scrutinize the way Kenyan waste management policies regard informal waste 

management as a livelihood, and the changes these policies may pose for the 

subsistence of the livelihood. I also interviewed a representative from a stakeholder 

organization to gain additional information on the topic.  

 

This thesis concentrates on how the livelihood of informal waste management is 

regarded in Kenyan state- and county-level waste management policies. This point of 

view is due to the significance of the state in reproducing informality, and the way 

states tend to prefer some ways of informality over others and reproduce inequality 

through these preferences (Banks et al., 2019). The role of the state in reproducing 

informality is considered through a critical policy analysis approach developed by Carol 

Bacchi (2009), which seeks to uncover how knowledge, subjects and objects are 

produced by those in power. The approach is used to scrutinize how political or societal 

issues are constructed as problems through policy, and how these problematizations can 

be taken apart.  Waste is conceptualized in this thesis as a form of commons, which due 

to the rising interest in secondary materials is gaining interest from a variety of actors. 

Through the theoretical framework of materialist and critical geography I also aim to 

explore this conflict of interest in the scrutinized policies. 

 

The rationale for this thesis is the causal loop of economic growth and urbanization 

leading to increased solid waste generation, which in turn leads to the increased 

viability of waste work as a livelihood, which is mostly undertaken by people who are 



3 

 

otherwise largely excluded from the benefits of the economic growth and have to 

undertake the work to sustain themselves. While they are engaged in the work out of 

poverty or lack of other employment opportunities, their contribution is significant in 

the absence of formal recycling chains. Simultaneously, their livelihood is often 

stigmatized both by the public and by the state, and increasingly under siege by more 

powerful stakeholders interested in the form of urban commons they are managing.  

 

1.1 Research questions 

This research seeks to answer to following questions: 

1. How do Kenyan government policies construct informal waste management as a 

political problem?  

2. What is the significance of the political problematization of informality for 

livelihoods in informal waste management? 

 

The data used in this thesis consists of two national waste management policy 

documents, and three county-level documents that concern the counties with the largest 

cities in Kenya: Nairobi, Kisumu and Mombasa. Additional data was retrieved from 

three of the major newspapers in the country, The Standard, The Nation and the Star, to 

determine the level of public discourse on the informal sector and whether it differed 

from the policy documents. One key informant interview was conducted for this 

research as well.  

 

I analyzed the data using the What’s the Problem Represented to Be? -approach to 

critical policy analysis devised by Carol Bacchi (2009), which relies on Foucaldian 

poststructuralist thinking of policy and power. The WPR approach views power as 

productive, and concentrates on how practices and relations of power produce subjects, 

objects and places (Bacchi & Goodwin, 2016, s. 29). These practices of power become 

explicit through policy analysis. The WPR-approach is designed to uncover how we are 

governed through problematizations. Through this methodology I explore how Kenyan 

waste management policies problematize the livelihood of informal waste management 

and how that may reproduce marginalization, stigmatization, or accumulation by 

dispossession. Due to basis of this thesis in critical theory, and the small amount of 

research material, the central aim of this thesis is to question the dominant knowledge 
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created through governance, and to create alternative insights into informality, rather 

than to uncover wider social or political patterns. 

 

The point of view into capitalism and primitive accumulation in the research is included 

due to the simultaneously local and global nature of the sector of waste management, as 

the generation of waste grows along with economic growth and the sector is susceptible 

to market interventions and international price fluctuations, while people involved in the 

sector are usually marginalized due to the stigma of their work. 

 

In the following sections I will first introduce the theoretical framework of this thesis, 

including the scholarship of critical geography and a few different conceptualizations of 

informality. After that the thesis will delve into the conceptual background of 

informality and informal waste work in the Global South. In the methodology chapter I 

will take a closer look at the WPR-approach and its theoretical background, and how the 

approach is utilized in this thesis. After that I will introduce my results, namely the way 

in which informal waste management is positioned, or problematized, in Kenyan policy 

documents and the media. The thesis ends with discussion on the significance of this 

research and the limitations of the research.  

 

1.2 Geographical context: Kenya 

The rationale for studying Kenya for this research stems from its position as the 

economic powerhouse of East Africa. Kenya is a lower middle-income country, and one 

of the fastest growing economies in Sub-Saharan Africa, with the growth rate of 5.7 

percent during the period 2015-2019 (World Bank, 2021). In terms of sustainability, 

some recent developments include the countrywide ban on polythene plastic bags in 

2017.  

 

Kenya is almost bisected by the Equator, being situated approximately between 

latitudes 50N and 50S and longitudes 34E and 42E (CIA World Factbook, 2021). It is 

bordered by Ethiopia and South Sudan to the north, Uganda to the west, Somalia to the 

east Tanzania to the south and the Indian Ocean to the south-east.  
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The population of Kenya is approximately 54,7 million people in 2021 (CIA World 

Factbook, 2021). Kenya’s population is growing rapidly, with population growth at 2.2 

percent per year. 28 percent of the population lives in urban areas, with the rate of urban 

population growing at 4.23 percent per year. Kenya is urbanizing rapidly, but it can be 

classified as an under-urbanized country when compared with other Sub-Saharan 

countries (Babijes, 2016). The largest urban areas in the country are Nairobi with the 

population of 4,725 million people, Mombasa with 1,296 million people and Kisumu 

with 610,000 people. (CIA World Factbook, 2021).  

 

While Kenyan urban population is growing rapidly, particularly the formal sector in 

Kenya is unequipped to absorb the growing labor force, with nine out of ten workers 

working in the informal economy (KIPPRA, 2020, p. 209). Likewise, the working age 

population grows at the rate of 800,000 people per year, while the economy creates only 

50,000 formal modern sector wage jobs annually (Babijes, 2016, p. 28), which leads to 

most people finding employment in the informal economy. The significance of the 

informal sector is gradually being recognized, with the report by KIPPRA describing it 

as “huge and dynamic, yet poorly understood and supported” (KIPPRA, 2020, p. 209). 
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2. Theoretical framework 

In this chapter I will introduce the theoretical framework of this work. This thesis’s 

theoretical basis is in critical geography, and particularly in its variant of Marxist 

geography, or historical-geographical materialism (Harvey, 2003/2005), which 

highlights the materiality of social relations. Critical geography encompasses various 

strains of critical theory -based geographies, but its various applications have their 

common basis in revealing socio-spatial processes that reproduce inequalities between 

places and people (Bartley et al., 2005, p. 62). According to Blomley (2006), its 

commitments are to activism and to self-conscious reflexivity simultaneously, the latter 

referring to the researcher acknowledging their position in the production of dominant 

knowledge (also Bartley et al., 2005, p. 63). Critical geography has been criticized for 

its lack of distinctive theoretical framework (Bartley et al., 2005, p. 62). As a solution to 

this, Blomley (2006) has called for thorough appraisal of its applications in defining 

how they are both critical and geographical in their approach. Marxist geography aims 

to examine and question the social structures that underlie geographical and spatial 

relations and resource use (Peet, 1985, pp. 6, 10). 

 

The thesis scrutinizes waste management policies in Kenya through this critical 

framework, and seeks to question notions of privatization as the go-to solution for more 

environmentally sound waste management. Waste is conceptualized in this research as a 

resource, or a form of urban commons. The basis of this point of view is also to 

question the notion of sustainable development, as most waste management policies are 

based on the concept. The concept of sustainable development views the market as a 

solution to both poverty and environmental degradation (Castro, 2004), and this notion 

and its relationship with informality is explored in this thesis through post-structural 

policy analysis.  

 

2.1 Conceptualizations of informality 

Informality is often seen in a largely dichotomous way, either as a problematic and 

unregulated reality for the most marginalized and disadvantaged groups, or as a 

manifestation of resilience of the people excluded from economic or political spheres of 

existence (Bhattacharya, 2007; Roy, 2011). Neoliberalist economics, and most notably 

the economist Hernando de Soto, see informality as the result of rigid regulatory 
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environments, and enhancing free market conditions as the solution to informality (De 

Soto, 1989).  

 

Informality is perceived as something inherent to urban poverty in developing countries, 

but actually it dissects all layers of everyday life in the Global South, as the majority of 

the population work and live in settings that are on the spectrum of informality (Roy, 

2011). According to Feige (1990), informal economy consists of all economic actions 

that bypass regulatory costs and are excluded from the protection of legislation and 

administrative rules. In many countries of the Global South, most property 

relationships, labor contracts and financial credit systems fall into the sphere of the 

informal economy (Feige, 1990). The concept of the informal sector or the informal 

economy in itself has been criticized for being coined from the point of view of 

countries of the Global North with rigid regulatory environments, as some level of 

informality, such as oral contracts or non-compliance with state regulation, is often 

commonplace even in formal constraints of the economy in many developing countries 

(Bhattacharya, 2007).  

 

In general, the informal sector has become the source of income for the majority of 

urban population in the Global South due to increased urbanization and the lack of 

growth in the formal manufacturing sector, which occurred in the early stages of urban 

population growth in North America and Europe (Potts, 2008). Teddy Cruz 

conceptualizes the informal as the consequence of institutional alienation and poverty, 

and simultaneously as a set of everyday practices that enable communities to negotiate 

the time, space and resources available in conditions of emergency (Cruz, 2015, p. 324). 

In Cruz’s view, the informal allows the transgression of imposed political boundaries 

and top-down economic models in search of alternatives (2015, p. 325). However, it is 

important to note that informality is not restricted to the urban poor, but rather it 

penetrates all layers of society. According to Banks et al. (2019), the lack of 

enforcement of rules or urban informality in general is often something that local elites 

use to their advantage, participating in the reproduction of urban informality. The ways 

in which different layers of society participate in urban informality are defined in 

relationship with the state, as often different practices of informality are supported, 

prohibited or overlooked by the state (Banks et al., 2019). 
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While de Soto (1989) sees neoliberalist deregulation as a solution to informality, J.K. 

Gibson-Graham (2002) sees the global neoliberalist hegemony of development as a 

global projection of local realities in a few countries. In her view, it is based on the 

historical experience of capitalist industrialization in a few regions of the world, but has 

become a global prescription for economic and social intervention, reinforced by 

national and international agendas. Likewise, in Gibson-Graham view, neoliberalism 

and its approach of economic deregulation is based on its perceived success in a number 

of localities, and it only represents a particular understanding of the economy, 

particularly the hegemony of capitalist market practices. In its wake, Gibson-Graham 

suggests, this global hegemony destroys economic practices that are perceived as 

traditional, invisible, nonmarket or noncapitalist. Sometimes the perceptions of 

informality as inefficiency or as a transitional phase is backed by the globally 

mainstream ideal of sustainable development, which has been criticized for its bias 

towards the market in the allocation of resources and the environment to first and 

foremost enable the longevity of capitalism, instead of deeper environmental or social 

considerations (Castro, 2004). However, while informality is often perceived to exist 

outside the capitalist sphere, in effect the informal sector is an integral part of global 

commodity chains and accumulation in the capitalist economy (Bhattacharya, 2007). 

One such manifestation of these linkages is the persistence of waste picking as a 

livelihood in the cities of the Global South.  

 

Due to the complexity of informality and its linkages with the capitalist sphere, this 

thesis utilizes the concept of accumulation by dispossession to discuss informality and 

the interest in privatization of waste management in the Global South. The concept of 

accumulation by dispossession has been derived by critical geographer David Harvey 

(2003/2005) from the concept of primitive accumulation, originally conceptualized by 

Karl Marx. Marx understood primitive accumulation as the transformation of 

producers or the self-employed into wage laborers through the privatization of the 

means of production, which leads to the exploitation of wage laborers, who have no 

other means to sustain themselves (Marx, 1867/1971).  

  

Marx’s (1867/1971) theories center on how capitalism turned an independent worker 

into a wage-laborer (proletarianization), expanding the working class and concentrating 

economic power into the hands of few, and how these wage-laborers were exploited by 
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the owners of the means of production to produce surplus value for them, which in turn 

was used to expand and maintain the system of capital through repetitive cycles of 

primitive accumulation. Marx discussed the concept in historic terms as the initial 

stages of capitalism, but many present-day theories concerning capitalism view 

primitive accumulation as an on-going process. In David Harvey’s (2003/2005, p. 144) 

view, using the terms primitive or original accumulation to describe a process that is 

permanently ongoing seems false, and therefore he coined the concept accumulation by 

dispossession to describe the present-day process of primitive accumulation. 

 

Harvey notes that as Marx’s concept of primitive accumulation was more of an over-

arching theory than a detailed exploration, there are gaps that need to be filled to truly 

understand the process. For example, in Harvey’s view proletarianization entails the 

appropriation or in some cases, the oppression, of precapitalist skills, social networks, 

habits and beliefs. Likewise, household, family and authority structures also come into 

play in the process of primitive accumulation (Harvey, 2005, p. 146). In Harvey’s 

(2005, pp. 145, 157-158) view, accumulation by dispossession happens largely through 

policy interventions, seeing the role of the state as crucial in the reproduction of 

capitalism. Policy interventions that create accumulation by dispossession include, in 

Harvey’s view, privatization of land, the suppression of rights to commons, and 

relaxation of labor and environmental legislation to accommodate market interests 

(Harvey, 2005, p. 145). In its essence, accumulation by dispossession releases assets, 

whether that is surplus value or newly idle labor power, at a very low cost (Harvey, 

2005, pp. 148-150). In accordance with Harvey’s views on accumulation by 

dispossession, it is first and foremost reproduced by the state (Harvey, 2005, p. 91). 

