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ABSTRACT

This paper investigates how the global social protection (SP) agenda touches down in the 
context of petty traders in Tanzania. It examines and compare the SP models conceptualized 
and implemented ‘from above’ by public authorities with what petty traders and their 
collective associations do on the ground ‘from below’. The data shows that SP offered by 
public channels do not correspond well with the key challenges experienced by 
informal traders. First, petty traders are in public discourses conceptualized as small 
businesses - not as workers. This correlates with an understanding of work-related SP 
(like unemployment benefit, paid maternity leave, severance pay, work-injury compensation 
etc.) as pertaining to people in formal employment only. Nonetheless, our data indicate, 
that the SP needs of informal traders cannot be separated from their work related 
challenges (such as unhealthy working environments and irregular income). Second, 
voice and representation is not considered part of SP and people in the informal 
economy are generally not seen as collective political actors who should have access to 
representation in their own right. Our data however, shows that help with negotiating 
with authorities (with regards to access to trading space, harassment or eviction) is of 
key importance to petty traders. Third, while there is an opening towards enabling 
inclusion of informal workers in less directly-work related SP such as health insurance 
and old age pensions, the schemes which are elaborated (or planned) are simply adjusted 
versions of existing schemes modeled on the needs and abilities of formal workers 
demanding regular and long term commitment. SP services are however also offered by 
informal traders own associations and though the specific services vary a lot between 
associations, they generally correspond quite closely to the key challenges experienced by 
informal traders. In contrast to the public SP models, the SP models employed by 
informal traders own associations are based on trust and reciprocity and directed 
towards flexible but also limited cushioning against more short-term needs. 
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Worker Organisation and Social Protection amongst Informal Petty Traders in Tanzania 

1. Introduction 

Social protection (SP) policies and instruments have gained increasing attention amongst many 

developing countries and donors since the late 1980 and are now commonly highlighted by 

development actors as the preferred solution to issues of poverty in the global South (Deacon 2007, 

Hickey and Seekings 2017, Hickey et al 2019). In Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA), the last decade has 

witnessed an expansion of SP schemes. However, apart from a few recent exceptions (Hickey et al 

2019), SSA remains largely absent in the growing body of literature on SP.  

The expansion of formal SP in SSA happens in a context in which informal labour markets constitute 

the norm, and in which most workers live uncertain, precarious livelihoods with very limited access 

to official SP. Dominant ideas about social protection like health insurance and pensions or 

representation and voice have commonly been based on notions that the attainment and allocation of 

such social protection is linked to institutions and workers associated with formal sector employment 

(Toit and Neve 2014). Realizing that this has left most of the world’s workers (as they work 

predominantly in the informal economy) without formal social protection, recent years have seen an 

opening space for providing informal workers with access to social protection schemes. 

Petty trade is one of the key activities in the informal economy in most urban areas of the developing 

world. Tanzania, where informality is the norm and show no signs of decreasing, provides a very 

relevant context for studying the access that petty traders have to both formal and informal social 

protection (SP) mechanisms – insights that are essential in light of the ongoing expansion of formal 

SP in Tanzania and Sub Saharan Africa more broadly.  

In Tanzania, recent years have seen an opening space for expanding informal workers access to SP, 

such as pension and insurance schemes. Nonetheless, as will be illustrated in this working paper, 

formal SP is still largely beyond the reach of informal traders. At the same time, informal traders 

form their own associations, which provide a variety of different services to their members such as 

cushioning in cases of death or medical problems in the family and representing members’ interests 

towards authorities. 

Discussions within the literatures on informality, on SP and on collective organising have (apart from 

a few partial exceptions like Awortwi and Walter-Drop 2018, du Toit and Neve 2014; Lindell 2010; 

Alfers and Moussié 2019) largely been kept separate. Our research on informal worker associations 

and social protection is situated in the intersection between these bodies of literature, and as such, we 

seek to instigate conversations between these literatures in order to analytically address empirical 

issues, which remain largely unexplored in the academic literature. 

