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ABSTRACT 

 

This paper analyses the solid waste management (SWM) process in Nairobi, Kenya and 

studies the roles and actions of the actors involved in this process, putting emphasis on the 

role of informal actors and their relationship with the city authorities. Based on semi-

structured interviews and participant observation conducted on the field in Nairobi, Kenya, 

the results of this paper suggest that the role of informal waste collectors in the informal 

settlement of Kibera is essential. In most parts of Kibera, the municipal SWM seems to be 

non-existent. Thus the collection and transport is often carried out by informal waste collector 

groups. Furthermore, the relationship between informal actors and authorities is highly 

complex and ambivalent. The local authorities claim to have acknowledged the important role 

of the informal actors; however the latter are more or less neglected by the NCC in the 

overall solid waste management sector. 
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1. Introduction 

 
Waste is a universal and highly visible phenomenon. The perspectives towards solid waste 
are often contradictory: While by affluent societies it is often considered plainly as garbage or 
environmental problem, in many cities in Africa and the Global South it is an important and 
flexible source of income for the large part of urban population and provides raw material to 
many sectors of economy. (Choudhary 2003). The occupational group of informal waste 
collectors form a vital part of economy in nearly every city of the Global South. Operating on 
the streets, curbsides and dumps, this group of people collect, sort, clean, recycle and sell 
material thrown away by others, thus contributing to public health, sanitation and 
environmental sustainability, and reducing municipal expenses etc. (WIEGO 2006). Waste 
pickers can be found all around the world. According to estimates, “about 1 per cent of the 
urban population – at least 15 million people – survive by salvaging recyclables from waste” 
in the Global south (Medina 2008, 1). These people, often faced with a choice between 
starving or waste-picking, cling on to the latter (ibid.). At the moment, “despite their large 
numbers and presence in most African, Asian, and Latin American cities, waste pickers have 
largely been ignored by scholars” (WIEGO 2006). 
 
The urban areas in Global South are often characterized by high levels of unemployment and 
underemployment. (Meikle 2002, 39 in Rakodi 2002). In order to be able to survive, the 
urban poor usually have to turn to a variety of activities, some urban dwellers are forced to 
engage for example in prostitution or other criminal activity, some try to make a living by 
collecting, recycling and reselling solid waste (ibid.). As urban environmental problems are 
expected to worsen in the Global South due to rapid and at some points uncontrolled growth 
of cities accompanied by high consumption rates, the problems of urban people living in 
extreme poverty will be of growing importance in the development agenda (Lloyd Jones 
2001, xiv in Rakodi 2002; Adama 2007, 17) 
 
Cities are a central focus when discussing the issues of solid waste management (Adama 
2007). In Nairobi, Kenya, the combination of uncontrolled inflow of rural-to-urban migrants 
and lack of urban planning has created a variety of problems in many sectors – solid waste 
management being one of these. New ways to deal with the problem of waste management 
have to be introduced in Nairobi – a city with critical problems in this particular sector (Peters 
1998). According to national authorities, solid waste management is one of the key 
environmental issues in Nairobi (NEMA 2009). Today, according to local newspapers, about 
3000 to 3500 tonnes of garbage is being created every day (The Standard 29.10.2010). The 
problem is acute, and is therefore even acknowledged by the Nairobi City Council (NCC). 
According to NCCs five-year strategic plan 2006-2010: 
 

“The inability of the Council to provide infrastructure services to match rapidly growing 
population, commercial and industrial demand has led to problems such as 
overcrowding, inadequate sanitation, poor health, polluted water, inadequate liquid 
and solid waste management and lack of recreational facilities besides many other 
urban degeneration problems. The situation has consequently led to increased crime, 
mushrooming of slums, construction of illegal structures and rapidly declining 
standards of living”. (NCC 2006, 4-5) 

 
As a response to this problem – and a plethora of other problems as well - the NCC aims at:  
 

“creating an environment that stimulates economic growth and facilitates the poor to 
expand their asset base, increase access to social services and reduce their 
vulnerability and contribute to improving the quality of life in the City.” (NCC 2006, 19). 

 
This paper aims at analyzing the solid waste management process in Nairobi by putting 
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special emphasis on informal settlements and slum areas through a case study in Kibera 
settlement. Instead of environmental aspects, however, the focus is on studying the 
important role of informal actors and the relationships between informal waste collectors and 
local authorities. 
 
The structure of this report is as follows: After an introduction to prior research and 
theoretical framework (section 2) the objective and research questions will be specified in 
section 2.1, followed by the definitions and delimitations of this study (section 2.2). Section 3 
is dedicated to methodological discussion and a review of the overall fieldwork strategy. 
Section 4 introduces the study setting. Section 5 describes the overall solid waste process 
from creation to disposal in Nairobi and in Kibera. The following sections identify the actors 
involved in this process (section 6) and analyses the relationships between the informal and 
formal actors (section 7). Section 8 links these findings to the wider academic discussion 
introduced in theoretical framework. Final conclusions will be presented in the last (9) 
section. 
 
2. Theoretical framework 
 
The overall theme of the paper is connected with issues of livelihoods and governance. In 
this section, these terms will be briefly touched upon in the context of solid waste 
management. As noted earlier, the group of waste pickers usually belong to the poorest part 
of urban dwellers. To waste collectors, solid waste can be either an important source of 
income or merely a survivalist strategy. The responsibility of solid waste management lies on 
the shoulders of local authorities. Being an important part of urban service provision, solid 
waste management is thereby also a vital part of the process called urban governance. The 
discussion of recent work on these issues that follows provides a theoretical background to 
the paper. 
 
Wilson et al. (2006) discuss the role of informal sector recycling in waste management in 
developing countries in general terms. In their case, the term „informal sector recycling‟ refers 
to waste picking activity carried out by the urban poor. By identifying four basic categories of 
informal waste recycling (see Wilson et al 2006, 798) and connecting these to social, health-
related, economic and political issues, the authors review both positive and negative aspects 
associated with informal collecting and analyse the relationship between informal recycling 
and formal (municipal) waste management. (Wilson et al. 2006). The most valuable 
contribution made by the authors is related to their analysis of the current discourse of 
informal waste recycling. According to the authors, the prevailing attitudes towards informality 
are generally negative due to the need to control health and environmental consequences. 
These attitudes shape also the legal and policy context, creating repression, neglect or 
collusion (Wilson et al 2006, 805). Despite the growing recognition of the many benefits of 
informal waste management over the last 20 years, many developing countries still face 
huge problems in integrating informal and formal waste sector in an efficient way (ibid.).  
 
Njeru (2006) utilizes similar kind of approach when analysing the plastic bag waste problem 
in Nairobi. By applying an urban political ecological approach, the paper studies the nature 
and political-ecological roots of plastic bag waste problem, as well as implications of this 
problem for environmental justice. The root for this acute problem, according to Njeru (2006, 
1055), can be traced at governmental level, where contradictory policies and political 
goodwill enjoyed by the plastic bag industry seem to have constrained the possibilities of 
local municipalities to tackle the problem. However, local municipalities' exclusionary and 
unequal provision of urban services has further worsened the environmental situation by 
exposing the poor Nairobi residents to health risks. Finally, due to massive popularity of 
plastic bags among both consumers and suppliers, the residents themselves carry their part 
of the responsibility as well. (2006, 1052-1055). 
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Choudhary (2003) gives a somewhat general description of informal waste picking activity, 
concentrating mainly on economic and political aspects. According to the author, waste 
picking is a relatively new phenomenon that is concentrated in urban areas. Where little or no 
capital is available and the overall resources are scarce, waste picking, as already discussed 
earlier, becomes an important survivalist strategy. (ibid.) This „survivalist‟ perspective is even 
shared by several other authors (see e.g. Anyamba 2005, Huysman 1994, Wilson et al 
2006). Choudharys contribution to theoretical discussion lies on his conclusions regarding 
the relations between waste collectors and “the outside world”. By discussing linkages 
between global markets and petty producers on local level, the author observes that “the 
interest of waste-pickers is not decided locally but gets conditioned on a larger scale.” 
(Choudhary 2003, 5240). According to the author, “waste-pickers actually interact with a 
larger group than is commonly seen” (ibid). This remark underscores the fact that, when 
studying the solid waste management and waste picking, a local approach simply is 
insufficient; instead, a different set of scales, ranging from local to global perspective, are 
needed in order to be able to understand the dynamic character of solid waste management. 
 
The everyday living conditions, relations and working circumstances of informal waste 
collectors are described lively by Huysman (1994). In her study, the author concentrates on 
female waste pickers in Bangalore, India. Drawing on interviews with several different actors 
and stakeholders, the paper suggests that waste-picking constitutes an essential source of 
income for households, despite the hazardous circumstances where collectors operate in 
and the (often) diminutive returns created by this kind of activity (Huysman 1994). As a 
response to the failure of formal labour markets, Huysman points out, people are forced to 
engage in informal activities – waste collection being one of these. Although the informal 
workers generally are men, street waste picking in Bangalore seems to be carried out mainly 
by women and children from lower castes (ibid). Waste collectors are highly vulnerable to 
external influences, since collectors' incomes are mainly determined by the prevailing raw-
material prices. Nor is there a formal labour contract available that would provide protection. 
The collectors' share of the total profit is also minimal due to the fact that instead of selling 
the collected material directly to factories, they're forced to use various dealers or 
wholesalers as middlemen. Spatially, waste collectors usually live in concentrated areas 
because they work by foot and the access to valuable working spots is essential (1994, 159). 
In this way, a spatial resemblance between working areas and settlements of waste pickers 
can easily be drawn. 
 
Despite Huysmans obvious contributions in describing the everyday working conditions of 
waste collectors, her findings are hard to apply directly to urban African context, since the 
caste system obviously isn't present in African cities. However, the observations in terms of 
family and household dynamics are highly relevant. The social dimension of waste 
management is often neglected and waste management has historically been regarded 
merely as a technical issue. This shortcoming is noticed also by Adama (2007) and Samson 
(2009). In her study of municipal waste management in South Africa, Samson states that 
“waste is a profoundly social issue” (2009, 44). The author emphasizes social relations 
regarding the production, collection, disposal of, and reclaiming of waste, claiming that these 
relations have an essential significance on the recycling initiatives (ibid.). According to her, 
the municipalities ought to see waste management “as a social policy and develop the 
capacity within waste management departments to identify and address social concerns” 
(Samson 2009, 44). 
 
The notion of urban livelihood is closely connected to urban poverty. One way to understand 
and handle the situation and actions of poor people is by utilizing livelihoods approach 
introduced by Rakodi et al (2002). Based on extensive research, the authors concentrate on 
livelihoods in analysing poverty in urban areas. By applying a people-centred, urban focus, 
the authors vividly depict the situation and strategies of urban poor people and discuss the 
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implications for policy and practice (ibid.). By creating a model of livelihoods framework (see 
figure 1.1. in Rakodi et al 2002, 9) the authors stress the fact that, instead of seeing poor 
people as passive, deprived victims, they should be regarded as key actors themselves, 
allowing scholars to identify and address livelihood priorities and understand the often 
complex and advanced strategies undertaken by the poor in order to make a living. These 
strategies can be either proactive or reactive – or often both – and comprise various assets, 
e.g. human capital or social capital. Livelihood strategies constitute a basis for livelihood 
opportunities, and these two are in turn closely interconnected and intertwined with the 
external environment and social conditions, such as infrastructure, policies and institutions 
etc. (Rakodi 2002, 9-11). The benefits of this kind of people-centered, responsive and 
participatory approach are evident. As Carney et al (1999) state, “sustainable poverty 
elimination will be achieved only if external support focuses on what matters to people .. 
[and] understands the differences between groups of people and works with them in a way 
that is congruent with their current livelihood strategies, social environment and ability to 
adapt” (Carney et al 1999, 8). 
 
Applying similar kind of approach, Twyman & Slater (2005) regard solid waste as an 
important natural resource. In their study, the authors unravel the contributions of natural 
resources to urban livelihoods. The authors claim that “natural resources can contribute 
significantly ... to urban livelihoods in a number of often „hidden‟ ways.” (2005, 1). The 
concept of „hidden‟ stems from the fact that urban livelihoods, such as waste picking and 
urban agriculture, have often been treated as alternative ways of support in assessment of 
urban livelihoods. This, according to the authors, “may be because their contribution to 
household income is seen as so small that it is not worth documenting, or it may be that they 
are not recognized as occurring within the urban context” (Twyman & Slater 2005, 2).  
 
From the political point of view, the discussions of poverty tend to concentrate on the role of 
national governments and international agencies. It is often forgotten that local municipal 
authorities (in this case, NCC) have a great say in livelihoods of the poor. City municipal 
governments govern the delivery of policies, infrastructure and services, and through their 
actions steer the grade in which the poor are dependent on or excluded from the processes 
of power. The reason behind this neglect, Meikle (in Rakodi 2002, 42) suggests, has been 
“the tendency to view (and measure) poverty in terms of inadequate consumption and 
income.” (ibid.) This limited definition of poverty overlooks important other parameters such 
as quality of housing, levels of service and (lack of) political and civil rights. By having a vital 
impact on these parameters, the local governments, at least in theory, also have a great 
potential to contribute to poverty reduction. (Meikle in Rakodi 2002, 42). 
 