Samson explores this dynamic in her article (2009), describing how a municipality in 

South Africa expands the private sphere through appropriating a landfill by granting a 

private company exclusive rights to it through a public-private partnership. This is an 

example of how, in accordance with Harvey’s thoughts, present day primitive 

accumulation is reproduced through governing and policy.  

 

Indian political economist Kalyan Sanyal (2007) also sees primitive accumulation as an 

ongoing process, though he has also developed a reconceptualization for it, specifically 

in the context of capitalism in the Global South. While in Marx’s conceptualization 

primitive accumulation created a reserve army of labour to be exploited by capitalism, 
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in Sanyal’s (2007, pp. 64-65) view the surplus population appropriated of their 

resources is permanently excluded from the capitalist sphere, as there exists no 

possibility of wage labour for them. However, in Sanyal’s view, the existence and the 

reproduction of the  political and ideological conditions of capital, including increased 

discourse on democracy and human rights, require that this population is accounted for 

through redirecting a part of the surplus produced in the capitalist sector, from being 

transformed into new capital, to the surplus population to maintain the existence of 

noncapitalist production. He sees this surplus population to exist in a need economy, 

which is continuously eroded by the predatory expansion of the capitalist system, but 

simultaneously recreated by development interventions, the promotion of self-

employment and local institutions that facilitate the need economy (Sanyal, 2007, p. 

220). The difference between the thoughts of Gibson-Graham and Harvey in relation to 

Sanyal is that while the former two see the global hegemony and accumulation by 

dispossession as a force that destroys noncapitalist spheres and practices, in Sanyal’s 

(2007, pp. 219-220) view there is a reverse dynamic in the way that capitalism 

maintains exclusion from it through developmentalist interventions such as micro-loans 

and, indeed, the narrative of informality as resilience. 

 

While the previous conceptualizations mostly concentrate on how informality and the 

accumulation economy are perceived to interact and coexist, Inverardi-Ferri (2018) 

takes this relationship further by describing how the work of traditional recyclers in 

China was redefined as “informal” to dispossess them of their livelihood. In Inverardi-

Ferri’s view (2018), this is how the narrative of informality is also used to foster 

dispossession of livelihoods that do not fit into the dominant model of development. 

Similarly according to Benjaminsen (2015), the narrative of linkages between 

marginalization and environmental degradation is sometimes used in policy to justify 

the enclosure of natural resources, although studies have shown that the two do not 

necessarily correlate with each other. 

 

2.2 Waste as urban commons 

As processes of accumulation by dispossession include the appropriation of resources, 

waste in urban areas is conceptualized in this work as a form of urban commons, a 

resource that has been governed by the community of users, rather than the state or the 
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market. Common resources in urban settings have been conceptualized by David 

Harvey (2013, p. 73) as being defined through social practices and institutional 

arrangements. Urban commons are also contradictory in nature, as there is a constant 

struggle for access to them and for enclosure of them (Harvey, 2013, p. 71). In some 

cases, the urban informal labor force in general has been conceptualized as the urban 

proletariat, as they are excluded from the formal labor markets and have to create urban 

commons to sustain themselves, though these urban commons are simultaneously and 

continuously enclosed by market forces, or the state (Gillespie, 2015).  Within this 

conceptualization, it is important to note that while waste in many places has in essence 

been a form of commons due to the free access to it, many states do not view it as a 

form of commons, but rather as public property.  

 

As interest in waste management has recently been mounting globally due to growing 

interest in technical waste management solutions and recyclable materials, competition 

for waste management has been increasing, and cities around the world are privatizing 

waste management and dispossessing waste pickers of their livelihoods (Fernandez, 

2020, p. 181; Samson, 2009).  In her article (2020), Fernandez demonstrates that 

accumulation by dispossession in waste management is simultaneously a historical 

process in Paris in the 19th century, and in present-day Montevideo, Uruguay, where 

waste pickers have been driven to the urban periphery through exclusionary waste 

management policies.  

 

According to Cavé (2020), as most cities in the Global South have not organized formal 

recycling systems, but simultaneously private companies are showing interest in 

recyclables as a form of extracting cheap raw materials (urban mining), it is of 

increasing importance to conceptualize waste as urban commons. This view is seconded 

by waste picker advocacy groups, as the policy-level conceptualization of waste as a 

common-pool resource would secure livelihoods in the sector (Dias, 2016). While 

conceptualizing waste as urban commons could be a solution to securing livelihoods, 

Cavé (2020) suggests that use rights to waste flows may be a preferable option to 

ownership, as it would enable increased environmental accountability in waste 

management. An additional point of view into the notion of waste as urban commons is 

provided by Samson (2020a), who views waste pickers’ work as the creation of a new 

commodity frontier, which is now being seized by the state and by capital. 
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Reconceptualizing waste as a form of urban commons is helpful in re-imagining waste 

management beyond the division of private sector and municipality service provision 

(Cavé, 2020, p. 189). One example of the conflict of interest and of attempts at 

enclosure is described by Fahmi and Sutton (2010) in their article concerning the 

Zabbaleen community in Cairo and its contestation of waste management in the wake of 

increasing interest from the private sector and stigmatization by city authorities and 

citizens alike. This led to relocation of the community to the outskirts of Cairo, which 

hindered their work greatly. In Cairo, privatization of waste management only led to 

decreased recycling rates compared to the work done by the Zabbaleen (Fahmi & 

Sutton, 2010).  

 

In addition to waste being a form of urban commons under contestation, Dias (2016) 

notes that public space in the Global South is also becoming increasingly enclosed for 

high-end commercial activities. Informal activities such as street vending and waste 

picking are often banned (Dias, 2016). Additionally, waste management facilities 

require space, but informal waste management is not considered in zoning or land-use 

planning, as it does not fall under the conceptual frame of modern waste management, 

despite the benefits it provides to cities (Dias, 2016). In essence, in some cases both the 

appropriation of public space and of waste management erode the livelihoods of waste 

pickers, as forbidding informal waste work in urban areas may drive waste pickers to 

urban peripheries, which may significantly hamper their activities (e.g. Fahmi & Sutton, 

2010). Though this research does not consider urban planning or zoning from the 

perspective of informal waste work, it is important to note that urban planning and 

related spatial arrangements may also be used to obstruct informal activities.  
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3. Background 

This chapter will introduce the conceptual background of informal waste management 

in the global context and in Sub-Saharan Africa, waste management in Kenya, and 

current scientific discourse on formalization or integration of informal waste 

management into the formal system of waste management. As waste picking has been 

researched relatively little in Kenya, and as it is a global phenomenon, the geographical 

scope of the research introduced in this chapter is wide. Additionally, understanding the 

global political and social underpinnings of waste picking is important for 

understanding the livelihood in both local and global contexts. 

 

3.1 Informality in Sub-Saharan Africa 

One of the first scholars to research the informal economy in Sub-Saharan Africa is 

often cited as Keith Hart. He coined the term “informal economy”, and studied informal 

economic activities in the early stages of urbanization in Accra, Ghana in the 1970’s. In 

his article, Hart reflected on the way the direct transfer of Western categorizations for 

understanding the economic and social structures of African cities harms 

African policy-making and the application of economic theory, as in his opinion the 

informal economy, the workers in it and their motivations, are wholly different in the 

West (Hart, 1973). Hart found that, just like in present day Global South, informal 

economic activities encompassed a variety of different activities, both in terms of 

occupation and size of the enterprise. He also reflected on how rural-to-urban migration 

was expanding the informal sector, and whether government-led policy interventions to 

boost urbanization were leading to a political catastrophe due to idle population in the 

cities (Hart, 1973).  

 

Nowadays, the informal economy is the main source of income for the majority of 

people in the urban areas of Sub-Saharan Africa (Sparks, 2010). There have been state 

interventions to disrupt informal income opportunities, as they are often viewed as 

unsustainable coping strategies or sinister activities, though simultaneously many 

governments have not been able to create alternative opportunities through labor policy 

(Potts, 2008). In 2016, it was estimated that 77 percent of non-agricultural employment 

in Sub-Saharan Africa was informal, while 98 percent of agricultural employment was 



14 

 

informal (United Nations, 2020, p. 41). In Kenya, 14.9 million people work in the 

informal sector, while 2.8 million people work in the formal sector. (KIPPRA, 2020, p. 

54).  

 

Though this thesis and the policies scrutinized in it present a divide between three 

sectors, namely public sector, private sector, and the informal sector, it is important to 

note that within the context of Kenya, for example, 95 percent of private sector firms 

are informal (KIPPRA, 2020, p. 208). Indeed, some waste pickers may form informal 

micro-enterprises, which can in turn be described as private sector waste management 

services, and waste picking in general can be categorized as private, in contrast with 

public (Scheinberg et al., 2010, p. 5). However, this thesis concerns informal waste 

management services that have not been contracted by the state, as private sector 

services often are. The lines between different groups are hazy, but as Kenyan policy-

makers refer to the private sector (which they wish to engage in waste management) and 

the informal sector (which they wish to integrate into formal service provision) as 

separate, specific entities, so does this research.  

 

3.2 Informal waste management 

The amount of waste per capita is rising globally. Historically, the amount of waste 

generated per capita has increased along with urbanization, GDP growth and the 

improvement of living standards. The generation of waste is expected to grow the most 

in low and middle-income countries (Kaza et al., 2018).  

 

Waste management is expensive, and it can be the largest section of budgeted 

expenses for a local administration in a low-income country, amounting to an average of 

nearly 20 percent of the budget on average, and over 10 percent in middle-income 

countries (Kaza et al., 2018). In Sub-Saharan Africa, population growth and economic 

progress is set to triple the amount of waste generated by 2050 (Kaza et al., 2018, p. 4). 

In lower-middle-income countries the average collection rate of waste is 51 percent, and 

in low-income countries the average rate is 39 percent. Waste left uncollected is openly 

dumped, burned or in some cases composted. Collection rates are typically higher in 

urban areas, with the collection rate in Nairobi standing currently at 50 percent (Kaza et 

al, 2018, p. 80).  
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In the absence of formal service provision, informal waste management has developed 

into a major livelihood, especially in the cities of the Global South. There is a plurality 

of terms used to refer to people who work in informal waste management, such as 

scavengers, reclaimers and waste pickers. Their work is sometimes divided into waste 

management services and waste valorization (Scheinberg et al., 2010, p. 4). Services 

include collection, transportation and disposal, while valorization refers to recovery and 

processing of waste, which eventually leads to sale or making other use of the recovered 

materials (Scheinberg et al., 2010, p. 4). Waste pickers’ activities are not organized, 

financed, taxed or supervised by formal authorities (Scheinberg et al., 2010, p. 4).  The 

realities they face are very different around the world, as they are supported by the 

government and organized in some countries (e.g. Brazil) and stigmatized and harassed 

by authorities and the public in others (e.g. India) (Luiz da Silva et al. 2019).  

 

It is estimated that 15 to 56 million people worldwide work in the sector of informal 

waste management (Linzner & Lange, 2013), approximately one percent of the urban 

population globally (Kaza et al., 2018, p. 129). The figures are inexact, as there is little 

numerical data on waste pickers on global and local levels due to the informal and 

fluctuating nature of the work. Most waste management in the Global South is 

construed informally, namely in that there is a service that needs to be provided and 

people start performing it to earn an income. Informal waste recyclers collect waste on 

the street, from industrial locations, private households, commercial enterprises, dumps 

and landfills (Scheinberg, 2012, p. 2). The informal systems built by them are usually 

extremely intricate, and often perform better and are more suited for local conditions 

than formal services. Informal waste management may sometimes be a relatively 

lucrative business, and the income is at times higher than what is paid to municipal or 

private waste management workers (Katusiimeh et al., 2013). However, waste pickers 

often face strong social stigma and are harassed by the authorities (Oguntoyinbo, 2012; 

Simatele, 2017). Due to the stigma and the adverse health effects of the work, it is often 

done by people in vulnerable demographics, such as women, children, or the disabled 

(Kaza, 2018, p. 115).  

 

The adverse health effects of waste work cannot be undermined, as the work is usually 

done without any protective gear. Health effects of the work include respiratory illness, 
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chronic back ache, eye infections, diarrhea, skin diseases and jaundice, though it is 

difficult to distinguish between the effects of living and working conditions, as waste 

pickers usually live in informal settlements with lacking or nonexistent infrastructure 

and sanitation (Wilson et al., 2006). The work also carries health risks for the 

surrounding communities when manual sorting or open burning of waste is done within 

the community (Wilson et al., 2006). 

 

While waste pickers’ work is local at its core, they are a major player in the global 

market of recyclables, and their income is dependent on fluctuations of the global 

economy (Millar, 2012; Kaza et al., 2018, p. 130). The degree to which different 

materials are recycled depends on, among other things, local and global markets, 

income levels, the price of virgin materials and the financial and regulatory environment 

within governments (Wilson et al., 2006). Though this research will only concentrate on 

solid waste management in Kenya, waste management in general involves complex, 

global value chains, especially the management of electronic waste. These complex 

chains also involve formal and informal actors of different scales. While these value 

chains create opportunities, they may also create and enforce vulnerabilities through 

international commodity chains. Some researchers view this as a result globalization, in 

the form of liberalization of economic policies (Grant & Oteng-Ababio, 2012; Millar, 

2012). The topic is complex, as it creates livelihoods that can sometimes be extremely 

lucrative compared to other options, but often at a high cost for individual health and 

the environment. Nevertheless, the work of informal waste pickers is crucial in the 

Global South, and they are also often actively involved in improving the sector of waste 

management and can also significantly contribute to the protection of the environment 

(Simatele et al., 2017).  