In this working paper, we investigate how the global social protection agenda touches down in the 

context of petty traders in Tanzania and how it relates to their realities. We examine and compare the 

SP models conceptualized and implemented ‘from above’ by public authorities with what petty 

traders actually do on the ground. We also uncover the key challenges faced by these traders, and 

how their own collective associations seek to address these with what we call SP mechanisms ‘from 

below’.  
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For this purpose, we adopt a broad understanding of SP encompassing not only formal social 

insurance programmes such as pensions, health insurance or maternity leave but also informal 

insurance and cushioning mechanisms, access to microfinance and training as well as representation 

and voice. We do not, however, address narrowly targeted safety net measures (commonly known as 

social assistance), since that falls outside what most informal associations commonly assist with.   

We draw on research conducted under the collective research project “Informal Worker Organisation 

and Social Protection” which looks at the collective associations that informal workers engage in and 

their potential for providing or enabling access to social protection measures in Kenya and 

Tanzania. The project explores the following research questions: 

a) Do informal workers associations offer any kind of informal SP, and if so, what characterizes 

the format of these services and how is this different from formal SP?  

b) For whom are these associations and informal SP measures beneficial? Who can participate 

and who is excluded?; what worker characteristics influence preference and demand for 

different kinds of associations and SP measures (gender, employment status etc.)?  

c) How are formal SP measures organised? In the formal models, how are SP needs, delivery 

and beneficiaries qualified and to what extent do they cater for informal workers? What, if 

any, is the role of informal associations in providing access to formal SP schemes? 

d) To which extent is representation of informal workers’ viewpoints and realities 

institutionalised? 

In this working paper, we start by reviewing how social protection, informality and collective 

organising in the informal economy have been approached in the literature. This is followed by a look 

at how informality and social protection is goverend in Tanzania and how informal petty traders are 

organising. We then turn to the key challenges faced by informal traders and how informal trader 

associations seek to respond to these. Equiped with this knowledge, we discuss and compare the SP 

models conceptualized and implemented ‘from above’ with challenges and social protection 

mechanisms ‘from below’.  

2. Methodology 

In Tanzania, the share of informal employment in total employment is estimated at 90.6 percent (ILO, 

2018) and according to the Tanzanian Labour Force Survey (ILFS 2015), 75.9 percent of paid and 

self employed people in non agricultural occupations are informal with a significantly higher 

proportion of females (81.7 percent) than males (ILSF 2015).1 

Measured by households, 42.5 percent (out of 10.2 million households in Tanzania Mainland) have 

at least one member engaged in informal business. This is a slight increase (3.0 percentage points) 

                                                           
1According to the Tanzania ILFS (2015) “Informal employment refers to employed persons who by law or in practice 

hold jobs that are not protected by labour legislation, not subject to income tax or entitled to social protection and 

employment benefits. Informal employment can be found in the informal sector, formal sector and the household” (ILFS, 

2015: 45). As for the informal sector, the ILFS (2015) works with the following definition: Informal sector excludes 

persons engaged in agricultural activities. The definition of informal sector includes enterprises owned by individuals or 

households that are not constituted as separate legal entities independent of their owners, have no complete set of accounts, 

produce some of their goods for sale and their employment size is below five (5) employees. (ILFS 2015:53).   
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from 2006 to 2014. In urban areas, more than a half of households are engaged in informal business 

accounting for 64.6 percent in Dar es Salaam (up from 56.5 percent in 2006) and 56.9 percent in other 

urban areas (ILSF 2015). In urban areas, more than a half of households are engaged in informal 

business accounting, i.e. 64.6 percent in Dar es Salaam (up from 56.5 percent in 2006) and 56.9 

percent in other urban areas (ILSF 2015). 

The ILFS also indicates that wholesale and retail trade is dominant in informal activities counting for 

47.9 percent while the second most important activity is accommodation and food service with 14.5 

percent (ILSF 2015). Hence, petty trade is most likely one of the key activities in the informal 

economy, in a country, where informality is the norm and show no signs of decreasing.  