Adama (2007) analyzes in her academic dissertation the process of urban governance in the 
city of Abuja – a newly chosen capital of Nigeria – by focusing on solid waste management 
sector. Drawing on spatial perspective and a variety of methods, the paper concludes that 
governance in this sector, contrary to common notions, is conducted at higher than municipal 
levels. In Abuja, according to the author, the prominent role of federal institutions leaves the 
municipal government, local community as well as local households more or less invisible. 
(Adama 2007). Since federal governments seldom operate as an isolated actor detached 
from the global economy, it is important to be able to widen the perspective towards more 
global scale. There is a clear resemblance between the actions of waste pickers and urban 
governments on local level. Both of these local activities – waste picking and local 
governance – reflect bigger global processes and ideals. Whether it is a question of type of 
waste scavenged or the ideals and financing behind urban governance, it becomes essential 
to widen the spatial perspective from local to global. Even the concept of governance itself, 
as described by Jessop (1997, 59-60), involves different types and sizes of power networks 
ranging across different functional domains, and therefore ask for an ability to investigate the 
processes through different scales.  
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With a case study in Cameroon, Achankeng (2003) studies the impact of globalization and 
urbanization to management of municipal solid waste sector in Africa. Compared to Adamas 
relatively detailed study, this paper is more general and pragmatic in its character, discussing 
the role of globalization in solid waste management and providing practical solutions to 
current problems in this sector in Africa. The paper concludes that most African cities, instead 
of applying local initiatives and strategies, rush head over heels to importing ill-adapted and 
unsuitable global strategies and technologies. The absence of decentralized participatory 
management as well as lack of collaboration between stakeholders has created problems in 
waste management sector. Globalization has created a new situation that has to be dealt 
with a new set of methods. This, according to the author, will require efforts towards 
participatory and good governance. In order to be able to cope with the new situation, the 
authorities have to “put their city, its environment and its people ahead of every 
consideration. Such a strong city government will also be able to place checks on the power 
of transnational corporations, press for certain minimums including share profits of their less 
regulations and free trade barriers.” (Achankeng 2007, 19). 
 
The relationship between urban governance and poverty has been widely recognized during 
the recent years (see eg. Twyman & Slater 2005). However, the analyses of urban 
livelihoods have been somewhat sectoral and partial in their character. In order to be able to 
analyse and understand the relationships between governance procedures and urban 
livelihoods, the whole urban economy has to be seen as a part of a bigger context. The local 
urban economy is not isolated or self-contained, but is instead affected by national and 
international policies. (Meikle in Rakodi 2002, 39). As stated before, these policies are 
strongly shaped by current international values and ideas. As for example Pryke (1999) 
states, “'the liberalisation of the global economy' has become the dominant force shaping 
urbanization in developing countries” (1999, 229). As a result of this current trend, city 
officials and municipal decision-makers in the Global South have their hands more or less 
tied. As Pryke puts it, “city governments have little choice but to operate along the lines laid 
down by the dominant rhythm of neo liberalism“(ibid.) This prevailing paradigm can also be 
applied directly to solid waste management as well, since, according to Adama, there seems 
to be a dominant view about how solid waste management should be governed (Adama 
2007, 19). Often referred to as good governance, this way of thinking seems to have become 
somewhat of a “universal truth” in the developing world setting. The idea of good governance 
is strongly based on Western norms of capitalism and decentralization, thus it has become 
an easy target for criticism, since it is claimed to ignore the local social, political and 
economic context. Nevertheless, the policy of decentralization is adopted by many African 
governments – often due to external pressure and limited financial resources (Adama 2007, 
19-21). 
 
As discussed above, the municipal solid waste management is shaped by financial, 
technical, political and social aspects (Adama 2007). The financial dimension is related to 
economic development and measured e.g. in terms of budget and financing. The technical 
aspect generally refers to planning and design of solid waste management systems – in 
developed countries meaning often scientific treatment and prevention of waste, but in the 
Global South collection, transport and disposal of waste. The political aspect of waste 
management analyses the participation of different stakeholders in this process. Finally, the 
social context covers a wide variety of issues connected to waste management, ranging from 
waste generation patterns to actions of households and social conditions of waste collectors 
(Adama 2007, 17-18). 
 
Baudouin et al. (2010) study the varied and often shifting relations between the informal 
waste collectors and authorities. According to the authors, the overall view towards informal 
waste collectors seem to be negative, often reflecting wider cultural perceptions (Baudouin et 
al. 2010, 30-31). The authors classify these attitudes and relationships, with reference to 
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waste sector, into 4 categories: repression, neglect, collusion and stimulation (ibid.). 
Repression refers to the conception of scavengers1 as backward and shameful signs of the 
past, not fitting the image of 'modern' cities. In many cases, the scavengers are simply 
ignored in connection with urban planning, therefore the term neglect. The lack of recognition 
usually has direct negative consequences to the lives of informal waste collectors, as their 
livelihoods will be threatened as a result of this lack of recognition. Collusion is a term used 
to describe the various forms of partnerships between local authorities and the informal 
sector. It is often characterized by shady agreements, political clientelism, corruption and 
bribery between authorities and waste collectors – thus the name 'collusion'. In stimulation, 
the informal sector is seen as a resource instead of a nuisance. It covers a range of attitudes 
from tolerance to active integration. In practice, the informal workers are recognized and 
usually provided with infrastructure, municipal services or financial support. (ibid.). Similarity 
between Baudouin et al. (2010) and previously mentioned Wilson et al. (2010) categories is 
obvious. However, in this study, Baudouin et al. (2010) classification is preferred when 
analyzing and discussing the role of informal actors in Nairobi. This is due to the fact that 
classification used by Baudouin et al. (2010) can be seen as a modified and slightly updated 
version of the classification used by Wilson et al. (2006). What is useful in both of the papers, 
however, is the idea of integrating the informal actors to the municipal waste management 
process.Ways to carry out this integration vary, as will be discussed later in this paper. 
 
As discussed earlier, solid waste management is the overall theme in this study. However, as 
solid waste management has many facets and characters and it is linked to a variety of 
internal and external influences, it is impossible to cover all the aspects of the topic. Hence 
the main focus in the paper is put on discovering the roles and relations between the informal 
and formal sectors in solid waste sector (for classifications of relations, see eg. Baudouin et 
al. 2010; Wilson et al 2006). Next section clarifies the objective and research questions of 
this paper. 
 
2.1 Objective, research questions 
 
Led from the theoretical framework, the objective of this study is to examine the solid waste 
management process in Nairobi, Kenya, and the roles of the actors involved in this process. 
The paper gives particular attention to the role of informal actors in the settlement of Kibera 
and the relations between them and the public authorities. 
 
In order to fulfil the objective defined above, the following research questions will be raised: 
 
- How is the waste collection organized in the Kibera settlement? 
 
- Are there differences in how the collection is carried out in Kibera compared to the whole 
Nairobi? 
 
- What is the relationship between the informal actors and local authorities in what concerns 
solid waste management? 
 
2.2 Definitions and delimitations  
 
In order to avoid confusion later on, this section offers a brief introduction on the terminology 
relevant to the study. The section introduces and defines briefly how the terms informal and 
formal actor, private enterprise, solid household waste and solid waste management are 
used in this paper. 
 

                                                
1
 The term 'scavenger' used by the authors, is a synonym for the terms 'waste collector', „waste 

picker‟ used in this paper. 
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The notion of “informality” is problematic and often controversial (for discussion on 
informality, see e.g. Devas et al. 2004; Lindell 2010) and in itself beyond the scope of this 
study. That‟s why an approach used by Baudouin et al. (2010) is adopted. In other words, the 
concept “informal actor” in this paper is “viewed as a common-sense notion rather than a 
concept with analytical value” (2010, 32). According to Wilson et al (2006) “the informal 
recycling sector refers to the waste recycling activities of scavengers and waste pickers” 
(Wilson et al 2006, 797). The term is used in describing the actions of “those involved in the 
extraction of recyclable and reusable materials from mixed waste.” (ibid.). “These activities 
epitomise the informal sector as this is labour-intensive, low technology, low-paid, 
unrecorded and unregulated work, often completed by individuals or family groups.” (ibid.). 
The work of the actors in the informal sector can differ from provision of primary or secondary 
collection services to processing and/or refining collected materials into intermediate or final 
products. The informal waste pickers often use creativity and innovation to respond quickly 
and cost-effectively to local needs and markets (ibid.). In this paper, the notion of waste 
picker is used as a synonym for scavenger and waste collector in order to avoid repetition.  
 
Thus, this paper defines the formal actors of the solid waste management in Nairobi as 
follows: Actors participating in municipal solid waste management process including both 
governmental actors, NCC & NEMA, and private enterprises that are registered and working 
under rules and regulations of NCC and/or NEMA in public-private partnerships (PPP). The 
work of private enterprises is clearly business-oriented and steered by an aim to make profits 
by means of transport, recycling or disposal of waste. According to Kenyan National 
environmental management and co-ordination regulations, in order to be able to collect or 
transport waste or to operate a recycling/waste processing centre or a disposal site, the 
individual or group has to register itself (Republic of Kenya 2006). The registration procedure 
as well as the type of license needed depends on the type of activity that is being carried out. 
In this paper, an informal waste collector/recycler is defined as follows: a person or a group 
involved in SWM not registered its businesses hence lacking any formal contact with NCC 
and NEMA. 
 
The Swedish Environmental Code, Ds 2000:61, from year 2000 defines the concept of waste 
as follows: “„Waste shall mean any object, matter or substance belonging to a specific waste 
category which the holder disposes of or intends or is required to dispose of. (Ministry of the 
Environment 2000, 83). The sources for solid waste are various. Waste can come for 
example from household, industrial, commercial or hospital sources. As it would be 
impossible to cover all these areas, this paper concentrates on household waste – “waste 
generated by households” (ibid.). Since there is no universal definition for the concept of 
solid waste, and the meaning of the notion of waste tend to differ depending on the 
discourse, this paper defines solid household waste as solid waste created by households, 
excluding matters and issues such as human waste, sanitation and sewage.  
 
The same source defines the concept of solid waste management (SWM) as follows: 
“activities or measures involving the collection, transport, recycling and removal of waste.” 
(Ministry of the Environment 2000, 83). In Nairobi, according to a definition applied by the 
local municipality (Nairobi City Council) the process of solid waste management consists of 5 
phases; generation, collection, transport, intermediate treatment and final disposal (interview 
Muraya 23.4.2010).This paper gives an overview of the whole process in Nairobi, however 
emphasising especially on collection, transport and intermediate treatment carried out by the 
actors both within and outside the formal municipal SWM.  
 
Due to limitations of time and the scope of thesis in general, this paper studies only the 
current circumstances in Nairobi, even though there might be temporal changes in how the 
waste-related policies and relationships between different actors have evolved. For the same 
reasons, the economic linkages of waste to external forces discussed in previous section are 
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beyond the scope of this paper. Hence, instead of global perspective on the source, the case 
study focuses on solid waste created by the inhabitants of Nairobi. 
 
The case study is conducted in Kibera, one of the informal settlements or, as the inhabitants 
self call it, slum areas, of Nairobi. The reason for choosing Kibera as a case-study setting is 
due to the fact that it is a well-known settlement not only in Nairobi but elsewhere in Africa as 
well. Slums and informal settlements have been told to represent the future way of urban 
living in the Global South, as figure 1 below illustrates.  
 

 

Figure 1- The future way of living in the Global South? (UN-Habitat 2004, 4) 

 
For example in 2001, according to estimates made by UN-Habitat, “in sub-Saharan Africa, in 
total, about 166 million people are living in slums.” (UN-Habitat 2004, 9). By year 2050, 
according to these estimates, this proportion has quadrupled. Based on this assumption I 
found it important and highly relevant to study the issue of waste management in this 
particular context. Another reason for choosing Kibera as my study area was purely practical: 
after consultations with key informants and local experts in the early phase of the field 
studies, this particular area felt like the best option due to relatively easy access for an 
outsider as well the large amount of available interviewees and organizations active in that 
particular area. 
 
 
3. Methods 
 
There are several challenges and possible pitfalls that might occur when studying such 
themes as solid waste management and informal waste collecting. In order to minimize these 
risks, an appropriate set of methods should be chosen and applied correctly. The purpose of 
this section is to discuss these methodological questions, give an overview of the overall 
work process and describe the fieldwork strategy. 
 