 

Despite the perceived dichotomy of the formal and the informal sector, the lines 

between the two get blurry, as individual waste pickers often operate with private 

customers, as well as municipal actors and recycling firms (Gidwani, 2015; Katusiimeh, 

2013; Gutberlet et al 2017; Simatele et al., 2017). Due to the intricate relationship 

between the public, private and the informal, waste management is actually often a 

system of formal and informal layers of service provision. In this context, informal 

waste management is defined as practices that occur within both governmental and non-

governmental waste management systems and are governed by informal governance 
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systems, which often also involve local authorities (Guibrunet, 2019). Due to this 

complex relationship it is important to note that policies often simplify these 

complicated layers of waste management, and therefore do not describe the exact 

reality. For the sake of clarity, this thesis also employs the simplified binaries of 

informal/formal and public/private, and combinations of these. 

 

3.3 Formalizing informal waste management and waste pickers organizations 

Research suggests that an increased level of organization within informal waste 

management both makes the individuals engaged in it less vulnerable to exploitation 

from middlemen and increases their capability to extract value from the material they 

collect (Wilson et al., 2006). One of the foregrounds of waste picker inclusion globally 

is Brazil, where waste pickers have organized to increase their political impact, which 

has led to improved working conditions and a better societal standing (Fergutz et al., 

2011). Waste pickers are pursuing different strategies across the globe for recognition 

and inclusion, and in line with these different strategies they are forming cooperatives, 

community-based organizations (CBO’s) or microenterprises (Dias, 2016, p. 5). 

According to Dias, variations in the model of organization is explained by local 

historical and political factors across the world. According to the World Bank report by 

Gaza et al., (2018, p. 132), waste pickers who are members of co-operatives report 

higher standards of living and better self-esteem and self-reliance, than waste pickers 

working individually.  

 

The modernization of waste management can affect the informal sector in a number of 

ways. Modernization is often perceived to entail at least partial privatization, which may 

divest waste pickers of their livelihood, as their activities may lead to loss of revenue 

for private companies operating in the same areas (Scheinberg et al., 2010, p. 17; Cavé, 

2014). Likewise, the growing interest of municipalities in the revenue to be gained from 

valorization of waste may lead to the public sector competing with the private or the 

informal sector. Sometimes the situation is resolved by forbidding waste picking or 

implicit approval of police harassment of waste pickers (Scheinberg et al., 2010, p. 17). 

According to Luthra (2020), waste management policies are often guided by studies that 

compare public and private sector efficiency in the developed world, even though 

informal sector efficiency should be considered in locations where it is a significant 
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player. When talking about cost and efficiency in the case of informality, it is important 

to note that the informal sector is cost-efficient precisely because it is informal, and 

therefore unpaid labor for municipalities, even though informality usually entails the 

loss of tax revenue (Luthra, 2020). While considering the layered nature of waste 

management, it is also important to note that treating non-recyclable or non-valuable 

waste inevitably ends up being the responsibility of public authorities, and that capital is 

often the prerequisite for the revalorization of some waste due to technical 

requirements. (Cavé, 2014). Countries of the Global South are at different stages of 

pursuing the modernization of solid waste management, partly due to environmental 

constraints, urbanization and internal policy pressures, and partly due to external, 

globalized standards set by intergovernmental organizations, such as the United Nations 

Sustainable Development Goals (Scheinberg, 2012, p. 2). 

 

The rationale behind integration of waste pickers into municipal waste management is 

that it would provide them with better job security and make their work more 

environmentally and economically efficient. It could also protect them from the 

fluctuations of the global market for recyclables (Cavé, 2014). In Cavé’s view, it might 

also protect them from circular economy -based industrial strategies and being exploited 

through urban mining. Luthra (2020) suggests that merely the recognition of waste 

pickers as legitimate service providers by municipalities could protect them from being 

displaced or exploited by market forces. 

 

Melanie Samson (2020b) has singled out four different categories of waste picker 

integration. Samson’s four categories are waste picker integration as charity, waste 

picker integration as participation, integration as a multifaceted process and 

integration as social transformation. The first conceptualization is in line with 

traditional developmentalist thinking in seeing integration as a way to help waste 

pickers as a marginal group, while not seeing them as active agents or partners. This 

conceptualization perceives integration as integration of the waste pickers’ labor, but 

not of their networks or knowledge. Likewise, integration as participation also sees 

integration as a way to improve livelihoods, but waste pickers are included in 

policymaking to plan the transition, though this inclusion may be either tokenism or 

actual participation. In the conceptualization, waste picker organization is often 

supported, and local context may be taken into consideration. The third 
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conceptualization, integration as a multifaceted process perceives integration as a 

multifaceted process that requires social, legal, cultural and political interventions to 

transform the position of waste pickers in society. This conceptualization places 

emphasis on removing the stigma included in waste picking to transform their societal 

position. Samson’s fourth conceptualization perceives integration as a part of a larger 

political struggle for social justice and as a grassroots movement to change the current 

system of oppression and exclusion.  

 

As Samson (2020b) notes, waste pickers have created a system of recycling in post-

colonial cities around the world, while municipalities have treated waste mainly as a 

nuisance.  They have recognized the value of waste as urban commons, but now the 

private sector and municipalities are looking to enclose this form of urban commons in 

a process of primitive accumulation. In Samson’s view, integration threatens to devalue 

the work and the knowledge of local conditions and material recovery waste pickers 

have, and the independent labor conditions waste pickers have created for themselves. 

In this vein of thought, Samson views integration in her first three conceptualizations as 

dispossession, as all three fail to fully recognize the significance of the work and the 

system that waste pickers have created, and the deeper political and economic value of 

the role they have. Full inclusion of waste pickers in policy-making is also brought up 

by Dias (2016), who views the drafting of a legal framework, that recognizes access to 

waste, as a prerequisite for formalization or inclusion. The views Samson (2020b) has 

on how integration sometimes consolidates existing power relations and marginalization 

echo the thoughts of both David Harvey (2003/2005) and Kalyan Sanyal (2007) on 

primitive accumulation or accumulation by dispossession, and how global and local 

power relations reproduce marginalization and the need economy. However, it must 

also be noted that Samson argues in her previous work (2015) that Sanyal uses 

simplified dichotomies that do not correctly describe the fickle nature and the overlap of 

both the need economy and the accumulation economy in informal waste work. 

 

Samson (2020a, 2020b) notes that integration could actually be viewed as the 

integration of municipal services and the industry into informal waste management, as it 

predates the former two. This would mean building on the existing knowledge and 

system waste pickers have created, and challenge prevailing notions of who has 

expertise and whose ideas are worth implementing (Samson, 2020b). This critical point 
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of view of whose knowledge is reproduced is also important in the context of the 

poststructuralist point of view of this thesis, as this research views policies and the 

media as dominant knowledge produced from positions of power.  

 

Simatele et al. (2017) recognizes that while waste pickers are a significant contributor to 

cleaner cities and to circular economy transitions, they are ignored by policymakers 

partly due to the stigma of their work. Proper support through training, protective 

equipment and improved waste management infrastructure could be key in a cultural 

transformation towards a more accepting response from the public and authorities 

(Simatele et al, 2017). A working paper by the organization Women in Informal 

Employment Globalizing and Organizing (WIEGO) also recognizes that informal 

workers’ organizations need to be included in policy-making, and that policy-makers 

need to recognize the impact of policies on informal livelihoods, and they need to be 

drafted and implemented accordingly (Chen, 2012).  Likewise, WIEGO is calling for a 

new economic paradigm, that recognizes the complexity of informality as a part of 

society, and of its different scales of action. One example of this recognition according 

to the paper would be allowing waste pickers to bid for waste management contracts 

alongside larger companies.  

 

While integration of waste pickers is a common policy theme around the world, 

Scheinberg et al. (2010, pp. 104-105) found in their comparison of waste management 

in six cities of the Global South, that factually integration did not mean the absorption 

of the informal sector by setting waste pickers up with regular jobs, as municipalities 

did not want to be responsible for waste pickers, partly due to the stigma attached to 

them. According to Scheinberg et al., in these cases integration actually meant setting 

up co-operatives or NGO’s to finance and organize the work of waste pickers. As for 

cooperation between the private sector and the informal sector, it may in some cases 

affect both the waste pickers’ wages and working conditions negatively, leading to 

exploitation (Samson, 2015).  

 

3.4 Waste management in Kenya 

There are no exact figures on waste generation in Kenya, but it has been estimated that 

in 2009, the country generated 22,000 tonnes of solid waste per day, amounting to eight 

million tons per year (SWMP, 2021). Municipal waste is often dumped unsorted, which 
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puts a strain on the environment and pollutes land, air and water resources (SWMP, 

2021). The state of solid waste management in Kenya is also regarded as poor in the 

Solid Waste Management Strategy (2015, p. 19). The strategy names urbanization and 

economic growth in urban areas as the reasons behind increased waste generation and 

poor waste management. Inadequate management of solid waste leads to numerous 

environmental issues. In Nairobi, issues recognized to be caused by inadequate waste 

management are air pollution from burning of waste, river pollution from dumping near 

water sources or on riverbanks, degradation of landscapes due to illegal dumping and 

soil contamination, which also includes contamination from hazardous waste due to 

lack of control of the public sector (JICA, 2010, p. 29). 

 

According to the Constitution of Kenya, waste management is the responsibility of 

county governments (COK, 2010). However, the counties’ waste infrastructure varies 

considerably, and the current county waste management practices are based on the 

linear model of waste management (SWMP, 2021, p. 8). Usually private waste 

management firms service high- and middle-income neighborhoods in urban areas, 

while low-income areas and informal settlements are often excluded from service 

provision (SWMP, 2021, pp. 8-9). Private sector companies are free to define their 

collection fees, which residents in lower-income areas cannot afford to pay (SWMP, 

2021, p. 12). In a research project by the Japan International Cooperation Agency 

(JICA) (2010, p.61), it was found that the total collection rate of waste in Nairobi was 

33 percent in 2010, with high-income neighborhoods reaching 70 percent collection 

rates (2010, p. 61). Additionally, it was found that the recovery rate of waste was only 

five percent (JICA, 2010, p. 26).  The low percentage of recovery results from the lack 

of source segregation, as organic waste contaminates recyclable materials within the 

waste stream (SWMP, 2021, p. 10). Additionally, the complex and opaque regulatory 

environment, e.g. the multiplicity of licenses and fees in waste management, hinders 

participation by recycling firms (SWMP, 2021, 13).   

 

According to Henry et al. (2006), the main problems in the provision of solid waste 

management services are that the local authorities maintain an inflated workforce due to 

political reasons. Due to this, most revenue is spent on wages, which leaves little 

leverages for the provision of municipal services. The researchers found that regular 

breakdowns of garbage trucks and the lack of capacity and interest in the repairs greatly 
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hindered the provision of waste management services in all five of Kenya’s largest 

cities (Henry et al., 2006). Japan International Cooperation Agency (2010, p. 23) found 

similar institutional inefficiencies in its evaluation of waste management in Nairobi in 

2010, citing factors such as over-staffing, poor inter-departmental communication, 

unclear and overlapping staff responsibilities and the unaccountability of decision 

making as issues that need to be resolved to improve service provision in the city. The 

National Solid Waste Management Strategy (2015, p. 19) and Henry et al. (2006) also 

mention that the legislation concerning solid waste management is seldom enforced, 

which along with financial mismanagement results in a permanent lack in adequate 

service provision. In general, a lack of institutional or political clarity often hinders 

waste management service provision and partnerships with the informal and the private 

sector (Gaza et al., 2018, p. 77).  

 

Importantly, virtually all reclaiming of recyclable materials is done by waste pickers in 

Kenya (NSWMP, 2021, p. 11), and therefore their role in waste management in the 

country can be regarded to be highly significant. Much like in other parts of the world, 

waste pickers in Kenya work in a multitude of different surroundings and at various 

levels of organization. According to a study done by Anne Karanja (2005), there are 

significant differences in street and dump waste pickers’ livelihoods in Nairobi in terms 

of income, health effects and working hours. According to the study, waste pickers in 

the streets and dumps are often young (average age between 25 and 36) men with little 

education and low skill levels. According to the study, the occupation is less culturally 

and socially acceptable to women, and therefore female waste pickers mostly work in 

the dumps, as there they can avert the eye of the public. However, they do not 

participate in the often hostile and competitive social hierarchies among the waste 

pickers at the dump, which lead to their relatively lower incomes compared to male 

pickers (Karanja, 2005; Ogando et al., 2017). For both the street and the dump waste 

pickers, waste is both a source of income through the sale of recyclables, as a source of 

non-cash income and commodities, as they also forage for subsistence necessities 

(Karanja, 2005). Usually, waste pickers also engage in other economic activities 

whenever they have the opportunity, for example also engaging in the famous Kenyan 

tradition of small-sale artisanal craft of making tools and knick-knacks, jua kali 

(Thieme, 2017). Jua kali also often use collected materials in crafting their products, and 
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their activity amounted to a 0.25 percent reduction of municipal solid waste according 

to a 2006 study (Henry et al., 2006).  