In this paper, I adopt a broad definition of the informal economy, including self-employment in 

informal enterprises (i.e. unregistered business), as well as wage employment in informal jobs (i.e. 

without a written contract, but possibly working for a formally registered enterprise).2 This broad 

definition thus also encompasses agricultural employment (which we do not cover) and self-

employment. The broader term “informal economy” which was endorsed by the International Labour 

Conference (ILC) in 2002 (ILO 2002; Chen et al. 2005) is now commonly used instead of the older 

and narrower concept of the informal sector. 

The research presented here is based on a mixed methods approach using a combination of 

qualitatively and quantitative data. Location wise, data was sampled from two urban areas, namely 

Dar es Salaam and Dodoma.  In each location, three zones were identified and in line with our broad 

definition of the informal economy, the survey covered wageworkers, own account workers and 

micro businesses with max. two employees at any given point in time.  

With regard to the quantitative data, a survey of informal workers was undertaken using a 

combination of purpose-based sampling and random selection. More specifically Of the 286 survey 

interviews included in the final sample, 62 percent were sampled geographically while 38 percent 

were sampled via a variety of informal worker associations.3 152 traders were interviewed in Dodoma 

and 134 in Dar es Salaam. The data is part of a larger survey covering 1462 informal workers in Dar 

es Salaam, Dodoma, Nairobi and Kisumu from the petty trade, construction and transport sector. The 

Survey was carried out in 2018. 

In terms of the qualitative data collection, between April 2018 and January 2019, a series of semi-

structured interviews was carried out with leaders and members of informal trader associations. 

                                                           
2 In relation to contracts, we asked potential interviews to specify first whether they had a contract and if so whether it 

specifies pay and entitlement to benefits, and if so whether the details of the contract are implemented in practice. If the 

answer to the first two were yes, but the answer to the last one was no, we proceed with the interview on the basis of this 

being an informal worker. 
3 More specifically, the sampling of the 38 percent was done through formal (registered) associations identified 

purposively for the project where the target group were ordinary members and not leaders or members in an official 

position. The reasoning behind this was to ensure a broad coverage of different types of associations amongst our 

respondents, whilst being aware of the potential bias introduced by purposive-based sampling. The remaining 62 percent 

of the workers were sampled by geographical location to ensure a degree of randomness. This random sampling was also 

intended to capture members of smaller more informal worker associations. Nonetheless, due to the purposive-based 

sampling described above, we are likely to have an over-representation of registered associations as compared to 

unregistered ones. 



 

CAE WORKING PAPER 2020: 4 
 

4 

Representatives from relevant government authorities, trade unions and business associations were 

als interviewed in order to assess the broader economic and institutional setting and its role in terms 

of access to SP measures for informal traders. In total 21 key informant interviews (KIIs) were 

conducted (9 in Dodoma and 12 in Dar es Salaam) and four focused group discussions (FDGs) 

representing a total of 13 different associations in Dodoma and 16 in Dar. In total more than 40 

different associations were represented.  

The findings are indicative of the collective organization and access to SP amongst petty traders in 

urban areas, in particular the more vulnerable segment of petty traders as we specifically focused on 

traders who were mobile and/or working in a space without a fixed structure - although a few KII and 

FDG participants did come from established markets. Most often the work of these traders are 

characterized by very low entry barriers, high competition and no officially recognized space of work. 

Their work is characterized by low and irregular incomes, frequent harassment and environments 

which lack essential facilities such clean water, waste disposal, and storage facilities. This study of 

petty traders in Dar es Salaam and Dodoma provides insights into how people in one of the most 

common and highly vulnerable informal occupations organize and how (if at all) they access formal 

or informal types of SP. By comparing an urban with a peri-urban setting we also seek to address 

differences (if any exists) which might be related to the degree of urbanization.  

