BACK TO WORK
Initiating behavioural change of informal waste
collectors to cope with challenges posed by
the Covid-19 pandemic

Over the past months, both the informal and
formal sector in India have been under severe
distress due to prolonged lockdowns and other
measurements put in place to combat the
outbreak of Covid-19. One such informal sector,
which was paralyzed during this period, involved
waste collectors and accumulators. Government
regulations and the fear of spreading the virus
throughout communities prevented them from
carrying out their daily trade, which involved
going out and procuring waste from both
households and commercial areas.
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They were forced to shut their operations which
further pushed them into financial deprivation.
In addition, the majority of these waste
collectors are from impoverished and
marginalized communities and can’t afford
adequate safety equipment such as mask and
gloves to protect themselves from the
pandemic. Even though, the government had
laid out strict protocols, most of the waste
collectors were unaware and unable to maintain
minimum degree of hygiene such as washing
their hands and wearing gloves and masks.

Since 2018 SOCEO is active in the area of waste
plastic
management
through
research,
prototyping, model development and education
with the aim to develop models for rural waste
plastic management systems that are run in a
socio-entrepreneurial way connecting informal
and formal structures in the Sundarbans.
The Sundarbans, world’s largest mangrove
forest, is highly threatened by the effects of
climate change. Unmanaged waste plastic is
further aggravating the situation, by polluting the
threatened vulnerable ecosystem in the Gangetic
delta.
After the relaxation of the lockdown period, the
waste pickers and accumulators were gradually
limping back to normal working mode with more
and more areas becoming accessible for waste
collection. However, they still lacked the basic
safety equipment and knowledge to protect
themselves. Further, a symbolic effort was
required to reintroduce them back to work.
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In September, SOCEO created a prototype
initiative in one Gram Panchayat (smallest
administrative unit) by guiding a local partner
organisation in holding hygiene trainings for the
waste collectors, distributing basic safety
equipment and setting up of hand washing
facilities at crucial nodal points. The basic
premise of conducting such an activity was to
impart the basic knowledge of safety and
hygiene among the waste-pickers and
accumulators so that they can follow the
instructions in the near future without external
intervention.
Interviews were conducted with randomly
selected waste collector to notate the initial
behavioural
response
after
the
health
awareness programs. Similar interviews will be
scheduled to observe the long-term behavioural
change of the waste- pickers and accumulators.
During the interview one waste collector stated:
“No one gives us any recognition for the work
we do. By receiving gloves and mask we feel
that we are being recognised and we are
satisfied. By wearing gloves and mask we can
survive the Covid-19 pandemic.”

Further, with permission of the local authority, a
clean-up drive was undertaken as means to
reintroduce the waste collectors in the local
populations. Through the clean-up drives large
amounts of littered waste plastic could be
removed from the environment.
As the prototype was successful, SOCEO
reached out to other involved partner
organisations in the Sundarbans to conduct
hygiene trainings including the distribution of
gloves, masks and hand sanitisers as well as
organising clean-up drives. Through their effort,
informal waste pickers are back to work with
more hygienic collection practices. Additionally,
over 720 kgs of waste plastic was removed from
the environment involving the local community,
the local government and administration.
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SOCEO has been working on the topic of
plastic waste management in the
Sundarbans
since
2018
with
the
commitment to contribute to creating cross
sector entrepreneurial models to the
pressing problem of plastic waste
management. SOCEO’s activities in this
area are supported by Röchling Stiftung
based in Germany.
For further information please get in touch
with: sarah.gekeler@soceo.de
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