 

Much like in the rest of the world, Kenyan waste pickers face stigmatization and 

harassment from authorities (Kuria & Muasya, 2010, p. 6). In their 2010 report on waste 

picker organizations in Kenya, Kuria and Muasya found that Kisumu municipal council 

had recognized its need for the efforts of waste pickers and they were supported by the 

municipality, which aided them in waste transportation and had equipped them with 

protective gear. In Mombasa, the municipality had plans to include waste pickers in 

some of its projects, while in Nairobi they were ignored in planning and decision 

making (Kuria & Muasya, 2010, p. 10). In 2010, there were registered waste picker 

groups in all of the cities, though the benefits of registering were sometimes largely 

nominal, and sometimes also led to harassment from authorities if registration payments 

were late, or to being forced to bribe authorities (Kuria & Muasya, 2010, p. 14). 

Nakuru, the fifth largest city in Kenya, was one of the 10 cities included in the 

monitoring study on the informal sector published by Dias and Samson in 2016. The 

research found that 72 percent of waste pickers considered the lack of formal 

permission to work in waste management to negatively affect their work, in addition to 

facing significant harassment by municipality officials and stigmatization from the 

public (Dias & Samson, 2016, pp. 24, 29).  

 

In the Global South, waste management is often permeated by some criminal activity. 

According to the report “Civil Society Observatory of Illicit Economies in Eastern and 

Southern Africa” (2021) by the organization The Global Initiative Against 

Transnational Organized Crime (GI-TOC), this has been found to be the case at least in 

Nairobi’s Dandora dumpsite, which is the largest dumpsite in the country and the only 

official dumpsite in Nairobi. The gang and cartel activities associated with waste 

management in Nairobi permeate all waste management services, starting from 

extortion of customers of household collection (GI-TOC, 2021, pp. 10-13). According 

to the study, local politicians and county officials are involved in the criminal activities 

as private companies have bribed them for service agreements or patronage, and the 

gang-activities at Dandora have led to an increase in illegal dumpsites, as transporters 

sometimes prefer to avoid Dandora.  
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Karanja (2005, pp. 232-233) studied the chain of recovery for waste paper collected by 

waste pickers and itinerant buyers in Nairobi, and found that the end users were two 

large waste paper recycling companies owned by an Asian investor group. According to 

the study, glass likewise ended up in a large-scale glass recycling company, a subsidiary 

of the largest beer brewing company in the country. Based on this, it is clear that the 

local and the global interact vibrantly within waste management and informal economic 

activities indirectly link to global value chains in a number of ways, although the social 

status of waste management is extremely low, and it is disregarded by the government.  
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4. Methodological approach 

The methodology for the policy analysis done in this thesis is document analysis based 

on poststructuralist interpretative policy analysis, namely the What’s the Problem 

Represented to Be -approach (WPR-approach) developed by Carol Bacchi. 

Interpretative policy analysis seeks to evaluate and scrutinize policies and policy-

making critically to make societal disparities, spaces of defiance and the significance 

and ramifications of social phenomena visible. The premise of interpretative policy 

analysis is that policy is drafted based on the views of those who yield power, and some 

voices are always left unheard (Häikiö & Leino, 2014. 20). The analysis was executed 

as theory-guided discourse analysis, as the analysis was performed reflecting on the 

critical geography framework of this thesis. 

 

Post-structural analysis has been criticized for its lack of transparency in its 

methodological approach, which can be traced back to Michel Foucault’s reluctance to 

describe his research method (Graham, 2011). In accordance with Graham’s (2011) 

conceptualization of the discursive analytic informed by Foucault, the methodological 

starting point was finding excerpts that construct positions, subjects and privilege 

certain ways of seeing the problem of informal waste management in policy documents 

and the media. Bacchi (2009, p. 20) also emphasizes the importance of avoiding 

distortion of documents when choosing particular segments for closer interpretation and 

taking note of contesting positions within the documents. 

 

In this research, document analysis was performed on Kenyan policy documents. 

According to Bowen (2009), the process of analyzing documents entails finding and 

selecting the documents relevant for the research, appraising them, and making a 

synthesis of the data contained in them. The analysis requires objectivity and sensitivity 

to the slightest clues within the data (Bowen, 2009). The documents analyzed in this 

research consist of five national and county-level policy documents (Table 1).  

 

The process of document analysis starts with reading through the relevant documents 

several times and collecting the sections relevant in light of the research question 

(Bowen, 2009). It is important to not just gather miscellaneous sentences from the text, 

but to understand the wider significance of a certain section within the text and also to 
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take note of other characteristics of the section, such as the headline under which the 

relevant text is (Bowen, 2009).  I executed this part of my data collection by reading 

through each of the documents while simultaneously taking notes and collecting 

segments that addressed the informal sector explicitly. After this I reviewed the 

introductions, stated policy goals and indexes of each document to appraise the 

emphasis in each of the documents, and to recognize the policy proposals most central 

to my research questions. 

 

4.1 What’s the Problem Represented to Be -Approach 

My methodological approach to analysis of public policy is the poststructuralist 

“What’s the problem presented to be?” (WPR) -method, devised by Carol Bacchi and 

thoroughly explored in her book “Analysing policy: What’s the problem presented to 

be?” from 2009. Bacchi (2009) approaches policy analysis through poststructuralism; it 

views policy as a cultural product, taking place within specific historical and national or 

international contexts. The approach seeks to understand how governing takes place and 

what implications it holds for those governed, by asking questions about the sources of 

policy and how it operates (Bacchi, 2009). When talking about problematizations, it is 

important to note from the start that in the context of the WPR-approach, the word 

‘problem’ does not carry the negative connotations it normally does, but rather it is used 

to refer to the proposed change implicit in the policies under scrutiny (Bacchi, 2009, pp. 

10-11). Hence, the focus of this thesis is on the process of problematizations constructed 

through governing. 

 

According to poststructuralism, policies come into existence through the systems of 

knowledge that produce them, particularly through “expert” knowledge (Bacchi & 

Goodwin, 2016, p. 5). Carol Bacchi describes poststructuralist policy analysis as an 

approach that considers knowledge practices that produce hierarchical or inegalitarian 

forms of rule. This perspective is crucial in understanding that there is a plurality of 

options and practices and that the world is open for challenging current hegemonies 

(Bacchi, 2016, p. 4). Poststructuralist views on policy translate well into scrutinizing 

political economy and capitalist forms of governance, as they question how and why 

policies have come to be how they are, and also question how they can be rethought. 

While the WPR-approach does not view power in itself as inherently good or bad, its 
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understanding of power as relational and productive frames the approach as the analysis 

of practices and relations of power that produce problems, and simultaneously subjects, 

objects and places (Bacchi, 2016, p. 29). Within this research, the analyzed policies and 

media excerpts are viewed as knowledge or discourses produced from a position of 

power, which call for questioning and alternative framings. According to Bacchi, the 

perspective of the WPR-method in analysis of discourses is in resistance, while power is 

perceived as a productive force, rather than as a possession (Bacchi, 2009, pp. 37-38).  

 

According to Bacchi (2009, p. 35), problem representations are elaborated in discourse, 

which in the WPR -approach signifies the socially produced forms of knowledge that 

define what is possible to think, write or speak about in the context of a social object or 

practice. In this context, Bacchi does not use the term knowledge as a synonym for 

truth, but rather as the concept of what is commonly understood as the truth in a specific 

place and time (Bacchi & Goodwin, 2016, p. 35).   

 

The WPR-approach consists of six questions applicable to the researcher’s problem 

representations. The questions are laid out below, along with the thematic concepts used 

for them in this research. Due to the limitations of the data used for this research, 

question 3 will not be addressed, but it is included here to introduce the WPR-approach. 

 

Q1. What’s the problem represented to be in a specific policy or policies? – Problem 

representation 

Q2. What presuppositions or assumptions underlie this representation of the 

“problem”? – Knowledges/discourses 

(Q3. How has this representation of the problem come about?) 

Q4. What is left unproblematic in this problem representation? Where are the 

silences? - Silences 

Q5. What effects are produced by this representation of the problem? - Consequences  

Q6. How and where has this representation of the problem been produced, 

disseminated, or defended? How could it be disrupted or replaced? – Contestations 

(Bacchi, 2009, p. 12) 

 

In this research, Q1 and Q2 will be answered through policy analysis, by recognizing 

the policy proposals significant for the research, and working backwards from the to 
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discover what the problem is represented to be (Q1), or what is intended to be changed 

through the application of the proposal. The point of Question 2, 

knowledges/discourses, is to recognize what kind of assumptions, discourses or 

knowledge is utilized in the policies to make sense of or defend the problem 

representations or to justify the policy proposal (Bacchi & Goodwin, 2016, p. 21). 

Additionally, Q2 seeks to recognize how the problem representations are constructed, 

what kind of binaries they employ in their construction (e.g. public/private, 

formal/informal) and how the government utilizes these rationalities (Bacchi & 

Goodwin, 2016, p. 21).  

 

Question 4 in the abovementioned list (What is left unaddressed by the policies?) will 

be answered through wider appraisal of secondary sources. The question draws attention 

to contradictions, inadequacies, or limitations within the way the problem is being 

represented in the policies (Bacchi, 2009, p. 13). Question 5, in turn, seeks to uncover 

how problematizations function in how they benefit some and harm others (Bacchi, 

2009, p. 15), and it will be used to discuss the results in light of the theoretical 

framework of this thesis, namely of accumulation by dispossession in relation to 

informal livelihoods. I will utilize media accounts of informal waste management to 

discuss question 6, how problem representations and certain knowledges become 

dominant and how they can be challenged (Bacchi, 2009, p. 19), to determine whether 

the problem representations in the policies are reinforced or contested by the Kenyan 

media. 

 

The WPR-approach has been used in a wide range of topics such as prostitution and sex 

trafficking policy in Australia and Sweden (Carson & Edwards, 2011) and medical 

marijuana policies in Australia (Lancaster et al., 2017). Additionally, Niklas Evers’s 

Master’s thesis (2019) from the University of Helsinki explored the informal water 

sector in Tanzanian and Kenyan policies through the WPR-approach and served as 

inspiration in forming the methodological framework of this thesis. There are some 

other theses to be found online that employ the WPR-approach to study policy contexts 

in the Global South, but in scientific literature the WPR-approach has mostly been used 

in Western policy research contexts. 
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5. Research material 

It is important to note that while I only concentrate on the policies most relevant for my 

research questions, policies are often aligned with each other. Kenya’s labor policies, 

for example, might also have been relevant for this research, as they also address the 

issue of large-scale informality in the country. However, they do not include much 

sector-specific details, and therefore analyzing them would pose additional challenges 

within the context of this research. Due to this, I only chose policies that address 

informal waste management specifically to keep the focus of the research and the scope 

of it limited. 

 

5.1 Policy documents  

This section includes the basic information on each of the documents, presented in 

Table 1. The documents were chosen based on their centrality either in state-level waste 

management framework, or county-level significance. The national level policies I 

chose for analysis were the National Sustainable Waste Management Policy (NSWMP) 

from 2021 and the National Waste Management Strategy (NWMS) from 2015. These 

two documents have been developed as part of the Kenya Vision 2030 long-term 

development blueprint.  

 

As my research concentrates on informal waste management in urban areas, I chose 

county-level policy documents from three of the counties that contain the largest urban 

areas in the country: Nairobi, Mombasa and Kisumu. A problem I encountered early on 

was the fact that Nairobi does not have a distinct county-level waste management policy 

document, at least not available online. However, I included a document concerning 

circular economy promotion in Kenya done in collaboration with UNDP and the 

Kenyan Ministry of Environment and National Resources and the Nairobi City Council, 

the “Nationally Appropriate Mitigation Action on a Circular Economy Solid Waste 

Management Approach for Urban Areas in Kenya” from 2017 (referred to as “NAMA” 

in this research), as that was the most recent document that concentrated on waste 

management plans for Nairobi. Another problem with the other county-level documents 

was that they were very similar and offered very little data for comparison between the 

counties.  
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Table 1. Policy documents used in the analysis. 

Name (abbreviations used 

in the text in parentheses) 

Authority General Aim Year Pages 

The National Solid Waste 

Strategy (NSWMS) 

National Environmental 

Management Authority 

(NEMA) 

Framework for improved waste 

management in the country 

2015 85 

Nationally Appropriate 

Mitigation Action on a 

Circular Economy Solid 

Waste Management 

Approach for Urban Areas 

in Kenya (NAMA) 

Kenya Ministry of 

Environment and Natural 

Resources, United 

Nations Development 

Programme 

Building capacity for the 

development and 

implementation circular 

economy -approaches 

2017 104 

National Sustainable 

Waste Management Policy 

(NSWMP) 

Ministry of Environment 

and Forestry 

Policy to advance Kenya 

towards a more sustainable and 

circular economy 

2021 49 

Mombasa County Solid 

Waste Management Policy 

(Draft) (Mombasa Policy) 

Mombasa County 

Department of 

Environment, Waste and 

Energy 

Framework for efficient and 

sustainable service provision in 

solid waste management in 

Mombasa county  

2019 55 

Kisumu County Sessional 

Paper on County Solid 

Waste Management Policy 

(Kisumu Policy) 

County Government of 

Kisumu 

Policy provides a framework for 

solid waste management in the 

county 

2020 43 

 

According to Bacchi (2009, p. 242) in the framework of the WPR-approach the media is 

viewed as a significant site of knowledge production, as it has a key role in influencing 

how issues are presented in the public and how political subjects perceive themselves. 