 

3. The literature on informality, collective organising and social protection 

3.1. Approaches to Social Protection 

As mentioned, since the late 1980, SP policies and instruments have gained increasing attention 

amongst both donors and countries in the Global South where many countries have formulated 

national SP policies and embraced different forms of SP (Awortwi and Walter-Drop 2018, Deacon 

2007, Hickey and Seekings 2017, Hickey et al 2019). Several international and regional policies and 

recommendations have solidified the agenda such as The UN’s Social Protection Floor Initiative from 

2009, the African Union’s 2009 Social Policy Framework, and the International Labour Organization 

(ILO)’s Recommendation 202 on National Social Protection Floors launched in 2012. Together with 

the Sustainable Development Goals, which include targets on social protection systems, these add to 

the pressure on governments to expand provision (Lavers and Hickey 2020).   

The increased focus on SP and the increased (although highly uneven) expansion in the global South 

of particularly social assistance, but also SP more broadly has been interpreted in different ways 

(Lavers and Hickey 2020). Hanlon et al (2010), for example, highlight the increased use of social 

assistance as South-South inspired, following innovative schemes implemented in Brazil, Mexico and 

India during the 1990s. Some authors highlight the importance of international communities such as 

international organizations, donors, and NGOs in formulating the global social protection agenda and 

encouraging adoption in the global South (Deacon, 2013; Simpson 2017; Ouma and Adesina, 2018; 

Hickey and Seeings 2019). Others (e.g. Van de Walle, 2014; Brooks, 2015; Hickey and Seekings 

2019) add to this perspective, the importance of local political factors, like democratization processes, 

in determining how SP is implemented on the ground (Lavers and Hickey 2020).  
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Despite the current near hegemonic status of the Social Protection agenda, different understandings 

of what SP is and should be flourish along with a few critical voices denouncing the agenda altogether 

(e.g. Adesina 2011).  

As noted by Devereux and Sabates-Wheeler (2007, p. 1), the SP agenda “comes with a fresh array 

of conceptual frameworks, analytical tools, empirical evidence, national policy processes, 

heavyweight agencies and big names in development studies aligned behind it”.  

Different agencies push particular understandings of SP and hence for donor dependent countries, 

adoption of SP policies has become somewhat of an imperative alongside the continued emphasis on 

neoliberal economic policies (Adesina 2011). Hence, increasingly, governments in the developing 

world are elaborating and adopting national social protection strategies as a key feature of their 

poverty reduction strategies (Barrientos 2010). Although heavily imposed from the outside, how SP 

models have been embraced and adapted in particular national contexts needs to be seen in the context 

of how these align with the worldview and agendas of local elites (Hickey and Seekings 2017, 

Pedersen and Jacob 2018).  

The SP agenda comes with an almost exclusive focus on donor and state programmes (Awortwi and 

Walter-Drop 2018). This is despite the fact that the coverage of the majority of these formal 

programmes is limited to small parts of the populations – and in no way stands measure to the needs. 

In these circumstances, people develop other means of protection and cushioning against risks and 

vulnerabilities through extended family ties and importantly, through different forms of collective 

self-organizing. Informal bottom-up forms of SP, however, are notably absent from SP discussions 

(for a rare exception, see Awortwi and Walter-Drop 2018) and little is known about the extent or the 

format of these informal SP mechanisms. It is this gap in policy and literature that we are addressing. 

Trajectories on SP can be viewed as falling on a continuum ranging from risk management to 

promoting social justice (Gentilini and Omamo 2011, Adesina 2011, Barrientos 2010). At one end of 

the continuum, we find understandings of SP as safety nets as in the original World Bank (WB) 

framework or in its current social risk management (SRM) approach. Along the continuum, we find 

broader understandings of SP like the one endorsed by the UK Department for International 

Development (DFID) with its focus on ‘social transfers’ and on seeing SP from a poverty perspective. 

Here we also find the ILO focus on SP as rights (see Hickey et al. 2008, Barrientos 2010). Both the 

ILO and DFID understandings can be characterized as being more along the lines of a European social 

model of universal provision as opposed to the neoliberal, residual approach endorsed by the World 

Bank (Deacon 2007, Hickey and Seekings 2017). 