The study has turned mainly to qualitative methods. According to Brockington & Sullivan 
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(2003) the qualitative research aims at deepening understanding of the surrounding 
environment through interaction and interpretation. Qualitative methods are used in order to 
study the human actions as well as structures of society. Instead of sterile measurements in 
artificial environment, the research has been taken place in real milieu. The inductive 
approach often connected to qualitative research implies that theories are created through 
observations, not the other way around (Brockington & Sullivan 2003, 57). This paper does 
not necessarily aim at creating grand generalizations about solid waste management in 
developing countries, even though there might eventually be similarities between Nairobi and 
other urban areas. Instead, a more in-depth examination of a certain case has been carried 
out in order to bring forth detailed information about the case (see e.g. Adama 2007, 40). For 
this purpose, the qualitative interview method is the most suitable, as the purpose of a 
qualitative research interview, as explained by Kvale (1997) is, among other things, to obtain 
qualitative descriptions of life.  
 
According to Brockington & Sullivan (2003), interviews can be divided into 3 different 
categories: open-ended discussions, semi-structured interviews and questionnaires. In this 
study, the first two have been of greatest importance due to the relatively time-consuming 
character of questionnaires. However, they might be helpful when building a general picture 
of the study area (see e.g. Cadstedt 2006) or when used as a foundation for deeper 
discussions. Open in-depth discussions were used especially in the beginning of data 
collection when interviewing the key informants, since they provided an easy way to access 
new and unexpected information. The main interview method, however, was semi-structured 
interview, since it allowed to steer the discussion towards needed direction and ask follow-up 
questions in a flexible manner. All in all, semi-structured interview turned out to be the best 
way to obtain empirical data. The themes of the interview as well as some of the questions 
were predefined, some questions were formulated during the interview process and some 
perhaps irrelevant questions were dropped during the course of the interview. (see e.g. 
Mikkelsen 1995, 102). 
 
Woodhouse (2007, 169-170) describes two important principles of semi-structured interview; 
triangulation and documentation. Triangulation refers to the use of several data sources 
when constructing a general view of a phenomenon. The fieldwork can be seen as an 
ongoing iterative process: every new interview deepens the overall comprehension of the 
area studied and leads to need for further analysis and evaluation of the results. The whole 
data collection process is in a way an ongoing continuum of interviews: every result can be 
used as a basis for the following interview. As was the case with my prior experiences of field 
studies, this triangulation turned out to be a useful way of collecting data in Nairobi as well. 
The concept of documentation refers not only to recording the answers, but also to 
observations carried out during interview situations and researchers personal thoughts on 
the subject. One practical way to perform this documentation is to use field diary – a method 
that, once again, proved helpful during the time of field studies. The benefits of utilizing a 
study diary became evident when it was time to start processing and analysing the data 
gathered.  
 
In order to be able to reduce the distance between researcher and the interviewee/informant, 
it is important to apply certain practical interview tactics (see e.g. Woodhouse 2007). These 
tactics may at first seem insignificant, but based on my experiences on the field, they usually 
turn out to be helpful. This was the case in Nairobi, too. To begin with, it was important to 
leave sufficiently time for eventual questions asked by respondent. The more comfortable the 
respondent felt, the easier it was to conduct the interview. It is also useful to start off with 
“easier” questions, thus creating a pleasant climate for the rest of the interview. In the case of 
scepticism or suspicious thoughts, I usually continued with the lighter questions until the 
respondent started to feel more confident. Another practical hint was to rephrase some of the 
questions and ask them again, thus reducing the risk of misunderstandings. Overall, I felt it 
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essential to try to create a cooperative and honest interview climate. As e.g. Woodhouse 
(2007) points out, this is one of the cornerstones of an effective interview situation. 
 
Troubles associated with limited amount of data and/or validity of data are brought up by 
Adama (2007, 220-221) who has noticed the bias in favour of technical issues within solid 
waste management research. According to Adama, this, together with the relatively short 
history of waste management research, has brought about some shortages in data (ibid.). 
The only way to circulate this kind of setback is to gather data using other sources, e.g. 
interviews with local experts as well as obtaining policy documents. Once again, the 
important role of key informants in Nairobi has to be emphasized. Tranberg Hansen & Vaa 
(2004, 18) have encountered similar problems in their study on informal economies in Africa. 
In their case, the quantitative data was difficult to get a hold of, and in several cases the 
statistics were more or less outdated. Personally I‟ve experienced similar problems in my 
prior studies when trying to find an up-to-date map of Cape Coast, Ghana. However, 
concerning this particular study, I felt it relatively easy to get a hold of official documents, 
apart from maps depicting informal settlements. 
 
Since this study can be seen as cross-cultural research, it is important to emphasise the 
aspect of positionality as well. Skelton (2001) defines cross-cultural studies as something 
that occur between individuals with different cultural heritage, background and habits. He 
emphasizes the importance of taking into account these different backgrounds. It is highly 
likely that problems stemming from this juxtaposition will occur during the course of the study. 
The positionality will probably affect the answers and hence even the results of the whole 
study. However, instead of ignoring the affect of positionality, it is important to recognize the 
differences between researcher and the study object. As Skelton puts it, once the researcher 
self is aware of his/her positionality, it can be made to an important part of the research 
process (Skelton 2001, 90). 
 
 
3.1 Overview of research process  
 
The research process can be roughly divided into 6 phases: 
 
1. Exploratory phase (September 2009-February 2010) 
2. Main fieldwork, pre-phase (March-April 2010)  
3. Main fieldwork, actual data collection (April-May 2010) 
4. Main fieldwork, data analysis (April-June 2010) 
5. Reporting the results (May-June 2010) 
6. Finalisation, presentation and opposition of the report (May-June 2010). 
 
Of these, phases 1 & 6 were carried out in Stockholm prior to and after the actual field 
studies, whereas phases 2, 3, 4 and 5 were carried out on location in Nairobi. The main 
fieldwork – interviews, observations and analysis – consists of phases 3 and 4. This section 
will concentrate mainly on describing phase 3, since it is the most important in terms of 
methodological discussion. 
 
The exploratory phase (1.) was carried out in Stockholm and was intended mainly for 
gathering background information and defining the outlines and themes of the study. The 
preliminary identification of actors involved was made during this phase. In this way, the 
preliminary identification of possible key informants and interviewees was set underway. After 
that, a contact with these persons and organisations operating in Nairobi was established. 
The background literature read during this phase created a basis for project description, 
which, in turn, guided through the rest of the research process. After arriving to Nairobi 
(phase 2.), the pre-phase of the main fieldwork was carried out. Among other things, this 
phase consisted of exploration of the study area – both its physical and social setting –  and 
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gathering space-specific background information. The overall aim was to obtain an overall 
view of solid waste management and decide upon the actors to be interviewed. Identifying 
the interviewees and establishing contact with key informants was essential in order to start 
planning the actual interviews and move on to the next phase – the actual data collection. 
Based on my earlier experiences on qualitative field studies in Africa, the firsthand selection 
of key informants and interviewees was made no earlier than after arriving to study area. The 
choice of these individuals and organisations was based on practical factors, such as 
availability, language skills and so forth. Thus, the final data collection procedures were 
defined on location once the specific research question was chosen and clearly identified. In 
this way, the actual circumstances on location in Nairobi steered the final selection of 
interviewees. 
 
The main fieldwork (phase 3.) was carried out on location in Nairobi during March-May 2010. 
The main methods used for data collecting were semi-structured, open-ended interviews 
with different key informants, local experts and actors. Apart from interviews, also group 
discussions and participant observation were utilized during the field studies. The next 
section introduces and discusses these in terms of methodology. 
 
 
3.2 Fieldwork strategy 
 
The first thing that was done after arriving in Nairobi was identifying key informants and 
contacting them. This was done through a contact to nationwide body of social development 
workers called C.O.P.A.-Kenya which had its headquarters in Nairobi. Through their 
assistance I was able to get an overall picture of the solid waste management process and 
an in-depth comprehension of local habits and actors involved in the process in Nairobi. Most 
importantly, however, through C.O.P.A., I managed to arrange interviews with other key 
informants who, in turn, had good contacts to local authorities and local Kibera people (many 
of the C.O.P.A.-Kenya members were in fact living in Kibera themselves). With the help of 
C.O.P.A.-Kenyas wide network of contacts I eventually managed to get access to local 
experts, who not only helped me to understand the local circumstances but also had direct 
contacts to informal actors and local authorities and thus managed to arrange me interviews 
with these actors. In most cases, the experts were representing either local NGO‟s or CBO‟s 
dealing in one way or another the subjects studied in this paper.  
 
The choice of interviewees was based on discussions and interviews described above. 
Based on experiences on the field, the different types of interviewees can be categorized as 
follows: governmental organs and authorities (NEMA, NCC) as well as private enterprises; 
informal actors (unregistered groups and individuals collecting and/or recycling waste); and 
organizations supporting the informal sector. The two main actors were identified as Nairobi 
City Council, with responsibility of garbage collection, transport and urban planning in 
general; and informal waste collectors – sitting on two ends of the table. According to e.g. 
Mikkelsen (1995, 111), the task of winning the trust of both public authorities and informal 
waste collectors could pose a challenge to researcher. In my case, the difficulties stemmed 
partly from the sensitive character of livelihoods; waste collecting, by certain sources is 
regarded as semi-informal, even semi-legal activity, and the overall suspicious attitudes 
towards authorities stemming from corruption accusations etc. For example Pratt (2006) in 
his studies on informal trading has encountered this kind of problems. According to him, the 
studies on informal economy have proven to be problematic due to difficulties in data 
collection (ibid.). The main reason behind this is the negative attitudes towards authorities in 
general. The respondent might feel uneasy or even afraid of the possible consequences of 
his/her answer – after all, it's often a question of their only livelihood, and people won‟t want 
to risk their source of livelihood. This was clearly the case in Nairobi as well. I personally felt 
that quite many of the interviewees felt suspicion towards the local authorities. Moreover, 
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there were substantial differences in how I was received and treated on behalf of the different 
authorities and law enforcers working for Nairobi City Council (NCC). Depending on the 
department, the response at NCC could vary from cooperative and welcoming to reluctant or 
even hostile. It turned out to be essential to have someone “in the know” - that is, someone 
with a personal contact to the employees of NCC - with me when planning an interview with 
the NCC. 
 
As mentioned earlier, there is a possibility that a researcher will be faced with suspicious 
attitudes and a certain amount of reluctance especially in the beginning of the interview 
situation. However, usually after a while, this reluctance will fade away after respondents are 
starting to feel more comfortable about the situation. It turned out to be helpful to briefly 
introduce the study before starting the interview. In this way, the respondents knew what it 
was about and felt easier to relate to it. Due to the sensitive character of the study it was also 
important to remind about full confidentiality – if so wanted, full anonymity was promised to 
the interviewee (see e.g. Skelton 2001). Besides waste collectors and urban planners, it was 
vital to interview other respondents as well. Local people representing NGO's, CBO's or 
other private enterprises – not to forget the local population in general – offered an 
interesting and important insight to subjects studied. As mentioned before, most of the key 
informants were representing local CBO‟s and NGO‟s. Approaching these representatives at 
an early stage of the field studies turned out to be a vital choice. 
 
Despite the fact that English is one of the official languages of Kenya, the poorest parts of 
population often speak local language or dialect, usually Kiswahili. Thus the need for 
someone who not only masters the local language, but can also act as a mediator between 
the researcher and respondent was inevitable in many interview situations. There are certain 
practical advises that need to be followed when using the services of an interpreter (see for 
example Cadstedt 2006). First of all, based on my earlier experiences on the field, I found it 
important to have a short briefing with the interpreter before every interview situation, so that 
the themes and objectives of the forthcoming interview were clearly understood and both 
parts had an identical comprehension of the objectives. If the interpreter had misunderstood 
the idea behind a question, there was a risk that he/she would unintentionally manoeuvre the 
interview towards a wrong direction. The role of interpreters in translating the questions and 
answers, it turned out, was eventually quite insignificant, since translation was needed in 
only couple of interview occasions. However, their role as a mediator breaking the ice 
between the interviewer and interviewee turned out to be essential. 
 
Another example of a possible practical problem is offered by Cadstedt (2006), who, in her 
studies on informal settlements in Tanzania was forced to request permission from the local 
leader for her interviews. The permission was eventually granted, on condition that the leader 
himself could attend the interviews. In her meritorious methodological discussion, Cadstedt 
discusses the influences of this decision to the results of the study (ibid.). This kind of internal 
hierarchy was present in Nairobi as well – especially among the various youth groups active 
in the informal waste collecting sector. Thus it was appropriate to speak with the leader first, 
and after that arrange further personal meetings with other members of the group. In most 
cases, the leader accepted my request to interview other members of the group privately. 
This methodological difficulty is noticed by Bjerkli (in Baudouin et al. 2010), who, in her field 
studies on informal waste collectors faced difficulties when trying to obtain information from 
people working in informal recycling systems. (Baudouin et al. 2010, 34). According to 
Baudouin et al., “outsiders to the system are not trusted: only those having social relations 
with others within the system and knowing the rules and norms operating with it can be 
trusted” (ibid.). However, I was lucky enough to be able to utilize my local contacts – who 
often had personal acquaintance with the respondents – present in interview situations. As 
mentioned, the presence of these mediators during the interview situations, as well as the 
describing the aims of the study before starting every session, helped me to tackle this 
problem. Without these people, I‟m sure, it would‟ve been impossible to conduct interviews in 
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Dandora – an area known for its bad reputation and criminal activity. 
 