In this frame of thought, the media is not just a medium for reporting news, but an 

active player in the creation of problems and people. Therefore the media, just like 

policies, is a form of knowledge production. I chose to use media accounts of informal 

waste management to answer Question 6 in the WPR-approach; how and where the 

problem representations in policies have been contested or disseminated.  
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5.2 The media 

Scrutiny of media discourse on waste picking was included as part of this research due 

to Bacchi’s view of 6, how problem representations and certain knowledges become 

dominant or can be challenged by the media (Bacchi, 2009, p. 19). In the context of the 

WPR-approach, the media is also a position of power, through which dominant 

knowledge, subjects and objects are produced.  

 

I searched the website of four major newspapers in Kenya for articles on informal waste 

management; The Standard, The Nation, The Star and The East African, and quickly 

found that the informal waste sector had rarely been covered by the media, as the search 

results consisted of seven articles relevant for this research. I found no suitable articles 

in the East African, and only one in The Star. Three of the articles were from The 

Nation, and three from The Standard. I looked for articles with keywords ““informal” 

AND “waste””, “waste pickers”, “recyclers”, and “scavengers”, and chose articles that 

addressed informal waste management specifically and as a livelihood. I chose to only 

include articles written within the last five years, as the aim was to gather more 

information about the present situation of waste pickers as depicted by the media. The 

articles are presented in chapter 6.2 (Table 3). 

 

5.3 Key informant interview 

In addition to the analysis described above, I chose to do key informant interviews for 

this research. Key informants usually have a social position that gives them specialist 

knowledge on the research subject, and the strength of key informant interviews is that 

the researcher can gain a lot of knowledge with relatively few interviews (Payne & 

Payne, 2004).  Key informant information must be used with caution in general, as 

informants might be partial in what they share or what they view as important (Payne & 

Payne, 2004). 

 

I contacted a few stakeholder organizations in Kenya, but managed to only procure one 

interview from a stakeholder organization. As mentioned, key informant information 

should in general be treated with caution, and this became even more crucial as there 

was only one interview. The interview was done on an online platform on 7.4.2021 and 

it lasted for an hour and a half. I conducted a thematic interview with the key informant 
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and used the interview data mostly to supplement the information gained from other 

resources in this research. Discussed topics included private and informal sector 

involvement in waste management, future prospects for the sector and the different 

stakeholders involved in the sector, including public officials. Due to the critical nature 

of this research, the key informant is treated as anonymous in the thesis, even though 

their background might give additional insight into their views. 
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6. Analysis and results 

In this chapter I will introduce how informality in waste management is problematized 

in the chosen government texts and media excerpts. The results concentrate on the 

aspects in the documents that concern informality in the waste sector, and that appear in 

all of the analyzed documents. Before going further into the analysis of problem 

representations and problematizations, I recognized the central proposals in the policies; 

what they were intending to change in regard to informality in waste management. I will 

introduce the policy proposals in their own chapters, along with the problem 

representations (Q1), discourses/knowledges (Q2) and silences (Q4) attributed to each 

policy proposal. I assembled the policy proposals, problem representations, knowledges 

and silences into Table 2.  After these parts I will discuss the effects the 

problematizations may produce (Q5) through the lens of materialist geography, and 

after this I will discuss how the problematizations have been contested or reinforced in 

Kenyan media (Q6) by discussing contrasting views of the problematizations from 

Kenyan newspapers.  

 

In general, there is a noticeable difference between the National Waste Management 

Strategy (2015) and the Sustainable Waste Management Policy (2019), perhaps due to 

the strategy having been drafter several years earlier. One of the Strategy’s key 

approaches to implementing it is upscaling the activities of the informal sector to link it 

up with formal recycling industries (NSWMS, 2015, p. 47), but the strategy provides no 

rationale for it or additional framework on execution. The policy, in turn, goes into 

more detail to justify formalization of informal activities. It also lays out the planned 

formalization activities, including building partnerships between the informal and the 

private sector and facilitating participation in decision making (NSWMP, 2021, pp. 18-

19), translating the waste hierarchy campaign into local languages (p. 41) and 

registration and training of waste picker groups (p. 41).  

 

The document I chose to analyze the policy environment in Nairobi, the Nationally 

Appropriate Mitigation Action (NAMA) document from 2018, goes into relatively little 

detail about informality in general. Its main focus is on upscaling waste management 

and recycling activities in the urban areas in the country, though the focus of the 

document is on Nairobi. Though the NAMA does emphasize the importance of source 
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segregation to improve material recovery rates, the importance of improving recovery 

rates is mostly talked about in the context of incentivizing private sector participation 

(e.g. NAMA, 2018, p. 30).  

 

The Mombasa and Kisumu policy documents have the same policy measures for waste 

picker integration (Kisumu policy, 2020, pp. 32-33; Mombasa policy, 2019, pp. 40-41). 

The policy document for Mombasa includes a list of stakeholders to be included in the 

ward solid waste management committee, one of whom is a person representing waste 

pickers (p. 51). The Kisumu policy documents includes a similar list (pp. 38-39) but 

does not include a representative for waste pickers.  

 

6.1  Problem representations, knowledges and silences 

The first question in the WPR-approach is straightforward: What is the problem 

represented to be? Bacchi defines the first question as a clarification exercise, to 

determine what is proposed to be changed in the policies under scrutiny (2009, p. 55).  

The idea is to work backwards from a proposal in policy, to determine what the policy 

is intended to change (Bacchi & Goodwin, 2016, p. 17). To start with, I recognized the 

three overarching policy proposals concerning waste as a livelihood that are presented 

in all the documents. The policy proposals chosen for closer inspection are the 

formalization of informal activities, creation of jobs and wealth from waste and 

increasing private sector involvement in waste management.  The policy proposals are 

not surprising, considering increasing global interest in circular economy transitions, 

though the problem representations and knowledges behind them carry more nuance. 

Through working backwards from what the policies are intended to change, it becomes 

evident which problem they are ‘fixing’. 

 

This chapter will discuss the main policy proposals within the documents, including 

their problem representations (Q1), the knowledges or discourses that construct the 

problematizations (Q2), and the silences (Q4) within the policy proposals. After this, the 

consequences (Q5) of the problem representations and the ways the problem 

representations might be contested (Q6) will be introduced in their own segments due to 

their overlapping nature with both of the main problematizations. The results are 

presented in the table below (Table 2), and introduced in the subsequent sections.  
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Table 2. Results of the WPR-approach (policy proposals, Q1, Q2, Q4). 

Policy proposal Problem representation (Q1) Knowledge/discourse (Q2) Silences (Q4) 

Formalization of informal activities 
(registration or licensing of waste 
management activities) (NSWMP, 
2021, 41) Informality in general 

Inefficiency of the present 
system (e.g.  NSWMP, 
2021, p. 11) 

The void that the 
informal sector is filling 
due to the lack of 
service provision by the 
public sector 

   

Poor livelihoods of 
workers (e.g. NSWMP, 
2021, p. 7) 

The impact of enclosing 
waste as commons on 
livelihoods 
  

    

Adverse health effects 
(e.g. NAMA, p. 31; 
Mombasa policy, 2019, p. 
40) 

Adverse health effects 
due to lack of training 
and protective 
equipment, lack of 
support; positive public 
health effects of the 
work  

Creation of jobs and wealth from 
waste (e.g. NSWMP, 2021, p. 7; 
Kisumu policy, 2020, p. 27) 

Underutilized employment 
opportunities in waste 

Unemployment, lack of 
job opportunities 
particularly for women 
(e.g. Kisumu policy, 2020, 
pp. 26-27 policy measures 
(l), (m), (o)) 

Lack of clarification on 
whether the problem is 
unemployment or 
informal employment, is 
the focus on more high-
skilled labor? 

Increasing private sector 
involvement in waste management 
(e.g. SWMP p. 18 objective (vi); 
Mombasa policy, 2019, measure (e) 
p. 36) 

Lack of investment 
 
Underutilization of waste as 
a resource 

Engaging the private 
sector for investment (e.g. 
Kisumu policy, 2020, p. 29 
policy measures (g), (h)) 

The impact of enclosure 
of waste as a form of 
urban commons 
How waste has already 
been utilized as a 
resource by the informal 
sector 

 

 

6.1.1 Formalization of informal activities 

The central policy proposal concerning informal livelihoods in the policies is 

formalization or integration of informal activities into the formal public and formal 

private waste management system. Two of the objectives of the NSWMP mention the 

informal sector explicitly, as objective (v) seeks to build partnerships with all 

stakeholders, including the informal sector, and objective (viii) being the formalization 

of waste picker sector and ensuring safe working conditions through training, financing 

and facilitating participation in decision making (NSWMP, 2021, p. 19). The NSWMS 

mentions as one of its nine key approaches to implementing the strategy the upscaling 

of informal sector activities to link up with the existing formal recycling industries. 

(NSWMS, 2015, p. 47).  
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This policy proposal encompasses the problem representation of informality in itself, 

and utilizes various different knowledges to defend it, which are common in public 

discourse on informal waste management on the global level. Either registration of 

waste picking activities or integration into the formal system are brought up as solutions 

to informality (e.g. Mombasa policy, 2019, p. 31; NWMS, 2015, p. 45). However, 

requirements for registration are perhaps not the best course of action for waste pickers, 

as they may not have the know-how or the will to deal with municipality officials.  

 

The key informant brought up the requirement for registration, mentioning that officials 

should attempt to approach waste pickers to support and register them, rather than to 

expect waste pickers to navigate the process of registering with relevant authorities, on 

top of being charged for licenses and taxed (Interview, 7.4.2021). An additional 

problem the key informant brought up is that waste workers are required to have two 

separate licenses from different authorities to operate, one from county governments 

and one from the National Environment Management Agency (Interview, 7.4.2021). 

The key informant also hoped waste workers would be subsidized if they register, as 

they are essentially providing a service on behalf of the public sector at the moment 

(Interview, 7.4.2021). 

 

As waste management is devolved to the county governments in the constitution, the 

national waste management policy and waste management strategy address the informal 

sector in very general terms, while the county-level documents go into more detail on 

policy measures, which are the same for both the Mombasa and Kisumu documents. 

These measures include facilitating access to capital and linkages between informal 

groups and markets for recycled materials, supporting the adaptation of health 

requirements and developing service delivery agreements with the informal sector when 

appropriate (Mombasa policy, 2019, pp. 40-41; Kisumu policy, 2020, pp. 32-33). While 

these proposed policy measures are provided, the county-level policies also stress 

registration of waste pickers, and the requirement of licenses for all waste transporters 

(e.g. Kisumu policy, 2020, p. 26; Mombasa policy, 2019, p. 31). One general 

justification for formalization is inefficiency of waste management. This is evident in 

the way the contribution of waste pickers in material recovery is described as fractional 

in the policy documents: 
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There is no systematic waste segregation at the source and the recovery of 

recyclable items like plastics, papers, glass and metals is done by informal 

waste picker groups who recover only a fraction of the total recyclable 

materials, mostly directly from the dumpsite. (NSWMP, 2021, p. 11) 

 

There are recycling industries for plastic, paper and metal waste. This leads to a 

strong demand for recyclable materials, as using them lowers production costs. 

However, this demand is largely underserved, as industries face the challenge of 

sourcing clean inputs. Recovery of recyclable waste is done by “junk shops” 

and waste pickers from mixed waste. (NAMA, 2017, p. 30) 

 

The key informant (7.4.2021) verified the significance of the informal sector, stating 

that all recycling in the country is done by the private sector, and most of this by the 

informal sector, as at present there are only a few recycling companies operating in the 

country. According to the informant, the few private recycling companies in the country 

mostly operate higher in the value chain, e.g. in the form of recycling mills. The 

National Sustainable Waste Management Policy (2021, p. 40) states that “the 

informal sector is inadequately integrated in the formal waste related economy”, even 

though it seems that “the waste related economy” is mostly based on the informal waste 

sector, especially as it seems that all waste-related value chains start from the informal 

sector.  

 

The problematization of informality is also justified with discourse of the poor 

livelihoods of people engaged in waste picking. This is mentioned in the National 

Sustainable Waste Management Policy (2021, p. 7), as its executive summary mentions 

formalization of the waste-picker section to improve livelihoods. Particularly poignant 

examples of the discourse on poor livelihood is evident in the excerpts below: 

 

Informal waste pickers, typically from impoverished and marginalized groups 

work in hazardous and sometimes deadly conditions to eke out a living from 

reclaiming a tiny fraction of the recyclable waste. (NSWMP, 2019, p. 13) 

 

Where sorting is done, the problem is compounded by the lack of 

compartmentalized vehicles for transportation of the sorted waste leading to the 
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remixing. This hampers material recovery, reuse, and recycling. The sorting has 

largely been relegated to the lowly in society such as the waste pickers and 

street urchins. (NWMS, 2015, p. 28) 

 

Particularly the last excerpt encompasses an interesting oxymoron. Sorting is done by 

waste pickers due to the gap in service provision left by the formal sector. They are 

defined as “lowly in society” due to their profession, but the profession exists due to the 

service gap, and the livelihood opportunity it has presented. In general, the explicit 

problem in this segment seems to be the lack of waste segregation, but the implicit 

problem seems to be that sorting is done by waste pickers. As one of the main issues for 

waste pickers is stigmatization and harassment by authorities, it seems that their 

stigmatized position is reinforced through policy. This stigmatization, in turn, does not 

encourage them to organize or approach authorities to register as formal entities. 