Towards the end of the continuum, we can place frameworks, which incorporate more transformative 

aims such as the ‘transformative social protection’ framework developed by Devereux and Sabates-

Wheeler (2004), and the UN ‘basic needs’ approach. Both extend the role of social protection to 

encompass issues like education or representation (which can still be seen as working within a 

European social model). Although all the trajectories mentioned focus on extreme poverty and 

vulnerability, the more we move along the continuum the more emphasis is placed on the broader 

developmental role of social protection in developing countries. Moving left on the continuum, we 
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see increasing trust in the ability of the market to deliver broad economic (and as a result also social) 

progress.  

Placing themselves outside (or beyond) the continuum are a few voices which criticize the current 

social protection agenda for "(i) excessive focus on the ultra-poor, (ii) the preference for means testing 

and targeting, and (iii) the disconnection between the ‘social’ and the broader economic aspects of 

development policy making” (Adesina 2011: 459). Particularly, the latter point finds resonance with 

critique of prevailing discourses on informality and on formalizing the informal as having a narrow 

focus and refusing “to engage the neoliberal economic framework as vulnerability-inducing” 

(Adesina 2011:458, see also Bernards 2017). Instead of a narrow focus on social protection, Adesina 

(2011) advocates for a ‘transformative social policy’ approach where attention is given to issues such 

as universal and publicly funded education and healthcare and production support for farmers (see 

also Mkandawire, 2007). Central to advocates of moving ‘beyond SP’ is the need to link social and 

economic policy, to recognize structural conditions of poverty and vulnerability and a call for policies 

based on norms of equity and solidarity.  

From a governmentality perspective, authors (Murray Li 2007, Hickey and Seekings 2017) have 

analyzed how international development actors have rendered SP a technical solution to poverty and 

development challenges more broadly, in order to sustain a particular world order, which is based 

largely on post Washington consensus liberal ideas.  

But how do these conceptualizations relate to more practical operationalizations? To give examples 

from each end of the continuum, in a narrow sense, SP can be perceived as public interventions “to 

assist individuals, households and communities in better managing income risks” (Holzmann and 

Jorgensen 1999:4 quoted in Barrientos 2010:9). Whereas, in a broader understanding, SP can be 

conceptualized as:  

 

“… all public and private initiatives that provide income or consumption transfers 

to the poor, protect the vulnerable against livelihood risks, and enhance the 

social status and rights of the marginalised; with the overall objective of reducing 

the economic and social vulnerability of poor, vulnerable and marginalised 

groups.” (Devereux and Sabates-Wheeler 2004:iii) 

 

In practice, much literature distinguishes between social insurance and social assistance, while 

conceptualizations like e.g. the rights approach of the ILO also include labour market regulation 

(Barrientos 2010). In short, social insurance consists of protection against life contingencies such as 

maternity, old age, or unemployment or sickness. Social assistance provides support for those in 

poverty, for example through conditional and unconditional cash transfers, while labor market 

regulation refers to labour standards including rights to organization and representation. 

 

Another categorization based on a broad understanding of SP is elaborated by Devereux and Sabates-

Wheeler (2004). Their framework distinguishes between four main types: protective, preventative, 
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promotive and transformative. Examples of protective measures include disability benefits or social 

pensions for the elderly poor. Preventative measures include social insurance programmes such as 

pensions, health insurance, maternity leave and unemployment benefit, as well as informal insurance 

mechanisms through for example savings clubs and funeral societies. Promotive measures might 

include access to microfinance or vocational training, while transformative measures would seek to 

address concerns of social equity and exclusion such as e.g. collective action for workers’ rights. In 

this paper, the above typology is adopted to structure the empirical data - see also box 1. 