Another relevant aspect concerning interviews is the difference between the interviewer and 
interviewee in terms of skin colour, age, gender, socio-economic status, level of language 
skills etc. These differences can further hinder the data collection process. As a solution for 
these problems, Cohen et al. (2000) suggest the use of a local contact person as a help. 
Depending on the context, the choice of gender might be of importance. For example Cohen 
et al. (2000) have studied the situation of female street vendors, and in their case it was 
rational to use female contact persons, since the informal markets in their study area more or 
less were dominated by female vendors. Since, according to my personal observations, the 
waste collecting domain in Nairobi seemed to be more or less male-dominated (see section 
8), most of the times whenever an interpreter was needed, the interviews were carried out 
using male interpreter. This of course was rarely a conscious choice but instead dictated by 
the availability of interpreters. 
 
Group discussion (see e.g. Brockington & Sullivan 2003), was used as a method on a couple 
of occasions when I had an opportunity to attend to workshops and seminars related to 
waste management. Even though my personal role in these gatherings was more or less of 
an outside observer, they turned out to be a useful method not only in gathering data but also 
analyzing the way the discussions were carried out. The main benefit in attending these 
gatherings, however, was that I was able to establish contacts with experts on the field and, 
once again, deepen my understanding of the situation on location in Nairobi. Another 
valuable method used on the field in Nairobi was participant observation. Participant 
observation, as Schwartz & Schwartz (1955) define it, “is a process of registering, 
interpreting, and recording” (1955, 343). In this study, participant observation was carried out 
by joining one of the informal waste collector groups working in Kibera, namely Usafi Youth 
Group, and actively participating in and documenting their weekly waste collection 
procedure. For one day, I became “one of the lads”, wearing matching overalls and working 
with the group as any other member. This allowed me to get a valuable hands-on experience 
on how informal waste collector groups work and in what kind of circumstances their work is 
carried out.  
 
 
4. The study setting – Nairobi and Kibera 
 
Since it is important to understand the effects the circumstances in Nairobi in general and in 
Kibera especially have on the solid waste management process, an overview of the study 
setting is given in this section. 
 
Nairobi, the capital of Kenya, is located in Nairobi Province, approx. 100 km northeast from 
the border of Tanzania and  some 410 km northwest from the Indian Ocean (see Map 1). The 
city lies at an altitude of 1670 m over sea level and occupies a total area of 696 km2. The city 
is divided into eight administrative divisions, one of them being Kibera. Currently, Nairobi is 
home to about 2.7 million inhabitants (NEMA 2007, 8). The population has been growing 
rapidly ever since year 1900 when the city was moved from its original position to its present 
location due to strategic reasons. The city officials have been trying to fight the acute lack of 
space by extending the city‟s boundaries several times. However, the city‟s development 
hasn‟t been able to keep up with the economic and demographic change. Instead, a massive 
rural-urban influx of people into Nairobi together with lacking urban planning has continued to 
result in growing informal settlements and a variety of environmental problems in the city. 
(NEMA 2007, 8; NCC 2006, 15). In year 2002, it was estimated, some 60 per cent of 
Nairobi‟s inhabitants were living in slums of informal settlements (Zulu, Dodoo, Chika-Ezeh 
2002, 312). Opportunities for permanent employment in the formal labour market are often 
limited. In 2005, Kenyan Central Bureau of Statistics estimated that 44 per cent of the 
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Nairobis population were living below poverty line (CBS 2005, 34). 
 

 

Map 1- Site and situation of study area (modified from http://www.mapkibera.org/download/; 
Google Earth; NEMA 2007, 8) 

 
The city of Nairobi has faced considerable problems in meeting the demand of its 
inhabitants. Today, according to Kenyan national authorities, the city lacks an approved 
physical development plan (NEMA 2007, 14). Instead, the city‟s physical planning is steered 
by the master plan approved in 1948(!) (ibid.). Rapid urbanization combined with failures in 
governance has had its implications to solid waste management sector, too. According to 
Kenyan Government, there is only one legal dumpsite, Dandora (NEMA 2007, 5) (see Map 
1). Dandora disposal site, located about 17 km from the CBD of Nairobi, right next to Nairobi 
River, is supposed to serve the whole population of Nairobi, over 2.7 million people, but is 
inadequate in its capacity. Instead, it has become a serious environmental concern for the 
city and its residents (ibid.). Dandora, according to Muchane & Muchane (2006, 22), is not a 
sanitary landfill, lacking, among other things, proper technology for leachate extraction. As a 
result of this, estimates indicate that over 70 % of the solid waste created within the city 
remains uncollected (NEMA 2007, 6). 
 
The study area, namely Kibera settlement, is one of the many informal settlements of 
Nairobi. Kibera is located circa seven kilometres southwest of Nairobi CBD, as maps 1 and 2 
illustrate, and covers approx. 220 hectares of land (COHRE 2006, 39). The area is bisected 
by the Nairobi-Kisumu railway and divided into 13 villages – each of these having its own 
“village elder”. The terrain in Kibera is hilly and in some areas very deep; the settlement is 
sloping downwards towards Ngong river and Nairobi dam in the southeast. Despite areas 
obvious physical constraints, the population in Kibera has been growing rapidly ever since it 
was first occupied in 1912. Due to its central location near the city centre and the industrial 
area – both important sources of casual employment – Kibera is absorbing a large proportion 
of the rural-urban migrants arriving to Nairobi. This, added to the lower cost of living in 
comparison with other settlements also pulls rural migrants to Kibera (Mulcahy & Chu 2008; 
ibid.). (For overview of study area – see Map 2). 
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Map 2 – Overview of the study area, Kibera (http://www.mapkibera.org/download, Google 
Earth) 

 
What is typical to Kibera and other slums as well, is that they‟re densely populated and lack 
adequate shelter, basic physical and social infrastructure (water, electricity, sanitation, etc.), 
affordable public transport, and security of tenure (Kalarickal 2007, 15; COHRE 2006, 39). 
Today, Kibera populates about 750 000 to a million inhabitants1 on less than 225 hectares of 
land (UN-Habitat 2004, 9) thus earning its reputation as “the largest and most densely 
populated slum in Africa” (COHRE 2006, 39). Figures 2 and 3 illustrate the everyday living 
conditions in Kibera. 
 
 

 

Figure 2 - Hilly morphology and high dwelling density of Kibera makes it difficult to access 
the settlement 

 

                                                
1
  There are no official censuses available - the estimates of Kibera population vary from half million 

to 1.3 million inhabitants. Furthermore, there are seasonal variations in population qty.  
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People in Kibera live highly congested. In their everyday life, the people face a variety of 
physical, environmental, economic and social challenges, as Mulcahy & Chu (2008) point 
out. According to estimates by one of the local NGO's, the inhabitants of Kibera produce 
1,600 tons of solid waste every day (Allavida 2010). The amount of waste created in the area 
thus exceeds the current capacity of the city council to take care of the collection and 
disposal of waste (ibid.). The absence of sanitation and garbage disposal has had several 
health effects, such as spreading of diseases for the community. (ibid.; COHRE 2006, 39). 
Apart from a difficult physical settings, majority of Kibera dwellers suffer from insecurity of 
tenure. According to Centre on Housing Rights and Evictions (COHRE), a large portion of the 
structure-owners are absentee owners, some of them having private arrangements with the 
provincial administration concerning tenure and infrastructure. Corruption, according to 
COHRE, in the provincial administration as well as among police, village elders and 
structure-owners, seems to be common. (COHRE 2006, 39).  
 
Often, the landlord-tenant relationship in Kibera is further sharpened by religious, socio-
economic and/or ethnic division: structure-owners tend to be Nubians and to a lesser extent 
Kikuyu and Kamba, whereas majority, about 80 %, of the tenants belong to Luo or Luyia 
tribes. There have been clashes between villages and inhabitants of Kibera in the past. 
(COHRE 2006, 39; interview Tambo 29.3.2010). One of the most known examples of 
ethnic/tribal tension was the post-election violence that swept in many urban centres of 
Kenya (see e.g. Al-Jazeera 28.1.2008; The Age 31.12.2007). In Kibera, according to one of 
the locals interviewed, during the post-election period, the tensions escalated into open riots. 
(interview Tambo 29.3.2010). Today, the ethnic tensions seem to have been reduced and the 
overall situation in Kibera has become more peaceful, even though some signs of risen 
tensions can be seen as some of the people in Kibera are regrouping and creating tribally 
more homogenous villages. (interview Tambo 29.3.2010). 
 
According to Mulcahy & Chu, almost three quarters of Kibera‟s households earn less than 
one dollar per person per day. (2008, 11). Any extra costs for e.g. water, sanitation, electricity 
or garbage collection etc. are in these circumstances often considered as an unnecessary 
extra burden in terms of housing affordability. Irregular employment, low incomes, insecurity 
of land and property etc. hamper thus the everyday life of the Kibera dwellers (ibid.). Also the 
constraints associated with the terrain and area morphology are obvious. In many parts of 
Kibera, the morphology is difficult –the roads and paths are usually unpaved, narrow and the 
terrain hilly and muddy, as shown in Figure 3. Because of this, it is difficult to find suitable 
space for building residential or other permanent structures in Kibera – not to mention to run 
a functional municipal waste collection system. Often dwellings or temporary structures 
encroach on the riparian areas of the Ngong River or along the Nairobi-Kisumu railway. 
(Mulcahy & Chu 2008). 
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Figure 3 - Circumstances in Kibera are challenging 

 
 
5. Solid waste management, an overview  
 
This section draws a general picture of the overall journey of waste from generation to 
disposal in Nairobi and compares this to the SWM process in Kibera in order to illustrate the 
differences between these scenarios. 
 
5.1 SWM in Nairobi 
 
The municipal solid waste management in Nairobi is run by Nairobi City Council (NCC). 
According to interviews conducted with Nairobi inhabitants and local authorities, the current 
overall waste situation in Nairobi is unsustainable (interview Gachie 20.3.2010; Maritim 
22.4.2010). The Deputy Director of Environment Mr. Wilson Maritim at NCC Department of 
Environment admits that the City Council has had problems in keeping up with the 
challenges that are linked with rapid urban population growth. This mismatch has resulted in 
deficiency of the overall SWM service provision in Nairobi (interview Maritim 22.4.2010). 
There are even big spatial differences within the city in how well the SWM process is taken 
care of. This spatial variation was easily observable in Nairobi. Roughly generalized the 
SWM services are functioning well in up-market and middle-income residential areas, 
whereas the services in low-income areas and informal settlements are either nonexistent or 
face huge problems. The main way to tackle these problems in Nairobi, according to Maritim, 
has been privatisation, outsourcing and extending the participation of private sector in 
collection and disposal of waste. (interview Maritim 12.4.2010). 
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Officially, according to a study on informal waste pickers in Kenya, the informal waste-picking 
is prohibited in Nairobi (Kuria & Muasya 2010, 8). The city by-laws state that the reason for 
this is that the whole waste management process in Nairobi should be carried out by NCC 
and only NCC. Informal actors, referred in Kuria & Muasya as “waste pickers” (2010), are 
perceived to be interfering with the “smooth operation of waste management by the 
Municipal Council” (2010, 8). Furthermore, this banning order is perceived to “safeguard their 
(waste pickers') health and safety” (ibid.). The reality, however, is different. Informal waste 
picking occurs in various areas of Nairobi, and the actors are a fundamental part of the 
overall waste management process, as following sections of this paper will show. 
 
Based on field observations and interviews, a roughly generalized picture of the overall SWM 
process – from creation to final disposal – in Nairobi can be drawn. Figure 4 illustrates this 
process. 
 

 

Figure 4 - The overall solid waste management process in Nairobi 

 
Households (upper left corner) usually have 3 options to dispose of their waste. Firstly, they 
may discard the waste illegally (box 1) to wherever possible. From this point on, the nature 
will take care of the waste. In other words the waste is either being burned, decomposed in a 
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very slow process, or it is scavenged by animals. The other option is participate in the formal 
SWM process (box 2) by paying money to licensed and registered enterprises/individuals 
which then transport the waste to final disposal site. Usually this opportunity is available 
exclusively for up-market and middle-income residential areas. This is due to the fact that 
people there are able and willing to pay for the service, unlike the population in lower-income 
areas. The third option is to pay for individuals or groups operating outside the formal SWM 
sphere, namely informal waste collectors (box 3). These actors, since they‟re not licensed or 
registered by NCC or NEMA, lack all contact with the authorities. In other words, they‟re 
regarded as informal. In this scenario, the tenants, in return for a regular payment, usually 
get their garbage collected every week/month, depending on the mutual agreement between 
the household and the collector.  
 