Reinforcing the stigmatization through policies is also an example of how, in 

accordance with Bacchi’s framework (2009, pp. 16-17), discourses are utilized to 

produce subject positions, specifically marginalized subject positions in this case.  

 

The second knowledge utilized in the problematization of informality in waste 

management is the adverse health effects of the work, further elaborated in the 

following excerpts; 

 

Informal waste pickers at these dumpsites are exposed to toxic chemicals (from 

batteries and other waste and burning plastics) air pollution and pests that 

spread disease. (NSWMP,  2021, p. 11). 

 

Waste pickers scavenge for recyclable materials on dumpsites. As the waste 

getting to the dumpsite is mixed and heavily contaminated, waste pickers can 

only sort out a small fraction of the recyclable materials. Waste pickers on 

dumpsites also suffer from terrible health and sanitary conditions. (NAMA, 

2018, p. 31) 

 

As evident in the excerpts above, the adverse health effects of the work are presented as 

a policy concern, but the only plan of action to sufficiently address them is the closure 

of dumps, even though the decommissioning of dumpsites is only in the initial stages of 
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planning (e.g. NSWMP, 2021, p. 27). Due to this, it seems that the health effects are 

mostly mentioned as dominant discourse in the problematization of informality. 

 

The fourth question of the WPR-approach concentrates on the silences of the problem 

representations, or what is left unproblematic by the representation of the problem. 

Within the policy proposal of formalization,  I would argue that despite the political will 

to enforce licensing or formalization of the sector, all the reviewed policies pay very 

little heed to the fact that at present all recycling in Kenya is done by the informal 

sector. The significance of the informal sector is a silence in the documents, as is the 

fact that is that it exists because the formal sector, county and municipality 

governments, do not provide waste management services to all residents, nor have they 

developed recycling infrastructure or practices in the country. Considering the 

significance of the informal sector, it is paid little attention in the documents in general. 

Additionally, the key informant described the government and its waste management 

plans as “unrealistic”, and mentioned that government or county officials do not come 

out on the field, but prefer to operate on the level of policy (Interview, 7.4.2021). 

 

The documents concentrate heavily on engaging with the private sector for provision of 

efficient waste management services and resource use, but another silence in the 

documents seems to be the impact of privatization and modernization of waste 

management on informal livelihoods. Similarly to the disparities Samson (2009) found 

in South African policy documents, Kenyan policies emphasize the very real health 

effects of the work, but disregard the fact that the appropriation of waste and therefore 

the dispossession of livelihood opportunities would most likely have grave impacts on 

waste pickers’ lives. Likewise, the documents do not address the positive effects to 

community health that waste pickers’ work accommodates for. While the policies 

emphasize educating the public about sustainability, separation at source and the like, 

they do not mention the informal sector in the context of educating the public to remove 

the stigma associated with the work, even though this could improve working 

conditions for informal sector recycling, and cooperation between different 

stakeholders.  

 

Additionally, though the criminal activities in Nairobi seem to be a large-scale 

phenomenon that concerns all segments of waste management (GI-TOC, 2021), it is not 
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addressed in the national policy documents or the NAMA. While the prerequisite for the 

enforcement of licensing may be a way to address the criminal activities, the issue 

becomes more complex as politicians are involved in it (GI-TOC, 2021). It could be 

argued that the criminal activities most likely hinder all plans to modernize or to build 

partnerships between different actors in waste management, and therefore addressing it 

should most likely be prioritized.  

 

6.1.2 Waste as a source of wealth and employment 

While the first policy proposal addressed in this research concentrated on formalization 

of livelihoods waste pickers have created for themselves, the second policy proposal 

under scrutiny is the creation of jobs and wealth through waste, which the policies 

greatly emphasize. The National Sustainable Waste Management Policy (NSWMP) 

addresses the conceptualization of waste as a resource explicitly, stating that the policy 

was drafted with a circular economy -approach, which regards waste as a resource 

(NSWMP, 2021, p. 4) and seeks to employ the 7R approach to waste (reducing, 

rethinking, refusing, recycling, reusing, repairing, refilling).  

 

The proposal of creation of wealth through waste is paired with the creation of 

employment in waste management, particularly for the youth and women:  

 

Other benefits [of effective sustainable waste management] will include 

reducing health and environmental harms by capping landfills and closing open 

dumpsites, reducing plastic pollution in the marine environment, and creating 

new jobs in the sector, especially for youth and women, in waste collection and 

recycling will be other benefits. (NSWMP, 2021, p. 7). 

 

The total unemployment rate in Kenya was 7.4 percent in 2015, with female 

unemployment rate at 9.6 percent and male unemployment rate at 5.3 percent (KIPPRA, 

2020, p. 3). In the same year youth unemployment in the 20-34 age group was at 10.8 

percent, though the high percentage can partly be contributed to the students included in 

the age group (KIPPRA, 2020, p. 13). The gender inclusion aspect in the policies may 

also be due to international conventions that emphasize the need for gender inclusion in 

policies, and which have been missing from the Kenyan policy framework in the past 

(Amugsi et al., 2020). 
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In regard to the way subjects are built through policies (Bacchi, 2009, pp. 16-17), it 

could be argued that the policy proposal of waste as a solution to unemployment in 

combination with the problematization of informal activities builds a few interesting 

subject positions. Waste pickers, who have found a solution to unemployment by 

themselves, are positioned as problematic, inefficient and marginalized despite being 

the main player in recycling in the country, but simultaneously the aim is to “create 

green jobs” in the waste sector (NSWMP, 2020, p. 7). While the aim could be that the 

informal sector would be formalized and more jobs would be created in the sector in 

lieu of modernization, most likely some livelihoods will be changed. 

 

It is unclear whether the policy-makers are planning to engage more high-skilled labor 

force in waste management through this focus on job creation on youth and women, but 

at present there are both youth and women engaged in informal waste management, 

though young men often dominate the sector in terms of access to more valuable 

recyclables (Ogando et al., 2017). The definitive silence within this problem 

representation is for whom the jobs will be created for, and whether the actual problem 

is the lack of formal jobs within the sector.  In general, it can be questioned whether the 

policy framework’s focus on privatization would work against the goal of creating 

employment opportunities in waste, as waste management may become more 

technologically intensive. It is unlikely that modernization of waste management could 

be realized while retaining the livelihood opportunities currently available through 

informal waste work, and therefore the lack of harmonization between the policy 

proposal of formalization and the policy proposal of increasing employment is notable, 

and indicates that waste pickers are not the target group in the creation of employment 

through the policies. 

 

6.1.3 Increasing private sector engagement 

Within the context of waste as a resource for economic growth, the policy documents 

greatly stress incentivizing waste management gain private sector interest. While the 

point of view of this research is specifically the informal sector and how it is addressed 

in the policy documents, I also included discussion on the policy discourse on 

privatization due to its possible effect on the informal sector. 
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The goal of incentivizing private sector involvement is emphasized in all of the 

documents; in the National Sustainable Waste Management Policy, one of the policy 

statements of the national government is that it will promote private sector involvement 

through incentives, the removal of investment barriers, creation of conductive 

investment climate and facilitation of access to finance (SWMP, 2021, p. 38).   While 

some actions were outlined for integration of the informal sector in the NSWMP and in 

county-specific policies (e.g. Kisumu policy, 2020, 32-33), policy measures for 

incentivizing private sector involvement are outlined in more detail in both the national 

and county-level policy documents (e.g. Kisumu policy, 2020, p. 31-32). The overall 

goal of the NAMA is defined to be “Establish a circular economy business model to 

accelerate access by the private sector to sustainable waste management” (NAMA, 

2017, p. 102). In light of this, it does seem that privatization is the preferred outcome, 

even if it entails dispossession of waste as a resource for the informal sector. The lack of 

utilization of waste specifically by the private sector is framed as a lost opportunity, 

which is another example of how the state disregards the informal sector, as waste has 

already been utilized from an economic perspective, just not by the state: 

 

Additionally, the private sector overlooks the income generating opportunities 

from waste, such as recycling and composting. Uncollected waste causes severe 

health and environmental problems, and represents a missed opportunity from a 

development and economic perspective. (NAMA, 2017, p. 9). 

 

The policy proposal of increasing private sector engagement also reinforces the silence 

of the impact the privatization of waste would have on individual livelihoods. Private 

companies already operate in higher income neighborhoods in the urban areas in the 

country due to the high collection fees they can charge from the residents, but they 

sometimes dump the waste they collect (NSWMP, 2021, p. 12), which leads to income 

opportunities for waste pickers. Increasing engagement with the private sector at 

different stages of waste management would enclose waste as a form of urban 

commons. The rationale for privatization in the policy documents is the opportunities 

for infrastructure and funding it would entail (NSWMP, 2021, p. 18). Increasing 

regulation of the private sector is also mentioned, as well as building partnerships 

between the private sector and vulnerable communities (NSWMP, 2021, p. 19), though 

the framework for this is not specified in any of the documents.  
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The documents also mention public-private partnerships with organized groups as one 

of the possible solutions for more efficient waste management in the future in the 

documents. However, the exact plan of whom the government is planning to engage in 

public-private partnerships is left unclear. It may entail hiring waste pickers, though the 

National Solid Waste Management Strategy (2015, p. 36) mentions specifically 

engaging with organized groups for waste collection in informal settlements. This lack 

of clarity on whom the government is wishing to engage with public-private 

partnerships has also been noted in another research (Amugsi et al., 2020). 

Nevertheless, it must be noted that according to the key informant (Interview, 7.4.2021), 

some NGO’s are offering basic business education to waste pickers, which along with 

access to credit could enable setting up formal businesses for some people. 

 

6.2 Consequences of problem representations  

For the fifth question of the WPR-approach, I will use the theoretical framework of 

materialist geography to conceptualize how the state reproduces forms of accumulation 

by dispossession through the problematizations in policies, and also scrutinize what 

effects are produced by these representations of the problem. Question 5 is discussed in 

its own chapter due to it being utilized to discuss the theoretical framework of this thesis 

in more detail, and also due to the overlapping nature of the discussion in this chapter in 

regard with the results introduced above.   

 

The waste management policy framework clearly emphasizes the logic of sustainable 

development, seeing private sector engagement as the most efficient option to increase 

the circulation of materials in waste management. The way that the policies utilize the 

discourse of the reclaiming done by waste pickers as fractional, and in general the 

emphasis on extremely poor livelihoods may work to reinforce their stigmatization by 

the public and the disregard for their work by authorities. This problem representation 

also echoes the thoughts of David Harvey (2003/2005) in how the capitalist system, 

through state power, devalues precapitalist skills and networks. The policies emphasize 

privatization as a solution to the lack of service provision and funding in the sector, 

even though privatization will lead to inevitable changes in the livelihoods of people 

working informally. This is an example of how accumulation by dispossession works 
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through policy, though it must be noted that while waste in this thesis is conceptualized 

as a form of urban commons, in the policies it is regarded as the responsibility, and 

therefore the property, of counties. The discourse of waste as an underutilized resource 

is also used by the state to attract the private sector and to justify the appropriation of 

waste as a form of urban commons. 

 

In accordance with Samson’s (2020b) conceptualization of integration of waste pickers, 

it seems that the framework of integration of waste pickers in the policies is mostly the 

integration as charity -framework, as the policies reinforce the narrative of poverty, low 

income, inefficiency and adverse health effects, and the knowledge or networks they 

have built are disregarded. An additional data point in regard to this is that including 

waste pickers in policymaking is only included in the Mombasa policy (2019). Within 

this conceptualization, it could also be questioned whether this integration as charity -

approach also reinforces Kalyan Sanyal’s (2007) thoughts on how informality is 

reproduced through governing, through the creation of a need economy. While the 

county-level policies do outline measures for integration or formalization of waste 

pickers, they fail to outline how the interests of waste pickers will be protected against 

privatization. The policy measures for supporting the informal sector could be regarded 

as Sanyal’s (2007) conceptualization interplay of the post-colonial economic, of how 

the global ideological framework requires that groups whose livelihoods are eroded by 

accumulation by dispossession are accounted for through reinforcing their position in 

the need economy, while simultaneously setting them up for repeated accumulation by 

dispossession.  

 

Waste pickers’ positioning in the need economy could also be argued to be produced 

through the lack of policy-level intervention into the criminal and gang activities in 

waste management, though the policy-level ignorance of this aspect is a multifaceted 

issue due to the fact that according to GI-TOC (2021), local politicians are sometimes 

involved in the activities. While criminal activities are also a part of the informal waste 

sector, they most likely greatly hinder the activities of other informal workers. This is 

also alluded to in some research, e.g. in the way gangs usually get access to the most 

valuable waste in dumpsites (GI-TOC, 2021; Karanja, 2005). The criminal activities in 

waste management, and the policy-level ignorance of it, may also increase the 



45 

 

stigmatization of waste pickers, as they are already sometimes perceived to be criminals 

by the public (Ogando et al., 2017).  

