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● Global network of researchers, development 
practitioners and workers in the informal 
economy

● Present in over 40 countries - mainly across 
Asia, Africa and Latin America

● Four key groups of workers in informal 
economy as focus: waste pickers / reclaimers, 
street vendors, domestic workers and home-
based workers

Waste-picker from COMARP cooperative in Brazil. 
Credit: Julian Luckman

Background to WIEGO



24% in 
South 
Africa



Informality and OHS

● Workers in informal employment remain exposed, yet largely unprotected in the 
workplace

● Mostly uncovered by occupational health and safety laws and frameworks:

- Informal employment is outside of formal employment relationship
- Working in urban public spaces and in private spaces often not regulated - they 
are outside of formal workplaces
- Location of workplace can determine access to better health and safety

● Workers often forced to become self-reliant in managing OHS, while also facing 
income insecurity



COVID-19 Crisis and the Informal Economy Study

● Global study of impact of 
COVID-19 on workers in 
informal economy across 12 
cities 

● Longitudinal, mixed methods 
study in two waves: April-July 
2020 and June - October 2021

● c.2000 workers in variety of 
occupational sectors, including 
c.200 in Durban



COVID-19 Crisis and the Informal Economy Study

Figure 1: Cities included in the Study (WIEGO, 2021)



COVID-19 Crisis and the Informal Economy: Durban insights

More than 30% of street vendors and reclaimers/waste pickers had a positive COVID-19 test

◻ High use of PPE, but 73% of workers needed to buy it themselves, with most of the rest supplied by local informal 
worker organisations

◻ Almost all (96%) workers reported exposure to COVID-19 in workplace

◻ Around half of all workers reported longer working hours and heavier physical labour compared to earlier stages of 
pandemic

◻ Poor access to water in the workplace - 85% of reclaimers / waste pickers in collection sites and 86% of street vendors 
had no access to water

◻ In general - very little / no improvement in working conditions over course of pandemic



Figure 2: Vaccination rate across all occupations, by city (WIEGO, 2021)

Low rate of COVID-19 
vaccination of workers in most 
cities, with 28% of workers in 
Durban reporting being 
vaccinated

At the time, vaccines were not 
reaching many workers - vaccine 
procurement issues, lower 
accessibility of clinics, and issues 
with lack of paperwork/ID

COVID-19 Crisis and the Informal Economy: Durban insights



COVID-19 guidelines for street/market vendors

● Provides COVID-19 health, rights 
and financial support information 
to workers in markets, streets and 
home shops

● Developed and disseminated in 
April 2020, in consultation with 
academics from Universities of 
KwaZulu-Natal and Cape Town, 
Socio-economic Rights Institute 
(SERI) and informal worker 
organisations: South African 
Informal Traders Alliance (SAITA) 
and Asiye Etafuleni

● Poster available in English, 
Afrikaans, Sotho, Xhosa and Zulu



COVID-19 guidelines for street/market vendors

● Basic public health guidelines 
shared with workers via 
Whatsapp

● Available in English, Afrikaans, 
Sotho, Xhosa, Zulu



COVID-19 guidelines for street/market vendors

● Lockdown health guidelines 
presented in poster format

● Developed in consultation with 
academics from Universities of 
KwaZulu-Natal and Cape Town, 
African Centre for Cities and 
informal worker organisations: 
South African Informal Traders 
Alliance (SAITA) and Asiye 
Etafuleni

● Poster available in English, 
Afrikaans, Sotho, Xhosa and Zulu

● Available in English, Afrikaans, 
Sotho, Xhosa, Zulu



Reflections

● We need inclusive public health strategies for workers in informal employment - but also 
wider social protection initiatives

● Support, resource and centre worker organisations in OHS issues - they are crucial for 
engaging with local authorities
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