According to observations and interviews conducted in Kibera with informal collector groups, 
the collection there is usually carried out during the weekends (interviews 11.4.2010). This 
seems to be the most common scenario in other slums and informal settlements, too. In 
practice, these waste collectors go from door to door, collecting full garbage bags and 
providing the households with empty polythene bags (interviews 11.4.2010). For waste 
collectors in action – see Figure 5. 
 

 

Figure 5 - Weekly customer contact of one of the Kibera waste collector groups 
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 Pickers then transport the bags to a place called central collection point/recycling center 
(box 4). This leg of the process is carried out by foot or, where possible, using wheelbarrows. 
Even though box 4 regards both central collection points and recycling centres equal, there is 
one fundamental difference between these two. The location in recycling centres is usually 
static, whereas central location point is more of a transfer point, thus making its location 
more dynamic. As Figure 6 clearly illustrates, the central collection point might, to an 
untrained eye look more like a random dumpsite / heap of garbage than a controlled phase 
of waste management process. 
 

  

Figure 6 - Central collection point in Kayole settlement 

 

As one interviewee put it, “You never know where the central collection points are. One week 
they‟re here, the next week – no-one knows.” (interview anonymous 24.4.2010). 
 
In recycling centres, informal collector groups or waste recyclers separate the valuable 
material - whether it is plastics, metal, bones, paper, glass or organic material –from the rest 
of the materials and prepare it for the next phase. There are differences between 
groups/individuals in terms of what is regarded as valuable material and what is discarded. 
Individuals and/or groups specialized in waste recycling concentrate often in one or few 
products/materials in order to try to maximize the profits. Some informal recycling groups are 
specialized in e.g. plastics, whereas others concentrate on organic material etc. Due to the 
fact that the source of the waste is domestic, it usually consists mainly of organic material as 
well as paper and plastic leftovers from food and other consumables. The valuable materials 
are then recycled, washed and reused or sold further to various middlemen. Organic material 
is often composted and then used for urban farming. In Kibera and other informal 
settlements/slum areas, the rests, that is, all the invaluable materials, are usually disposed of 
on the place by burning. Very seldom are they transported to final disposal site, as might be 
the case e.g. in middle-income residential areas. However, in some formal settlements where 
the process goes through central collection point – and where inhabitants can afford to pay 
for the formal SWM service – the waste piles are usually cleared out by either NCC or private 
enterprises and transported in secondary collection (box 5) to Dandora disposal site (box 6). 
 
Since the garbage that arrives to Dandora disposal site consists of various sources, there are 
various kinds of scavenger individuals/groups active in there as well. These people turn 
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mainly to the materials that are freighted to Dandora directly from the households (see box 2) 
– without going through separation or refining processes (boxes 3, 4). As stated before, 
Dandora dumpsite is the main – and only – disposal site in greater Nairobi, so a lot of 
scavengers work within and around Dandora disposal site. The process in here is similar to 
the one depicted in box 4. Basically, scavengers in Dandora collect and sort whatever is 
considered valuable and then either recycle, sell or reuse the material/products. Depending 
on the area, scavengers work both individually and in various kinds of groupings, 
organizations or gangs. In the neighbouring Korogocho settlement, according to locals, most 
of the scavenging activity is led and carried out by the Catholic Church of S:t John in 
cooperation with the local community, whereas the inside of Dandora area is more or less an 
open gangland (interview Apiyo 16.3.2010; Muriuki 24.3.2010; Madenia 24.3.2010). 
According to one local inhabitant, the rivalry and tension between groups themselves as well 
as groups and formal waste workers can sometimes escalate into open violent 
skirmishes/fights (interview Muriuki 24.3.2010). The overall situation in Dandora appears to 
be volatile and unstable. The area is well known for its environmentally hazardous character 
and instability, which results in appalling working conditions for people working there (see 
picture 7).  
 

 

Figure 7 – Working conditions in Dandora are appalling. People working in the disposal site 
face not only environmental problems but have to fight for the scarce resources against 
others scavengers, too 

 
Finally, it should be stated that overall process of waste in Nairobi is highly differentiated. 
There are spatial differences and variation between informal settlements and up-market 
areas. For example the area of Kariobangi South is lacking both primary and secondary 
collection. Neither is there a central collection point available. According to locals, the waste 
collection is carried out completely internally by the people of the community. Almost every 
household is participating in the effort, paying the fees for garbage bags & collection 
(interviews anonymous 20.4.2010; Maina 20.4.2010). The waste bags are picked up from 
every household on a weekly basis and transported directly to Dandora disposal site. The 
collection and transport is carried out by various groups within the community, who first 
collect the waste by foot and then transport all the waste by trucks to Dandora for disposal. In 
Kariobangi South, there's even a sort of internal surveillance. According to a local water and 
environmental sanitation co-ordinator, if one gets caught dumping illegally, the person will be 
reported to NCC and he/she will end up getting charged or fined. (interview Maina 
20.4.2010). In this sense, there is a connection between the informal and formal SWM in this 
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particular settlement, even though the NCC doesn't have anything to do with the practical 
solid waste management process. Similar to Kariobangi South, the absence of municipal 
solid waste collection is everyday reality in Kibera settlement, too. The next section takes a 
closer look at the waste management in Kibera. 
 
 
5.2 SWM in Kibera 
 
In slums and informal settlements, that cover majority of Nairobi area, the municipal and thus 
formal solid waste management appears to be more or less non-existent, as stated before. 
That‟s why it is important to try to understand how the garbage is managed in these areas. 
According to empirical findings from the carried out fieldwork, the process of SWM in Kibera 
settlement resembles the situation in many informal settlements, differing from the general 
scenario of Nairobi (see Figure 8.). Figure 8 illustrates this difference.  
 

 

Figure 8 - The overall solid waste management process in Kibera settlement 

 
The chart offers a closer look to steps 3, 4, 5 & 6 in the prior flow chart and visualizes the 
differences between primary and secondary collection, as well as the differences between 
formal and informal settlement in the overall process. As is clearly shown, the biggest 
difference between Kibera and Nairobi in general is the lack of secondary collection and 
direct transport to Dandora disposal site (box 2 in Figure 4). Instead, a household can either 
dispose garbage illegally or participate in the informal SWM process. For reasons of 
visualization this particular chart presupposes that a household is offered a waste collection 
service, and that the household can afford to participate in the collection. In other words, it 
assumes that the household in question doesn‟t have to resort to illegal dumping (step 1 in 
Figure 4). This, it should be stated, is a highly theoretical scenario. The empirical findings 
from the carried out fieldwork indicate that many households in informal settlements – for one 
reason or another – stay out of the informal collection, in other words, they dump illegally. 
 
The primary collection, as stated before, is carried out usually once a week or month 
depending on the mutual agreement between the household and the collector(s). Often, the 
primary collection of informal settlements and slums has to be carried out by foot due to 
congestion and overall difficult circumstances. This, in turn, results in relatively small waste 
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collecting areas and scarce coverage of households. According to local small-scale 
collectors, this is the case for example in Karanja village of Kibera (e.g. interview Musa Said 
11.4.2010). Karanja is clearly not the only village suffering from similar kind of problems, as 
the overall circumstances in the whole of Kibera are challenging, as stated earlier. After 
primary collection, waste is then carried to central collection points or recycling centres 
where valuable materials are separated from the waste, usually according to the wishes of 
the client(s). As was the case in Nairobi in general, the actual refining process is carried out 
at this point.  
 
The reason for brackets around secondary collection phase (figure 8) is obvious; the service 
of secondary collection is very seldom available in informal settlements. For example in the 
area of Kisumu Ndogo, Kibera, judging by the vast amounts of visible garbage heaps and 
open fires, this service seems to be more or less non-existent. This was later confirmed when 
interviewing the dwellers of Kisumu Ndogo. In the words of one interviewee, “The NCC don't 
work here. They might come here and empty the dumps once every six months or so, but if 
you ask me, it is more of a publicity trick than an active means of SWM.” (interview 
anonymous 24.4.2010). Thus the members of the community have to – in one way or 
another – take care of the waste by themselves. The lack of formal SWM in Kibera, 
according to NCC, is mainly due to poor accessibility of the settlement (interview Maritim 
12.4.2010). The following section identifies the actors involved in waste collection in Nairobi 
and discusses their role in the overall waste management in Nairobi. 
 
6. Actors in Solid Waste Management 
 
Before exploring the relationship between informal waste collectors and authorities 
responsible of formal SWM in Nairobi, it is important to identify the main actors and briefly 
introduce their roles in the overall SWM process. Based on empirical material gathered on 
the field, the main stakeholders can be divided into formal and informal actors. In this 
classification, the formal sector consists of  both governmental actors and private sector 
enterprises. The second group comprises informal actors. The last group of actors refers to 
all the various groups and organisations supporting the informal waste pickers. A closer look 
at these classes is offered in the sections that follow. 
 
6.1 Governmental actors and private sector enterprises 
 
The first category of actors consists of governmental actors; Waste Management Unit of 
National Environment Management Authority (NEMA) and Department of Environment in 
Nairobi City Council (NCC). Alongside with these actors, there are number of private waste 
transportation enterprises operating under regulation of NCC and NEMA in public-private 
partnership. This paper regards these enterprises as part of the formal sector. The formal 
collection and transportation of garbage is ran partly by NCC themselves and partly by 
private enterprises in public-private partnerships with the NCC. 
 
According Principal Compliance Enforcement Officer at National Environment Management 
Authority, Waste Management Unit, the role of the authority in question in the overall overall 
solid waste management process is legislative and regulative (interview Munene 7.4.2010). 
NEMA is a state agency located under the Kenyan Ministry of Environment. Waste 
Management Unit grants licenses for formal garbage transport vehicles and is responsible for 
tracking documents needed in garbage collection/transportation/disposal. In order to run a 
waste-related business in Kenya, one needs a license. (interview Munene 7.4.2010). 
According to NEMA, their hands are quite tied what comes to street-level garbage collection 
and transport. Munene claims that the role of NEMA is restricted to controlling the garbage 
transport vehicles ran by private enterprises. (interview Munene 7.4.2010) 
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Formally, the actual responsibility of SWM in Nairobi lies on the shoulders of Nairobi City 
Councils Department of Environment. Since it was established 1996, the department has had 
a mandate to carry out waste management in Nairobi (Nairobi City Council, Department of 
Environment 2002). The role of the department is to enforce and implement laws and bylaws 
related to waste (TOWFTCON 2010). According to Asst. Director of Environment, the 
department issues licenses needed to run waste-related businesses or facilities and guides 
the actual work and operations of actors so that their facilities are properly located and that 
the waste is handled properly and not in controversy with its surroundings. (interview Muraya 
23.4.2010). Furthermore, NCC tries to encourage the formal and informal waste recyclers to 
buy waste material from and sell it to legitimate and licensed buyers and sellers instead of 
using dodgy middlemen or illegal cartels. (interviews Muraya 13.4.2010; 23.4.2010). The 
department of Environment is divided into 3 divisions; Environmental Planning Management 
(EPM) Division, Solid Waste Management (SWM) Division, and Management of Parks and 
Open Spaces (MPO) Division. Instead of actual garbage collection or transport, the role of 
MPO division is restricted to taking care of parks and planting trees etc. Thus the MPO 
division, in the context of this study, is irrelevant. According to Asst. Director of Environment 
at NCC, the main task of the EPM division is to take care of environmental legislation in 
cooperation with NEMA. (interview Muraya 13.4.2010). In Murayas own words, “the division 
is like a think tank” (interview Muraya 13.4.2010). According to Deputy Director of 
Environment at Solid Waste Management Division, the everyday collection, transport and 
disposal of waste in Nairobi are carried out by the SWM division of the Environment 
Department. With its staff of approx 400 persons – most of them sweepers – the division 
takes care of direct service provision in Nairobi. (interview Maritim 12.4.2010). 
 
As stated before, the formal collection and transportation of garbage in Nairobi is run partly 
by NCC independently and partly by public-private partnerships. In PPP's, private enterprises 
operate under rules and regulations of NCC and NEMA, taking care of primary and 
secondary collection in designated and monitored areas. According to authorities at NEMA 
and NCC, the total amount of registered and thus formal waste transport operators in Nairobi 
today varies from 70 to 80, of which approx 15-20 belong to NCC – the rest are ran by 
private entrepreneurs (interview Munene 7.4.2010; Maritim 12.4.2010). The operation of 
private transport enterprises is clearly business-oriented and led by the aim of making profits 
by collecting waste. The quantity of private operators is growing day by day. There is a clear 
spatial bias in where these trucks operate; the private collectors operate mainly in up-market 
and high-income residential areas. This is due to the fact that people there are able and 
willing to pay for the service. According to NCC, all private enterprises operate “under the 
authority of NCC” (interview Maritim 12.4.2010). Furthermore, the work of formal waste 
collectors is controlled through NEMA that issues licenses for waste transport vehicles and 
through NCC whose law enforcement officers operate on district level and control that the 
rules and regulations are followed (interview Muraya 23.4.2010; Gachie 20.3.2010). 
 