 

It could also be argued that privatization of waste management would be a process of 

accumulation by dispossession not only through privatization of waste as a resource, but 

also within waste work, as the appropriation of labor would release assets, namely 

extremely low-cost labor force, into circulation.  This would build up for circulation of 

labor power, as one of the policy proposals is the creation of jobs within waste 

management for youth and women, even though waste is already an informal livelihood 

for many disadvantaged groups. Thus, privatization would dispossess informal workers 

of their livelihoods, but simultaneously jobs would be created in the formal public and 

private sector, enclosing labor power into the capitalist realm. It must be noted that the 

creation of jobs in waste management and supporting the informal sector seem to be to 

two separate themes in the policies, even though privatization will inevitably change 

livelihoods for the informal sector and lead to some waste pickers having to find 

employment elsewhere, or to sustain themselves through utilizing other forms of urban 

commons, or through the creation of new commodity frontiers, as conceptualized by 

Samson (2020a).  

 

Another effect produced by the way informal waste work is problematized could be that 

due to the lack of a holistic framework on how to incorporate both the private sector to 

increase funding and the informal sector to secure livelihoods, waste pickers are at risk 

of exploitation. As accumulation by dispossession in waste work is conceptualized in 

this research as enclosure of waste as commons, it could be argued that the double logic 

of increasing privatization, thus dispossessing the informal workers, and creating jobs in 

waste management particularly for youth and women, could be viewed as a form of 

proletarianization. Though simultaneously it must be noted that as informality is 

rampant in the country, and it is viewed as a problem (e.g. NAMA, 2018, p. 21), it is 

unlikely that people working as waste pickers, especially considering the stigma, could 

attain the formal jobs that would be created in waste management. In fact, if we 

combine Marx’s (1867/1971) concept of the reserve army of labour, and Kalyan 

Sanyal’s (2007) concept of the surplus population existing in the need economy into 

two layers of society, it could be argued that the policy focus on creating formal 

employment in waste management targets the reserve army of labor as conceptualized 
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by Marx, while simultaneously waste pickers will be reinforced in their status as surplus 

population in the need economy as conceptualized by Kalyan Sanyal, as attaining wage 

labor may not even be within their realm due to stigmatization. This conceptualization 

is further complicated by how, in accordance with Samson’s (2015) critique of Sanyal’s 

conceptualization, the need economy overlaps and interacts vibrantly with the capitalist 

sphere. 

 

As waste picking is often a temporary job or a side activity for many waste pickers 

according to research (Thieme, 2017), the requirement of licensing in policies may 

constitute additional problems. Going through the trouble of obtaining a license may not 

be worth it, depending on the procedure. Obtaining a license may also make a flexible 

side job into a permanent one, which is questionable as long as there are no attempts to 

remove the stigma associated with waste picking, or if licensing does not entail any 

training or working equipment. Additionally, procuring a license is cumbersome, as at 

the moment waste management service providers are required to apply for two separate 

licenses (Interview, 7.4.2021). In accordance with Bacchi’s thoughts on how subjects 

are constructed in policy (Bacchi, 2009, p. 17), licensing may reinforce relations of 

power and marginality, or even create a specific stigmatized group that does not at 

present distinctly exist. 

 

6.3 Contestations of problem representations 

I chose to introduce the answers to question 6, “How and where has this representation 

of the problem been produced, disseminated, or defended?” in a separate section due to 

using media data to answer the question. In this section I conduct a brief exploratory 

research into how waste pickers are represented by Kenyan media, to determine whether 

the problem representations differ from policy documents. This point of view is 

included due to the media also representing a site of knowledge production in the WPR-

approach (Bacchi, 2009, p. 242). I also supplement the data from the media with some 

opposing problem representations that were presented in the analyzed policies. 

 

I only included articles that explicitly addressed informal waste management as a 

livelihood, and that had been published within the last five years. The livelihood of 

informal waste management had not been much of an object of interest in the media, as 
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the search generated seven articles, introduced in the table below (Table 3). I searched 

for articles in four of the largest newspapers in the country, The Standard, The Daily 

Nation, The East African and The Star, but only found suitable articles in The Standard, 

The Star and The Daily Nation.  

 

Table 3. Articles used for analysis of contestations. 

Publication Title Author Date Problem 
representation/contesta
tion 

The 
Standard 

Turning waste into 
money 

Benard 
Sanga 

17.8.2016 Health effects, waste 
picking as an opportunity 

The 
Standard 

Waste business 
keeping Narok 
town clean  

Robert 
Kiplagat 

1.2.2017 Stigmatization, waste 
picking as an opportunity  

The Nation The army taking 
risks to keep 
garbage where it 
belongs 

Leopold Obi 15.9.2017 Health effects, lack of 
recognition by the public 
sector, waste picking as 
an opportunity 

The Nation The ticking time 
bomb that is 
Dandora dumpsite 

Bernadine 
Mutanu 

5.8.2020 Health effects, poor 
livelihoods 

The 
Standard 

Unemployed youth 
find their bread in 
dustbins 

Mactilda 
Mbenywe 

31.10.2020 Stigmatization, lack of 
support from authorities, 
waste picking as an 
opportunity 

The Star Inside juvenile 
gangs idle students 
have flocked to 

Maureen 
Mudi 

18.11.2020 Criminal activities in 
informal waste 
management 

The Nation Nakuru dumpsite 
set to become new 
centre for 
entrepreneurship 

Francis 
Mureithi 

20.11.2020 Poor livelihoods, health 
effects, lack of support 
from authorities 

 

 

The newspaper articles echoed the problem representations of poor livelihoods and 

health effects of waste work. All of them also mentioned the lack of protective gear.  

However, they also addressed waste work as a viable livelihood, and addressed policy-

makers in the ways in which livelihoods within informal waste work could be 

improved. Especially the lack of support from the government is noted in the excerpt 

below from The Nation: 
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He said government and non-governmental organisations should enlighten 

scavengers on the significance of protective clothing and good hygiene. 

 

Policymakers should assist the scavengers through workshops on-site that will 

assist them to change their behaviour and become wealth makers and create job 

opportunities," said Mr Maina. (Mureithi, 2020). 

 

This is an important point of view, as despite the policies describing the adverse health 

effects of work within waste, they do not recognize the significance of the work. This is 

also pointed out by another article by The Nation, which mentions that “although their 

jobs come at a great cost for those involved, their work remains unrecognised” (Obi, 

2017). 

 

One of the articles also present a side of informal waste management not addressed in 

the policy documents, the positive public health effects of the work:  

 

Despite the hazards that they face, their contribution to the environment is 

immeasurable. 

A UN Habitat publication says waste pickers perform between 50 to 100 percent 

of all ongoing waste collection tasks in most cities in developing countries — a 

service for which they are not paid. 

Their work improves sanitation besides improving public health and 

environmental aesthetics. (Obi, 2017). 

 

While the policies and the media alike emphasize the adverse health effects of working 

with waste, improving public health through waste picking is a definite silence in the 

policy documents. 

 

The main contestation of the policy problematizations of informality in the articles is 

the narrative of waste picking as a viable livelihood, through which the workers have 

improved their quality of life, as indicated by the excerpts below: 

 



49 

 

Through the job, she has educated her two children up to secondary school and 

also manages to pay her rent. 

Wairimu says she and a few other waste pickers formed a table banking group 

through which they save a portion of each day’s earnings. (Obi, 2017). 

 

For the last five years, Dancan Juma, a garbage collector from Nyalanda, has 

been pocketing about Sh50,000 per month from his work. 

“Garbage collection has transformed my life and that of my family,” said Juma 

in an interview. (Mbenywe, 2020). 

 

“Waste is money. I pay my bills and make a saving for my one-year-old girl 

from this work. When people complain about the increase of solid waste in 

Mombasa, for us it is a booming business,” he said. (Sanga, 2016). 

 

On top of these descriptions of waste picking as an economic opportunity, one of the 

articles also emphasizes the work as an opportunity particularly for previously 

unemployed youth (Mbenywe, 2020). This is an important additional contestation 

considering how the creation of jobs, particularly for youth, is one of the policy 

proposals. The informal economy is already the major source of employment in the 

country and a safety net in the absence of formal sector jobs.   

 

In addition to describing the viability of the livelihood, one of the articles combined 

waste picking to criminal activities in a dumpsite in Mombasa, describing the life of 

“juvenile gangsters” (Mudi, 2020). The criminal activities in dumpsites have also been 

addressed in other research (GI-TOC, 2021), though it was not addressed in the waste 

management policies. 

 

All the articles mention that the interviewed waste pickers have started organizations or 

other self-help groups. This is an interesting emphasis, as the policies also underline the 

significance of organizing, while paying little attention to how organizing could be 

promoted or supported. According to the key informant interview, the problem is often 

precisely that waste pickers are unwilling to organize, preferring to work underground 

(Interview, 7.4.2021). The alternative problem representation of empowerment through 
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organizing is also presented in one of the documents analyzed for this research, the 

National Sustainable Solid Waste Policy:  

 

Impressive local and small-scale action is being taken in counties across the 

country. Waste pickers are organizing into cooperatives. Programs to create 

jobs in waste collection, sorting and recycling for youth and women are being 

created. (NSWP, 2019, p. 12).  

 

As presented in Table 3, similarly to the policy framework, the media particularly 

problematizes the adverse health effects of waste picking. However, the main 

contestation of the problem presentations in policies is the fact that waste picking is 

seen as a viable livelihood by people engaged in it. While the discourse in policies 

concentrated on the poor livelihoods of waste pickers, in the media it is also framed as 

an opportunity some waste pickers have seized and which has generated them some 

economic empowerment. Due to the lack of formal jobs in the country, waste picking 

may in some cases offer more freedom and flexibility than informal wage jobs, for 

example. Likewise, the livelihood is presented as an easily accessible option, and as the 

livelihood of choice for some engaged in it, instead of as the last resort. However, the 

media also represents waste pickers mainly through the lens of individual success 

stories of those who have managed to organize amongst themselves, despite receiving 

no support. According to the key informant (7.4.2021), many waste pickers prefer to 

operate individually and underground due to stigmatization by the public and the 

problems they have had with authorities, and therefore it seems paradoxical that waste 

pickers who have taken the initiative to organize or become entrepreneurial are 

applauded by the media and also in the National Solid Waste Management Policy 

(2019, p. 12).  

 

Just like the policies, the media does not address the future of livelihoods in informal 

waste management, nor the potential conflict of interest in waste management built 

through the policies. Though the research material was scarce, it could be suggested that 

the media manifests neoliberal values in its construction of waste pickers as 

independent entrepreneurs despite being unsupported by the state. Additionally in 

accordance with Bacchi’s (2009, pp. 16-17) thoughts on how subject positions are built 

through policies and the media, from positions of power, it seems that the subject 
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positions built in the media are waste pickers either as “juvenile gangsters”, or waste 

pickers as entrepreneurs, transforming their communities. The latter of these subject 

positions could also be seen as an example of how, according to Sanyal (2007), 

capitalism maintains the need economy through the narrative of informality as 

resilience.  
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7. Discussion 

7.1 The problem of informality  

The basis of both the theoretical and the methodological framework of this thesis is in 

deconstructing or questioning implicit power structures to determine how informal 

waste work is problematized in Kenyan policies, and how these problematizations may 

affect livelihoods. While there are obvious benefits in sustainability and sustainable 

development, it is also important to recognize that discourses that stem from them can 

be used to govern and to override the interests of some groups in preference of others. 

Based on this discourse analysis performed in this research, it seems that political will 

to modernize waste management is overriding the interests of informal workers in waste 

management in Kenya.  

 

Research emphasizes the importance on building on the strengths of current waste 

management practices in search of improvements, as there are large variations in what 

works the best for different countries, areas or cities (Wilson et al., 2012; Gutberlet et 

al., 2017). This point of view is echoed in Samson’s research (2020a, 2020b) on 

informal waste work, as according to her perception of modernization of waste 

management in the Global South, the formal sector should be built to be integrated into 

the existing informal sector, not vice versa. The informal sector can definitely be 

regarded as one of the strengths of the present system of waste management in urban 

Kenya as most recycling in the country is done by waste pickers, and therefore better 

regard of them in policy, especially taking the systems they have built and the 

knowledge they have into consideration, is a point of view that present policies largely 

lack. This point of view is also important when considering one of the 

problematizations presented in this thesis, the underutilization of waste as a resource. 

While only a fraction of waste is recycled in Kenya, the reason for this seems to be 

more the lack of source segregation and other issues with waste management 

infrastructure and enforcement. After all, waste is being utilized as a source of income 

and livelihoods, just not sufficiently enough by the formal sector, and it seems that 

technical shortages and the lack of public knowledge on proper waste management 

practices hinder the work of both the informal and the formal sector.  
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Though at present the informal sector is the main player in recycling in the country, 

source segregation may greatly affect their position. The key informant viewed this as 

an inevitable outcome, mentioning that waste pickers will not be needed in the future 

(Interview, 7.4.2021). While this is most likely true within some span of time, the 

significance of the informal sector and of waste as commons has also been underlined 

by the economic impact of the Covid-19 crisis, as people have to seek for alternative 

means of living. 

 

In general, a barrier for better organization and working conditions for waste pickers is 

usually the lack of capital, as informal workers rarely have access to formal credit. This 

factor is considered at least in the county-policies, as they suggest facilitating access to 

capital as one support measure for the informal sector. The key informant also brought 

up the lack of capital as an issue, mentioning that waste pickers hoping to increase the 

scale of their operation must save and invest family money to do so, which is sometimes 

not feasible to them (Interview, 7.4.2021). While the importance of organizing is 

generally emphasized in the policy documents, in practice waste pickers are offered 

little incentive or support to do so, as the policy documents do not outline any actions to 

support organizing.  

 

The newspaper articles analyzed for this work concentrate on tales of resilience on 

individuals who have managed to initiate organizations or micro-enterprises, while 

individual workers are not addressed, even though some research suggests that waste 

pickers in Kenya prefer to work alone to avoid disagreements (Karanja, 2005). It seems 

that both policies and the media promote a narrative of taking initiative and organizing, 

though in reality the know-how or resources for it may be limited to individual waste 

pickers. Within the framework of this thesis, this subject position of resilience could be 

seen as an example of Sanyal’s (2007) idea of how the narrative of informality as 

resilience is utilized to maintain the need economy. Additionally, while the authorities 

seem to prefer cooperation with waste picker organizations, factually waste pickers 

often prefer to work underground due to difficulties with the public and the authorities 

(Interview, 7.4.2021). Therefore, it seems that policies and the reality are far removed 

from each other. The emphasis on organizations could also be due to the issue 

Scheinberg et al (2010, p. 105) bring up in their research; municipalities prefer to draw 

up contracts with waste picker organizations instead of actual integration of waste 
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pickers, as they do not want to be responsible for waste pickers due to the stigma 

associated with them. 

 

Changing recycling practices will also change the work of waste pickers, as separation 

at source is an important factor of efficient recycling practices. Separation at source will 

decrease the amount of recyclable waste contaminated by biological waste, but the 

implementation of recycling schemes based on separation at source, such as container-

deposit legislation, will also revamp the livelihoods of many informal recyclers. As 

noted by Samson (2020a), while governments are seemingly looking to integrate waste 

pickers into the formal system of waste management, they fail to acknowledge the way 

certain solutions will affect livelihoods. 

 

The WPR-approach is critical in nature, and the point of this thesis is not to argue 

against formalization or integration of the informal sector in itself, but rather to question 

what the priorities for waste management are, and how livelihoods in informal waste 

work are regarded in plans to formalize or modernize waste management. As waste 

work is dangerous and has adverse health and environmental effects, formalization 

especially in the form of formal training and safety equipment would most likely be 

beneficial for the livelihood. However, according to the key informant interview 

(7.4.2021) and the review of the media done in this research, waste pickers seem to 

remain on the sidelines and unsupported by the government, even during the Covid-19 

pandemic. 

   

Generally, most recent conceptualizations of informality suggest that informality and 

formality are entangled into different practices and layers of society, and therefore 

building a dichotomy between them in both policy and practice is artificial (Banks et al., 

2019). I would argue that despite the multifaceted nature of informality, the Kenyan 

policy framework does emphasize the traditional dichotomy of informality as poverty 

and marginalization, and the formal, particularly the formal private sector, as modern 

and efficient, and therefore the preferred option. It could be argued that this dichotomy 

reinforces the thoughts of J.K. Gibson-Graham (2002) in recreating the global 

hegemony of development through neoliberalism, which in some cases ignores local 

conditions and practices. Out of the documents analyzed in this research, the NAMA 

(2017), which had been done in collaboration with UNDP, concentrated the most on 
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incentivizing private sector involvement, and the least on the informal sector. This 

could be seen as an additional reflection J.K. Gibson-Graham’s idea of how local 

conditions are ignored in the pursuit of the global ideal of development. Additionally, 

along the thoughts of Inverardi-Ferri (2018), the dichotomous view of informality and 

formality in the policies could be seen as an indication of how the narrative of 

informality is used to justify dispossession, or the appropriation of waste as a form of 

urban commons, especially as waste pickers’ work is described as marginal or 

fractional.  

 

As noted by the key informant (Interview, 7.4.2021), there is hardly any private sector 

involvement in recycling in Kenya as of now. Therefore, it seems that the policies’ aim 

to incentivize private sector involvement has not yet been realized, which is not 

surprising as the most recent one of them, The Sustainable Waste Management Policy, 

was only finalized in the spring of 2021. Consequently, the appropriation of waste as 

urban commons is perhaps not an imminent threat to livelihoods. However, as waste 

management has been increasingly privatized in urban areas of the Global South, and 

there is definitive intent to do so in Kenya, it is likely that waste management will 

become an increasingly contested issue in the country, at least due to rising interest in 

more valuable secondary materials. Also, as noted by the key informant (7.4.2021), 

waste pickers in Kenya usually prefer to work underground instead of organizing due to 

stigmatization and harassment, and therefore their interests are poorly guarded, which is 

also evident from the lack of inclusion of waste picker groups in the policy documents. 

Therefore, stigmatization hampers the likelihood of waste pickers gaining a collective 

voice and securing their interests the way they have done in Brazil, for example 

(Fergutz et al., 2011). As the stigmatized position of waste pickers is also reinforced 

through policies, as presented in this thesis, it could be argued that the lack of 

organization is also reproduced through policy for the purpose of accumulation by 

dispossession.  

 

While this thesis views the primitive accumulation or enclosure of waste as somewhat 

problematic, it must be acknowledged that in some cases some level of enclosure may 

be necessary. Sometimes one common needs to be protected at the expense of another 

(Harvey, 2013, p. 70), e.g. environment and public health at the cost of waste as a form 

of urban commons. Though while mentioning this, it must also be kept in mind that 
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marginalization or poverty, and environmental degradation do not necessarily correlate 

(Benjaminsen, 2015), as is evident from the mere fact that most recycling in Kenya is 

done informally. The issue is multifaceted, and the main aim of this thesis was not to 

find best practices, but rather to question hegemonies of knowledge in policies and the 

media. In general, primitive accumulation or accumulation by dispossession has not 

been theorized much through policy analysis, at least not in combination with the WPR-

approach, and this thesis worked as a foray into whether such approach is in any way 

plausible. 

 

7.2 Limitations of the research and reliability 

The major limitation of my research is the small amount of research material, and the 

lack of sufficient triangulation. As the research was executed as desktop research and 

the data is largely based on documents, the results of it can be somewhat one-sided. 

While I initially expected the national and county-level documents to be streamlined 

with each other, they were even more similar than I expected. Particularly the county-

level documents were extremely similar with each other, and did not offer much 

information about any county-level differences. The documents included in the analysis 

are also different in structure and in the amount of technical details, for example, so 

strict comparison between them is factitious, and therefore not what I concentrated on. 

In addition to including multiple interviews, triangulation of this research could have 

been improved with quantitative data, for example on the percentages of recycled 

materials in Kenya and their change, and sector divide within recycling percentages. 

However, this kind of data was not available. Field work in combination with policy 

analysis would have been ideal for this research to find out more about the various 

stakeholders in waste management in urban areas (in Nairobi, for example), but it was 

unfortunately not possible within the timeframe of this research. 

 

Another problem with reliability in terms of my data is that informality is a spectrum, 

which leads to inexact references to different practices of informality in both the 

policies and the newspaper articles used for Question 5. While this research, and the 

data used for this research, both use a dichotomous perception of informality, as that 

simplifies conceptualization, actually drawing lines between the formal and the informal 

becomes complicated. Additionally, it seems that both the government and the media 
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regard some forms of informal waste work as more illicit than other forms of waste 

work, e.g. any work that is even the least bit organized is seen as a more viable option, 

while unorganized waste picking is regarded as “eking out a living”. At times this made 

the analysis difficult, as the implicit lines drawn in the text were hard to understand. I 

would say this was the biggest drawback in my choice of methodology and data, and 

understanding this aspect of the documents better would have required multiple 

interviews with different stakeholders. 

 

Another weakness in my research is the slight discrepancy within the data, particularly 

the policy documents analyzed for this research. The lack of a policy document 

specifically for Nairobi complicated the research process and comparison between the 

documents. I considered including the Nairobi waste management bill, but that would 

have required including the other counties’ bills as well, and when reading through the 

bills I discovered that they would have offered very little additional data due to their 

nature as legislative texts. This led to the inclusion of the National Appropriate 

Mitigation Action (NAMA) document, despite its difference as a document type. In 

general, the Mombasa and Kisumu policy documents were very similar in their content, 

and therefore did not reveal many local differences in perceptions of informality.  

 

As for media accounts on informal waste management, they were few and far between. 

Therefore, they only offered little additional data for this research, though some 

alternative insights into informal waste management were found in them. In summary, 

the disregard for informal waste management in both the policy framework and media, 

and therefore within positions of power, became evident through this research.  

 

As for the theoretical underpinnings of this thesis, namely of critical and materialist 

geography, the research raises questions of its significance as research in geography, 

particularly. As Blomley (2006) has noted, critical geography needs a more thoughtful 

appraisal of how exactly it is just that; critical and geographic. The geographical basis 

of this thesis is in the materiality of social relations, which becomes evident through 

circulation of waste between different socioeconomic spheres, and through how these 

relationships are reproduced or altered from positions of power. Likewise, through the 

framework of critical geography, this thesis presents the difference between who 

generates waste and who manages it, as one manifestation of uneven spatial and 
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economic relations. This interplay in essence is the most interesting aspect of informal 

waste work; the flow of waste from capitalist spheres to noncapitalist spheres, and back, 

and the way capitalism enables these livelihoods that can simultaneously be 

conceptualized as noncapitalist, or “need economy” -based. However, this could be 

regarded as a large scale phenomenon intrinsic to capitalism, and waste picking is by no 

means the only manifestation of it. 

 

The WPR-approach recognizes policy analysis as a political practice, and it encourages 

the application of the method towards research itself, to bring about implicit self-

problematizations in research. To address this perspective in a cursory way, it is 

important to realize that my whole subject is, in a sense, problematization of informal 

waste management. Although the issues related to it are real, especially the health 

problems resulting from insufficient training and gear, it is important to realize that 

from a Global North perspective, formalization of such sectors and work in general may 

seem like the most viable option for people engaged in the activity. However, this is not 

necessarily the view of stakeholders actually engaged in the sector, as formalization 

may also encroach upon their livelihoods. My choice of research topic could in itself be 

viewed as a problematization of informal waste work, though simultaneously it must be 

noted that I chose the critical framework of this thesis precisely to argue against the 

problematization of it.  Additionally, it must be acknowledged that the binary of 

“informal/formal sector” used in this research reinforces a dichotomous view of 

informality, which is far from the truth. 
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8. Conclusion 

The aim of this research was to find out how the urban livelihood of informal waste 

management is problematized in Kenyan policies, and to theorize how that may affect 

informal livelihoods through the theoretical framework of critical geography. The 

underlying rationale for this approach was to examine how practices and relations of 

power produce problems, subjects, and places in the context of informal livelihoods 

within waste. Additionally, this research examined whether waste can be construed as a 

resource under appropriation in the discourse of government and county-level policies. 

An additional rationale for the framework of this thesis was the causal loop of 

urbanization and economic growth leading to an increase in waste, and in the absence of 

a sufficient waste management system, to the livelihood of informal waste work, which 

is undertaken by people who are otherwise excluded from the benefits of economic 

growth and therefore excluded from the accumulation economy. I chose to study Kenya 

due to its robust informal sector, its position as the economic powerhouse of East 

Africa, and due to its recent waste reduction schemes, such as the ban on polythene 

carrier bags in 2017.  

 

The main finding of my research is that while waste pickers are acknowledged within 

waste management policies, and the quality of their livelihoods is problematized by 

policies, their livelihoods are not secured in the larger context. The Kenyan policy 

framework lacks sufficient plans on how to facilitate both the private and the informal 

sector, and particularly how to preserve the interests of waste pickers as they have less 

political and economic power, even though facilitating both, for different reasons, seems 

to be the desired policy outcome. Additionally, waste pickers do not seem to be a 

priority in the context of larger scale discourse on the modernization of waste 

management in the policies or in the media, which is due to the fact that privatization is 

seen as the main priority, most likely due to the financial benefits it would entail in the 

form of improved infrastructure, tax revenue and sustainable businesses. 

 

I also theorized on the rationale behind privatization of waste management, and of 

informality in the context of Kenyan policies, through the framework of critical and 

materialist geography to contest the knowledge produced by policies in the country, and 

to question whether the state produces accumulation by dispossession through 
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policymaking. Within this context, it could be argued that waste is a form of commons 

under appropriation through policy, and it could also be argued that Kenyan policies 

reinforce stigmatization of waste pickers through narratives of marginalization, and 

through an approach to their integration as charity in accordance with the thoughts of 

Samson (2020b). This theorization could be extended to include the thoughts of Sanyal 

(2007) in how primitive accumulation and developmentalist interventions reproduce 

exclusion from the capitalist economy, and also on how narratives of informality may in 

some cases be used to justify accumulation by dispossession, as conceptualized by 

Inverardi-Ferri (2018). 

 

While the rationale of privatization in waste management can be defended with 

technological innovations, environmentally sound scientific practices and tax revenue, it 

is important to recognize that informal actors have important, local systems and 

knowledge, especially when one rejects the hegemony of modernization. In addition to 

the social justice aspects of inclusion, local conditions need to be considered for 

innovative approaches to complex challenges (Dias, 2016). As noted by Hart (1973) in 

one of the first research projects on informality in Sub-Saharan Africa, transferring 

Western practices without regard for local contexts may sometimes be harmful to 

policymaking in the Global South. It could be argued that the transfer of these Western 

practices is still persistent and enhanced by the global development ideal. 
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