 
6.2 Informal actors 
 
According to a study on waste collectors in Kenya, the informal waste pickers of Nairobi 
operate in the City centre and in the informal settlements, engaging in collecting and/or using 
and selling of valuable, reusable or recyclable materials and products (Kuria & Muasya 2010, 
5). Waste is collected from streets, markets, households, industries, companies such as 
hotels or restaurants etc. Informal collectors get usually paid directly by their clients, earning 
according to the volume and quality they sell. According to the study, scavengers can be 
street dwellers, youths or families etc. (ibid.). According to one of the local NGO 
representatives active in SWM issues, collectors work either individually or in various kinds of 
groupings, e.g. self-help, youth or women groups, networks, associations or co-operatives 
etc. The aim of these groupings can vary from purely profit-making to common purposes 
such as savings and/or credit cooperatives or education etc. (ibid., interview Tambo 
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29.3.2010) 
 
According to observations and interviews conducted in Nairobi, there seems to be an 
invisible hierarchy among the different types of informal waste collectors. As one local SWM 
and empowerment expert put it, the individual waste collectors (often titled as “scavengers”)  
are usually regarded as the ”lowest of the pile” in the hierarchy of people engaged in waste 
sector (interview Ngpta 23.3.2010). According to Ngpta, these individiuals usually work 
without any organized structure. (interview Ngpta 23.3.2010). Their work consists of 
collecting, sorting out and choosing the valuable parts from waste mass, carrying the 
materials needed to middlemen. Finally, scavengers are paid according to the weight of 
collected load. The materials and products that are of value are often dictated by the 
middlemen who collect considerably bigger profits than the scavengers themselves. 
Middlemen then sell material to artisans, industries or factories. Some scavengers work 
without middlemen, refining the ready products from waste and later sell them to customers, 
thus enabling better profits (interview Ngpta 23.3.2010). 
 
According to Alex Maina, a local inhabitant with a several years of working experience with 
the informal collectors on the field, many informal waste collectors in Nairobi earn modest 
incomes. (interview Maina 31.3.2010). Generally, incomes from informal waste collecting are 
very low, as has also reported to be the case elsewhere (see e.g. Wilson et al. 2006). Based 
on my experiences in the field, waste collection is far from lucrative business in Nairobi. In 
Nairobi, according to Maina, many informal collectors suffer from permanent lack of 
resources and thus cannot compete with formal industries that often operate with bigger 
garbage volumes. For majority of these individuals and groups, waste collection is solely a 
survivalist strategy. (interview Maina 31.3.2010). However, there is a variation among the 
groups and individuals in what concerns the intentions of their actions. Some informal groups 
interviewed in Kibera were clearly business-oriented and had been able to earn a decent 
income and thus grow in size and/or invest in equipment, such as wheelbarrows, shovels 
and rakes (interviews in Kibera 11.4.2010). These groups aim for profits or at least some kind 
of a subsistence. In deed, this was the case with one of the groups interviewed, “Usafi” Youth 
Group. Based on participant observation and interviews conducted with the group members, 
a description of the group, its role and operations in waste services and everyday work of its 
members is depicted in the box 1.  
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Box 1 - Description of "Usafi" Youth Group 
 
 
Apart from business-oriented groups/individuals, there are even people engaged solely on a 
non-profit actions in order to promote environmental consciousness, cleaner environment or 
empowerment of local community. One of the interviewed groups, “Cathedral of Praise Youth 
Group”, was active in non-profit environmental activism. The latest manifestation of the 
group's work was a wide community clean-up conducted in one of the villages of Kibera 
(interviews 11.4.2010). 
 
 
6.3 Associations and organisations supporting informal waste pickers 
 
Empirical data collected in Nairobi indicated also that apart from the formal and informal 
actors themselves, there are various networks, cooperatives, Community-Based 
Organisations (CBO‟s) and Non-Governmental Organisations (NGO‟s) involved in the overall 
solid waste management process. These organisations, as their title indicates, support the 
work carried out by the informal actors. Their support is manifested in a plethora of ways 
depending on the type of organisation and the type of aims it has. One of the many 
supporting organisations active in waste-related issues in Kenya is Carolina for Kibera (see 
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e.g. box 1), which, according to its own introduction, is an international non-governmental 
organisation based in Kibera and ran by both Kenyan and American volunteers (CFK 2010). 
According to one of its active members, the organisation is involved in various kinds of grass-
roots empowerment activities in Kibera settlement (interview Tambo 29.3.2010). A prime 
example of the work carried out by supporting groups is the “Taka Ni Pato”2 project. The 
project was carried out in selected informal settlements in Kenya – Kibera being one of them 
– and aimed at building the capacity of local people in order to establish and effective and 
environmentally friendly solid waste management system lead by the community members 
themselves (Riruta Environmental Group 2004). In other words, the project supported the 
work of people engaged in the informal waste collection and recycling sector. According to 
Joshwa Tambo, who besides his efforts for Carolina For Kibera, has been active in Taka ni 
Pato initiative too, the project teaches people living in the informal settlements and slums 
how to manage, reuse or recycle waste (interview 29.3.2010).  
 
According to Tambo, Taka ni Pato is currently running in 3 villages within Nairobi – Karanja, 
Kisumu Ndogo and Gatwera – covering approx 600 households within Kibera settlement 
(interview 29.3.2010). So far, according to people involved in the project, the results of “Taka 
Ni Pato” have been encouraging, and it is expanding to other cities too (interview Tambo 
29.3.2010; Maina 31.3.2010). Taka ni Pato project is carried out in close cooperation with 
private enterprises. These enterprises can either help out in secondary collection, loan waste 
transport vehicles to informal actors, or buy waste material from the informal 
groups/individuals collaborating with the supporting organisation, in this case Carolina For 
Kibera. As discussed earlier, since all private enterprises work under the supervision of the 
NCC and NEMA, they thus represent the municipal (i.e. formal) waste management system. 
In this way, Carolina For Kibera works as a mediator between the formal and informal actors. 
The project, Taka ni Pato, is only a one example of the variety of ways how informal and 
formal actors interact with each others in the context of solid waste management in Nairobi.  
 
In order to better understand the urban governance of waste services in the city, it is 
important to have a closer look at the relationships between informal actors and the 
authorities in Nairobi. Therefore the next section offers a closer examination of this 
connection by utilizing empirical material gathered through interviews with both authorities 
and informal actors themselves. 
 
 
7. Relationships between informal actors and authorities 
 
From the informal actors‟ point-of-view, one of the most common ways to gain recognition 
among the local authorities is through formalization of business. This is carried out by gaining 
a license or permit to carry out waste-related activities. According to National Environmental 
Management and Co-ordination (waste management) regulations, in order to be able to 
collect or transport waste or to operate a recycling/waste processing centre or a disposal 
site, the individual or group has to register itself. Besides a registration fee of 3000 Kenyan 
Shillings3, a yearly renewal fee of 5000 KSh has to be paid. (Republic of Kenya 2006, 20). 
These costs, even though they may vary depending on the type of waste management 
activity, give a glimpse on how expensive it is for an informal actor to formalize the business. 
Registration, most of the interviewees felt, is important. For example all three of the groups 
interviewed in Kibera told that without a license there usually is no contact with the NCC 
(interviews 11.4.2010). The biggest obstacle for formalization was the cost described above. 
One waste collector group described the relationship with local authorities as follows: 

                                                
2
  Commonly used English translation for Swahili phrase “Taka Ni Pato” is “Trash is Cash” 

3
  1 Kenyan Shilling (KSh) = 0.0125 USD (according to Google Finance – Currency Converter 

27.5.2010) 
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“Currently, our group is not registered. In other words, we‟re not paying any fees to NCC. 
Registration would be vital for the cooperation and the process of gaining official recognition, 
but it is costly. Some groups even cheat in order to be able to participate in the planning 
process. They‟re claiming that they are registered, even though they‟re not, in order to be 
able to participate in joint workshops and meetings. NCC has approached our group as well. 
They‟ve promised to improve their services – whether this will someday be the reality 
remains to see. According to chairman of one of the interviewed groups, in general, it is 
difficult to approach NCC. Usually they're not friendly. All they care about is the money 
(payments)”. (interview Nyamu 24.4.2010) 
 
Some actors also feel that the process of registration is not only expensive but also  a 
complicated, time-consuming and frustrating procedure (interviews 11.4.2010). In practice, 
the registration process is carried out via a person called district officer. Since the whole area 
of Kibera only consists of one district, this district officer has to take care of all the 
registrations made in Kibera (interviews 11.4.2010; COHRE 2006, 84).The bureaucracy 
connected with formalization process is even more visible for those engaged in recycling 
centres. As one of the interviewed small-scale recyclers stated, “you need a license for 
almost everything – for running the business, for having a plot, for owning a composting 
machine, for electricity, water and so on. The list just goes on.” (interview Madenia 
24.3.2010). According to NCC, those individuals or groups that are running recycling 
businesses on a piece of land need a letter from NEMA and a piece of paper called 
temporary occupation license TOL. This TOL is granted by the NCC (Maritim 22.4.2010). 
Like the name says, it‟s it is granted and renewed yearly and is thus only temporary. TOL is 
granted to a lot approved by the NCC, but it grants no security of tenure in the long term, as 
one of the interviewed informal waste recyclers pointed out. (interview Muriuki 24.3.2010). 
According to Muriuki, these fees are furthermore topped with a weekly payment of 50 KSh. 
(interview 24.3.2010). The same respondent, however, felt that despite the high costs, he 
feels that his work is respected by the NCC – at least to a certain extent. He described the 
paradoxical relationship with local authorities as follows, “I feel my work is acknowledged and 
respected by the NCC. After all, we are doing an important job both from the environmental 
and empowerment point of view. On a more cynical note, though, it makes you wonder if the 
respect is due to the simple fact that groups like mine pay a lot of money to NCC.” (interview 
Muriuki 24.3.2010). Also lack of official space is problematic. Kibera, for example, is known 
for its high population density and general lack of space, as stated earlier, so finding a place 
to run a recycle plant or sorting station is not an easy task. (interview Maina 31.3.2010). 
 
Many of the interviewed informal actors felt that it is difficult to maintain a constructive and 
mutually supportive contact with NCC. The reasons for this, when asked from local key 
informants and informal actors themselves, are many. According to them, not only lack of 
money, complicated and costly registration process but also corruption, fear of harassment 
(usually by enforcement officers, police or criminal gangs) and constant threat of evictions 
have in some cases led to a situation where there is no relationship with the authorities at all. 
(interview Kere 12.4.2010; Gachie 20.3.2010; Ngpta 23.3.2010; Muriuki 24.3.2010; Tydegwa 
25.3.2010; Tambo 29.3.2010; Mwang 24.3.2010). Thus, some people have by their own will 
decided to stay out of the formal system, because they feel it is easier to operate informally. 
In most cases, however, these actors aren't even offered an opportunity for formalisation. 
This was the case with all three waste collector groups interviewed in Kibera, for example. 
(interviews 11.4.2010). Some interviewees described their relationship with the authorities if 
not positive but at least not entirely hopeless. A member of waste recycling group active in 
Dandora described the contact with the NCC as “not bad” (interview Makau 26.3.2010). 
According to him, “they [the NCC] usually respond to our problems and try to solve them in 
one way or another. The people at NCC seem to respect the work we do, at least in theory; 
they bring people to our recycling site and tell that we're doing a good job. So at least the 
dialogue between us is working well”. (interview Makau 26.3.2010). 
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The reality in many of the informal settlements of Nairobi is that they seem to be totally 
excluded from the municipal waste management system. In this way it is surely impossible to 
have any kind of contact with the formal SWM operations either, as previously pointed out by 
the collectors active in Kibera. This spatial inequality what comes to municipal waste 
management was easy to observe in Dandora and parts of Kibera as well. It became even 
more evident after discussions with the small-scale waste collectors themselves. Kibera is 
more or less excluded from the formal system. As described by one of the informal waste 
collectors, the NCC doesn't operate there (interview Musa Said 11.4.2010). Frustration 
among some of the locals appears to be evident. As one of the interviewed local dwellers put 
it, “the NCC is not doing much in Kibera”. (interview Tambo 29.3.2010). For example Carolina 
For Kibera has made various proposals to NCC concerning solid waste management in 
Kibera. Among other things, they‟ve asked for help in raising awareness on the issues of 
waste and providing free garbage bins for the people in Kibera. (interview 29.3.2010). Based 
on observations in Kibera, so far, these requests have been ignored by the NCC. The main 
reasons for neglect, according to one Kibera local who wanted to remain anonymous, stems 
from lack of interest and bad governance; “The resources are there, but they're not utilized, 
so lack of resources is just an excuse. Instead both Government and NCC lack vision, the 
operational inefficiency is striking. The lack of proper legislation, policies and advocacy 
combined with corruption is a vicious circle, if you ask me.” (interview anonymous 
29.3.2010). 
 
The NEMA official interviewed appears to recognize this spatial bias what comes to 
functioning SWM within the city of Nairobi. The fact that a big portion of waste collection and 
recycling in Nairobi is being carried out by the informal sector, is acknowledged at NEMA 
(interview .Munene 7.4.2010). For example in Dandora, the official stated, the role of informal 
collectors is essential. According to him, “Without the work of informal collectors, the 
Dandora disposal site would be in even bigger trouble” (interview Munene 7.4.2010). 
However, because the formal task of applying and implementing environmental legislation 
and waste-related by-laws in Nairobi is carried out by the NCC, NEMA doesn't have much to 
do with the actual implementation of SWM policies. NEMA thus claims to lack any formal 
contact with the informal actors. NEMA has its hands more or less tied, because, as he 
states, NEMA “only issue licenses.” (interview Munene 7.4.2010).  
 
According to an interviewed NCC official, the informal collectors are currently not included in 
the municipal solid waste management. (interview Muraya 13.4.2010). However, NCC claims 
to have recognized the importance of informal actors in SWM in Nairobi. Their role especially 
in the informal settlements is crucial for the overall waste management in Nairobi (interview 
Muraya 13.4.2010). The NCC‟s Policy on waste recycling and composting (2002) also 
underscores the importance of integrating informal actors with formal waste management 
(see Nairobi City Council, Department of environment, 2002, 6). Despite this formal 
statement, however, it is difficult to find any signs on this integration in practice. Furthermore, 
as stated before, the informal waste collecting (“scavenging”) is reportedly illegal (Kuria & 
Muasya 2010, 8). This is even confirmed by the official at Solid Waste Management Division 
of NCC. The Deputy Director of environment openly admits the fact there is not much 
cooperation between the informal actors and NCC. (interview Maritim 12.4.2010). The lack of 
cooperation, according to Maritim, is due to insufficient resources and poor accessibility of 
the informal settlements. To make things worse, he claims, most of the informal collectors are 
not willing to cooperate in the initiatives. (interview  Maritim 12.4.2010). NCC claims that it 
has striven for formalization and integration, but so far, it appears, it has failed in this task. As 
stated before, most informal actors can't afford the costs connected to formalization and are 
thus reluctant to participate in the effort. 
 
Currently, the NCC declares it is working on an Integrated Solid Waste Management (ISWM) 
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master plan. As the name states, the plan aims at recognizing the informal waste collectors 
and consists of various interventions and efforts. According to an NCC official working with 
the project, the ISWM aims, among other things, at increasing public-private partnerships 
and engaging youngsters and families of informal settlements in recycling. (interview Maritim 
12.4.2010). However, the main focus of the ISWM plan seems to be on technical issues. As 
Maritim described the project, the main issues of integration include city-wide application of 
biodigestors, sorting points, material recovery facilities (recycling centers), etc. (interview 
Maritim 22.4.2010). According to Maritim, the formulation of ISWM was launched in July 
2007. (interview 22.4.2010). Today, however, it is still on rudimentary stage, so the process 
has been very slow. Another issue that has been brought up by the informal waste collectors 
and recyclers is the one concerning working conditions and security around recycling centres 
and disposal sites. The issues of security and appalling working conditions, according to 
interviews with an NCC official and people working in the area, have been a big problem 
especially in Dandora disposal site (interview anonymous 26.3.2010; Maritim 22.4.2010), so 
improving the security of the people working in Dandora is one of the things NCC wants to 
do. (interview Maritim 22.4.2010). This, according to Maritim, would be done by trying to 
break down illegal cartels and confiscate illegal guns from the criminal gangs at Dandora 
(interview 22.4.2010). Maritim also points out another important thing that hinders the work of 
informal actors, namely the lack of linkages to markets. One of the NCC‟s aims, according to 
him, is to offer these people direct linkages to markets. In this way, they wouldn‟t have to rely 
on unreliable middlemen, who usually dictate the prices and collect the largest profits. 
Instead of using dodgy middlemen, waste collectors could then sell bigger quantities of waste 
directly to businesses/artisans, thus collecting a larger profit. (interview Maritim 12.4.2010; 
22.4.2010). To accomplish the aims discussed above, the NCC has launched a city-wide 
survey on the overall functioning of solid waste management. The survey questionnaires 
were handed out not only to formal enterprises but also to certain informal actors in Kibera, 
too. According to NCC officials, the feedback from the field so far has been positive and the 
results are due to be ready in August 2010 (interview Maritim 22.4.2010). This particular 
initiative was received positively by one of the informal groups working in Kibera. Other two 
groups had heard about the survey but had never been offered the survey questionnaires 
(interviews 11.4.2010). 
 
According to a report conducted by Taka ni Pato project in Kibera, the city council feels 
they're banned from entering the area. (Maji na Ufanisi 2009). The perception by the local 
community is that the only reason for NCC to enter Kibera is related to money and tax 
collection (ibid.). Observations and interviews conducted with informal actors in Kibera 
seemed to support this statement. The general attitudes towards NCC seemed to be 
negative, if not hostile. However, according to the same report, lately there has been several 
reported cases of success in relationships between the council and Kibera dwellers (Maji na 
Ufanisi 2009). One example of a succesfull grassroots-level collaboration between the 
community and NCC was when one of the local waste collector groups contacted the city 
council by their own initiative and offered to assist in escorting the NCC garbage truck in and 
out of Kibera settlement (ibid.). The process of building trust is ongoing, but the progress so 
far has been slow. According to Ms Rina Muasya, a local expert on informal waste picker 
organizations in Kenya, “scavenging” is still today considered more or less as an illegal 
activity in Nairobi (interview Muasya 12.4.2010).  
 
The nature of relations between informal actors and city authorities seems to vary between 
different regions of Kenya. For example in Kisumu, according to Muasya, the overall attitudes 
towards collectors are more positive. (interview Muasya 12.4.2010). There, the activity is 
regarded legal, and the local council is supportive and helpful towards collectors. In Nairobi, 
the bylaws guiding waste collectors are different from the ones applied in Kisumu. Therefore, 
according to Muasya “if you‟re an informal waste picker in Nairobi, you have to work more 
carefully and try to avoid contact with the authorities” (interview 12.4.2010). Muasyas 
interpretation is supported by a local CBO member active in waste-related projects, who 
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states that in Kisumu and Nakuru, the overall consistency of governance has resulted in 
practical improvements, such as clear zoning and documentation of areas for waste 
collectors and transport operators. (interview Kere 12.4.2010). According to him, these 
regulations are currently more or less absent in Nairobi (interview Kere 12.4.2010). 
 
All in all, the relationship between the informal waste collectors/recyclers and the local 
authorities appears to be highly varied and fluctuating. Some actors describe it as positive, 
some negative, whereas some informal collectors say that there isn‟t any contact at all. The 
character of relationship varies from area to area, from person to person. In some cases, the 
personal contacts with the authorities seem to be decisive. As one Kibera local put it: ”without 
personally knowing someone from the NCC, it is impossible to have any contact with them”. 
(interview anonymous 26.3.2010). In Nairobi, interviewed officials appeared to be aware of 
the importance of the informal actors when planning and implementing a functioning waste 
management system, as manifested in the ISWM master plan. However, this integration 
seems to occur only in theory. The cooperation between the informal and formal actors today, 
I suggest, is generally minimal.  
 
 
8. Discussion 
 
In this section, the findings made in Nairobi are discussed in the wider context by applying 
the theoretical framework introduced in section 2. The findings from the carried out fieldwork 
show that because of the grade of variation and specialization among the informal actors of 
waste sector in Nairobi, one has to be careful when creating grand generalizations 
concerning the sector in the Global South. Likewise, the relationship between the informal 
actors and the authorities is highly varied. The empirical findings show that there are 
considerable spatial differences within Nairobi and apparently also between cities in Kenya in 
how the informal waste collectors are treated in the policies by the local authorities. As 
mentioned in the previous section, informal waste picking in Nairobi is today, at least 
unofficially, considered more or less illegal, whereas in certain other cities of Kenya the 
attitudes towards informal actors are more positive and supportive. (interview Muasya 
12.4.2010). This variation within the municipalities of Kenya stands in contrast to findings 
made by Njeru (2006) and Adama (2007). As discussed in theory section, according to them, 
the government has a decisive role in governing waste management (Njeru 2006, Adama 
2007). However, the regional variation between Kisumu, Nakuru and Nairobi discussed 
above can be seen as a clear indicator of a fact that in Nairobi, the urban governance 
steering the city‟s solid waste sector is led mainly from the local level by Nairobi City Council. 
Even though NEMA as a governmental organ has its say in nationwide and provincial 
environmental legislation (NEMA 2009), all the local bylaws applied in practice to Nairobi 
settings are constructed and implemented by the NCC. The role of National Environment 
Management Authority is restricted to controlling the private sectors transport vehicles. 
Hence, the role NCC in the overall SWM sector in Nairobi is decisive.  
 
The grade of dynamics and variation in work methods among the informal actors is shown in 
the way the informal activities are coordinated. As stated earlier, some informal actors 
operate individually, some are organized into various kinds of groups. The aims and methods 
among the informal waste picker and recycler groups vary from non-profit environmental 
activism to income-creation. However, as e.g. Wilson et al. (2006) have noticed, usually, 
garbage is merely a survivalist strategy. Findings in Nairobi seem to support this statement. 
Briassoulis (1999) points out that “informal actors can adapt quickly to changing 
circumstances and, hence, secure their survival and satisfaction of their needs” (1999, 216). 
Briassoulis calls this “flexible specialization” (ibid.). This kind of flexible specialization is a 
visible phenomenon in the informal settlements and slum areas of Nairobi as well. The 
character of business among most of the groups or individuals active in informal waste 
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business is highly dynamic and their approach to work often adaptive. This is the case 
especially among the waste recyclers, who are usually specialized in one or few certain 
materials but can change this material rapidly, thus adapting their approach to local markets 
and circumstances. Many of the recyclers interviewed admitted that the choice of products 
bought/sold is often steered by the price and availability.  
 
In Nairobi, various self-help and youth groups have a dominant role in informal waste 
collection and recycling especially in the informal settlements. This can be linked to the 
Kenyan Harambee4 tradition (on Harambee, see e.g. Ngau 1987). Harambee, as the English 
translation explains, is an indigenous tradition of self-help and a way to mobilize often scarce 
resources among the local community. The movement dates back to the early years of 
independence in rural Kenya (Ngau 1987; Barkan & Holmquist 1987, 359) but has spread to 
urban areas as well. This may be partly due to intensive rural-urban migration movement that 
has swept over Kenya as well – former rural dwellers seem to have applied their knowledge 
on community organizing and grassroots empowerment projects on the urban setting. So 
instead of traditional top-down planning and coordination from above, the Harambee actions 
principally enable local participation in development. In other words, the initiative for 
development comes from within the community itself. (Ngau 1987). In Kibera, Harambee 
traditions can be linked to various grassroots projects and joint initiatives, e.g. community 
cleanups, joint garbage collection projects etc. As one interviewee put it, “when the resources 
here (in Kibera) are scarce, we have to try to pull together (interview anonymous 24.4.2010). 
What is characteristic to Harambee groups is that they are often self-formed and the 
members of the group usually have some sort of common denominator. (Ngau 1987, 524). 
This was clearly the case in Kibera, too, as many of the waste collector groups were 
internally cohesive and homogeneous, often representing one tribe or clan, coming from the 
same village, or sharing same sex or equal age cohort. Besides Harambee tradition, another 
reason for the popularity of informal solid waste management initiatives in Kibera can be 
traced to the fact that the overall informal solid waste collection sector in Kibera is easily 
accessible for everyone as a source of livelihoods. As is the case with the informal sector in 
general, accessing the informal waste collection sector requires relatively low investments 
and skills and is often labour-intensive (see i.e. Wilson et al 2006). 
 
The empirical experiences from the field in Nairobi indicate that there appears to be a 
growing interest in utilizing the economic possibilities of waste. A presentation held in 
seminar on waste-related issues in Nairobi5 declared that waste in informal settlements today 
is not merely a source of income but it has become a way for poor people of Nairobi to 
reclaim the city. (Thieme 31.3.2010). About 10 years ago, according to Thieme, the attitudes 
towards waste and people involved in waste sector were overwhelmingly negative. In the 
eyes of the general public, Thieme reckons, waste collection was regarded as repulsive and 
shameful, and the people collecting waste as second-class citizens. (Thieme 31.3.2010). 
Today, however, waste has become of a positive thing and a source of pride for people who 
make a living out of it. (Thieme 31.3.2010; interview Maina 31.3.2010). It seems that in 
Nairobi, solid waste management has become a useful and important tool to mobilize and 
empower people. Taka ni Pato project and various informal waste collector groups of Kibera 
can be seen as an example of this paradigm change. (interview Maina 31.3.2010). Instead of 
regarding waste as something shameful and disgusting these youngsters, according to 
Thieme, tend to see potential in themselves, taking pride in the important work they do. 
(Thieme 31.3.2010).The informal waste collection and recycling activities have been able to 

                                                
4
  Swahili for”Let‟s all pull together” (Ngau 1987, 523). According to one definition, “Harambee is the 

collective and cooperative participation of a community in an attempt to fill perceived needs through 
utilization of its own resources”. (ibid.) 

5
 Thieme, T. (University of Cambridge, Dept. Of Geography). “Toilets, garbage and plastics in Mathare: 

Whose politics and whose business”. Seminar and group discussion at Pamoja Trust, Nairobi 
31.3.2010 
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bring together economic and community-related interests. (Thieme 31.3.2010). SWM in 
Nairobi could in this sense seen as a connector, bridging the gap between the poor locals 
and the local authorities. Samson (2009) tends to agree with this conception. As mentioned 
in the theory section, she regards waste as a social issue (2009, 44) that should be regarded 
as an important means of identifying and addressing social concerns (ibid.). Various waste-
related projects carried out by supporting international organisations in Nairobi, I suggest, 
appear hence to be in line with this idea of development through solid waste management. 
 
This paradigm change has had its implications for the policies and attitudes of local 
authorities, too. A prime example of shifted paradigm is the fact that today the authorities 
seem to have realized how important work the informal sector is doing. Some informal small-
scale actors interviewed in this study share a feeling of recognition and respect from the 
authorities. However, there remains to be a gap between theory and practice – the activities 
carried out by the small-scale collectors and recyclers in Nairobi are still more or less 
informal. According to local experts, the lack of official plots, appalling working conditions, 
insecurity of tenure, threat of harassment by the enforcement officers, bribery, inability to 
compete with formal actors in volume and price, and lack of overall resources are just a tip of 
the iceberg of problems faced by the small-scale collectors. (interview Maina 31.3.2010). The 
status of informal sector in Nairobi is thus somewhat of a paradox; even though some of the 
actors themselves feel their work is respected, they still work outside the formal SWM sector 
– often operating in informal settlements and slum areas.  
 
Today, as mentioned in the previous section, Nairobi City Council claims it is working on 
formalizing the small-scale activities through implementing Integrated Solid Waste 
Management (ISWM) master plan. (interview Maritim 12.4.2010). Some scholars consider 
these kinds of ISWM initiatives step towards a right direction in terms of governance and 
sustainability (see e.g. Achankeng 2003; Wilson et al. 2006; Njeru 2006; Medina 1997; 
Baudouin et al. 2010). As e.g. Wilson et al. (2006, 797) point out, the ideal option would be to 
integrate the informal actors into municipal solid waste management systems, building on 
their own practices and experience on the field, while at the same time “working to improve 
efficiency and the living and working conditions of those involved (2006, 797). Today there 
are reports of successful integration initiatives from e.g. Cairo, Egypt, India and Brazil (see 
Samson 2009, 50-57; Baudouin et al. 2010, 31), but as Baudouin et al. state, these 
examples of recognition, integration and support are still relatively few (2010, 31). NCC 
appears to follow this global trend of ISWM initiatives when formulating solid waste 
management policies. However, as stated before, the implementation process so far has 
been very slow and traces of this formalisation are hard to find in practice. It remains to see 
whether ISWM initiatives in Nairobi shall fructify in the future. 
 
The overall relationship between the formal and informal solid waste management sector in 
Nairobi is a complex and fluctuating one. As stated in the theoretical framework, Baudouin et 
al. (2010) analyse these relationships by using 4 categories (see section 2 – Theoretical 
framework). In the context of this particular study, it is impossible to create a perfect 
generalization about the complex mixture of relationships reigning in Nairobi by applying only 
one of those categories. Instead, the empirical data clearly indicates that examples of all of 
these categories can be found when analysing the relationship between the formal and 
informal in Nairobi. In some areas of the city, the authorities seem to have excluded the 
informal waste collectors from urban planning, thus creating neglect. NCC‟s action, or, in this 
case, the lack of actions, is by certain informal actors perceived as a lack of interest 
(interview Tambo 29.3.2010; Ngpta 23.3.2010), whereas the authorities themselves tend to 
blame the lack of resources, insufficient access to areas or dysfunctional private transport 
enterprises (interview Maritim 12.4.2010; Muraya 13.4.2010).  
 
What can be worse than neglect is the hostile attitudes towards scavengers – in Baudouins 
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classification, repression (2010, 30). In Nairobi, the findings of this paper show, that 
repression is manifested in the form of harassment by law the enforcers and/or local officers. 
This harassment is often closely linked to bribery, thus representing a wider problem of 
corruption. Based on interviews with small-scale collectors, the corruption takes place on the 
street level and is often carried out by single law enforcers or local officers (interview Kahura 
20.3.2010; Muriuki 24.3.2010). Baudouin et al. (2010). Some actors have established other 
kinds of shady, semi-illegal agreements with the authorities. One local inhabitant described 
the process of outsourcing the waste transport to private operators as follows: “The licenses 
were allocated by the rule of friendship or kinship. In order to obtain the license, you had to 
know someone from the NCC personally” (interview Kahura 20.3.2010). These kinds of 
various forms of partnership between informal actors and the local authorities can comprise 
corruption, bribery, shady agreements, clientelism etc. A collective name for this kind of 
cooperation, used by Baudouin (2010, 30) is collusion. Even I myself had a personal 
experience of collusion when I found out that in order to be able to get an interview with a 
certain members of Department of Environment, one has to have a mediator – basically, a 
person who knows the respondent in question – to make the first contact.  
 
In the fourth category in Baudouins categorization – stimulation – the informal sector is 
regarded as a resource instead of a nuisance. The stimulation can range from tolerance, 
which is only slightly better than neglect, to active cooperation and integration (2010, 31). 
The ISWM efforts discussed before can be seen representing this type of more positive 
relationship between the formal and informal. As noticed by i.e. Huysman (1994) and brought 
up in the theory section, one of the obstacles in the work of informal collectors is the fact that, 
instead of selling the collected material directly to factories or businesses, they‟re often 
forced use various middlemen/dealers. This results in diminishing returns. In Nairobi, NCC 
appears to have acknowledged this problem. Hence, one of the objectives of the ISWM 
master plan, the NCC claims, is to offer economic linkages to markets. In this way, the work 
of informal actors is stimulated so that they could more easily get their share of the profits.  
 
As the examples above indicate, the relationships between formal and informal are varying 
and fluctuating over time and often depending on the personal relationships. The outcome of 
the relationships thus depends on the type of relationship there is. Some actors, even though 
they may be reluctant to admit it, have made a conscious decision to avoid contact with the 
authorities, thus staying outside of the formal SWM by their own choice. This was the case 
with some of the groups interviewed in Kibera, and is also mentioned by Baudouin et al 
(2010) for Addis Ababa. Given the reluctance of these groups to engage with the authorities, 
it would be unwise to attribute solely to NCC the current lack of integration between formal 
and informal waste sector in Nairobi. The reasons for the current state of affairs, as 
discussed earlier, can stem from plethora of issues and actors. 
 
The actions and relationships of various actors involved in waste collection have shaped the 
actual street-level solid waste management process in Nairobi. As discussed in sections 5.1, 
5.2 and 6, the collection and disposal of household waste is functioning well in up-market 
and middle-income residential areas, whereas low-income areas, informal settlements and 
slums face huge problems. In these areas, this paper suggests, the responsibility of 
collection is left to local inhabitants and informal actors, whereas the wealthier areas 
participate in the formal, municipal solid waste management process. There are several 
reasons for this outcome – one of them the local authorities‟ failures in organizing and 
controlling the work of private waste collector enterprises. As discussed before, the NCC has 
failed to control the private enterprises carrying out primary and secondary collection in 
Nairobi. Instead, the private enterprises aim solely for profits and therefore operate mainly in 
areas where people are able and willing to pay for the service. The process of outsourcing 
and privatization in urban service provision is not exclusive to Nairobi only. For example 
Baudouin et al. (2010) state that the current discussions concerning urban development 
emphasise public-private partnerships (2010). According to Baudouin et al., “public-private 
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partnerships can exist between informal and formal sector operators ... or between the 
municipality and the private sector” (2010, 31). The latter of these options seems to apply to 
Nairobi. In Nairobi, from the viewpoint of the poor dwellers, these initiatives have failed, as 
stated before. The resulting spatial bias in urban service provision, according to Baudouin et 
al. is a common problem in many countries of the Global South (ibid.). On a larger scale, the 
current trend of public-private partnerships in Nairobi service provision can be also linked to 
a global process of liberalisation of the economy, as discussed in theory section (see i.e. 
Pryke 1999). In Nairobi, the authorities seem to be both unable and unwilling to control the 
outcomes of these partnerships, leaving the poor people living in slums and informal 
settlements on their own.  
 
According to Hyusman (1994), the vast majority of waste pickers in India are female. The 
empirical findings of this study show that the situation in Nairobi seems to be exact the 
opposite – the informal waste-collection and recycling sector in Nairobi is strongly man-
dominated. Also majority of interviewees were actually men. Female waste pickers recyclers 
were mainly found areas in/around Dandora disposal site, where the circumstances were at 
harshest. This might indicate that female collectors are the most marginalized and vulnerable 
of the actors in the internal status ladder of waste recyclers, but since Dandora was not part 
of the actual case study area, it is difficult to verify or falsify this assumption. In Kibera area, 
almost all collection and separation – usually considered as the dirtiest part of the waste 
management process – was carried out by males. Female actors appeared often to enter the 
SWM process in the phase of refinery or craftsmanship, when the valuable materials were 
already separated from the waste. According to one interviewee, females in Kenya in general 
don‟t want to handle waste (interview Kere 12.4.2010). This argument, however, seems 
slightly implausible, if compared with the observations made in Dandora. Currently, according 
to Kere, there are several supportive organisations trying to encourage women to participate 
in informal waste collection and recycling. (interview 12.4.2010), one of these being Carolina 
For Kibera – an organisation not only involved in supporting gender equality but also one of 
the main driving forces behind Taka ni Pato project discussed in section 6.3. 
 
 
9. Concluding remarks 
 
The findings of this study show the relationship between the formal and informal actors in the 
overall solid waste management process in Nairobi is varied and highly fluctuating. In this 
relationship there can be found signs of repression, actualizing often in harassment of waste 
collectors and recyclers by the enforcement officers; neglect, referring to the fact that the 
informal actors are neglected in many relevant policies; collusion, meaning various forms of 
informal partnerships, corruption and/or shady agreements between local authorities and 
informal actors; and stimulation, as manifested in the ongoing formulation of ISWM Master 
Plan. The differences in how informal actors are treated in the context of urban governance 
are big not only within Nairobi but there can be variation between the cities of Kenya, too. 
The ISWM initiatives carried out by NCC seem to follow a global trend of initiatives aiming to 
integrate the informal actors with the formal sector. The outcomes of these kinds of initiatives 
vary within the Global South. So far, the results of ISWM in Nairobi are difficult to predict. It 
seems that the overall process from legislation to street-level implementation in Nairobi has 
been slow. Despite the claims of recognizing the importance of informal actors in waste 
management policies, the informal collectors and recyclers still remain outside of the 
municipal SWM process. Also the role of various supporting organizations, such as local 
NGO‟s and CBO‟s, is essential. With their connections, they can be seen acting as mediators 
between the local authorities and informal actors – thus bridging the gap between the 
informal and the formal. 
 
What is clearer, however, is the consequence these attitudes and relationships have to the 
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street-level SWM process. There is an immense spatial variation within the city of Nairobi in 
how well the collection, transport and disposal of household waste is carried out. The results 
of this study show that the SWM process is functioning well in high and middle-income areas, 
because people there usually are able and willing to pay for the service. Low-income areas, 
informal settlements and slums – covering over half of Nairobi area – however, are worse off. 
In these areas, the Kibera example indicates, the collection is carried out by informal actors. 
Clearly, not all people in Kibera are able or willing to pay for collection, but instead have to 
resort to illegal dumping. The regular service of secondary collection to Dandora disposal site 
is not offered in Kibera and often the waste stays within the settlement, resulting in open fires 
and dumps and/or miscellaneous heaps of garbage along roads. There are several reasons 
for this outcome. The NCC officials interviewed claimed lack of resources, poor accessibility 
or informal actors‟ reluctant attitudes to formalize their work by registration.  
 
In many informal settlements and slums of the Global South, the work of private waste 
transport companies seems to have failed. Nairobi, this paper suggests, seems to follow this 
trend. Nairobi City Council has been unable to organize and control the outcomes of public-
private partnerships. In Kibera, the role of informal waste collectors and recyclers is vital. The 
primary collection is more or less carried out by these actors, operating outside the municipal 
solid waste management. There is a big grade of variation in approaches applied by the 
informal waste collectors. Some of them work individually, some in groups, such as youth or 
women groups of self-help groups. Some groups aim solely for making profit, some have 
clear environmental goals. In most of the cases, however, the waste collection is nothing but 
a means of survival, as pointed out by other scholars, too. 
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