 

Box 1. Typology of SP measures as used in this paper 

           Based on the framework by Devereux and Sabates-Wheeler (2004) 

 

Historically, SP policies and practice have undergone significant changes. In an African context post-

independence, SP often took the form of the provision of subsidies for education, health and 

agriculture coupled with emergency services (Oduro 2010). The structural adjustment programmes 

of the 1980s removed many of these subsidies and introduced user charges for basic social services 

in health and education (Oduro 2010). Recognizing the limits of market fundamentalist growth 

policies, ‘adjustment with a human face’ brought to the fore the safety nets agenda and targeting of 

subsidies to the poorest in order to manage risks and shocks (Gentilini and Omamo 2011, Oduro 

2010). In more  recent years, the cash transfer (conditional and non-conditional) has received 

increased attention (Adesina 2011:454, see also Oduro 2010, Barrientos 2010, Hickey and Seekings 

2017, Hickey 2019). The last decades have seen a rapid extension of particularly social assistance 

programmes in developing countries, for example the “Cash Transfer for Orphans and Vulnerable 

Protective measures provide relief from deprivation: Narrowly targeted safety-net measures 

commonly known as social assistance. Not included in our research, since it falls outside of what 

most informal associations are likely to assist with. 

 

Preventive measures seek to avert deprivation: Include social insurance for economically 

vulnerable groups such as formal systems of pensions, health insurance, maternity benefits and 

unemployment benefits. They also include informal mechanisms, such as savings clubs and funeral 

societies as well as strategies of risk diversification. In our project, included preventive measures 

are health and pension insurance systems and saving clubs/welfare associations (in terms of 

assistance with life contingencies such as sickness, marriage and death). 

 

Promotive measures aim to enhance real incomes and capabilities through a range of 

livelihood-enhancing programmes targeted at households and individuals, which have income 

stabilisation at least as one objective. In our project, promotive measures include microcredit as 

well as training (business related) and saving clubs/welfare societies when they function to 

smoothen income via small loans or enhancing income by offering capital for business 

development 

 

Transformative measures seek to address concerns of social equity and exclusion such as 

collective action for workers’ rights, or human rights for minority ethnic groups. Interventions 

include changes to the regulatory framework as well as sensitization campaigns to transform public 

attitudes and behavior. In our project, transformative measures include representation, voice and 

advocacy. 
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Children” (CT-OVC) programme in Kenya or the "Productive Social Safety Nets (PSSN)" 

programme in Tanzania (Barrientos 2010; Hickey and Seekings 2017, Hickey et al 2019). 

 

Developments in understandings of SP and SP instruments have been described by some as a journey 

from universalism to safety nets (Mkandawire, 2004). However, one has to recognize a somewhat 

broadening of scope in the SP policy frameworks developed during the 2000s (e.g. by DFID and the 

ILO) as opposed to the more narrow and passive role played in the 1990s (Gentilini and Omamo 

2011). Recent years have also seen a return to universalistic understandings where some donors for 

example push for universal health coverage. In practice, universal solutions have been implemented 

in a few African countries, for example with regards to health in Rwanda and the recent introduction 

of a universal old age pension in Kenya and in Zanzibar. 

As argued by Hickey et al. (2019), SSA remains largely absent in the growing body of literature on 

SP. In addition, they note how the majority of research on social protection in Africa is donor 

commissioned and hence focuses on technical issues, for example measuring the impacts of particular 

programmes, assessing different financing models or examining different targeting and delivery 

models. As such, Hickey et al. (2019) offer an important contribution to this literature with their 

comparative examination of the key political drivers behind the uneven expansion of social assistance 

in SSA. Along with other scholars (Niño-Zarazúa et al. 2012; Seekings 2012, 2013, Lavers and 

Hickey 2020), they have noted some distinctive features of African cases. These include for example, 

a historical emphasis on SP targeted at a predominantly rural populations along with current 

challenges of deagrarianization such as declining access to agrarian based community and family 

support mechanisms, and in general a context of severe poverty challenges and labour markets, which 

are predominantly informal.  

It is in this context that we need to see how the global social protection agenda actually intersects 

with the realities of lived lives. Apart from the mentioned gap on SP in SSA more generally, we also 

note a gap in the literature in seeking to understand how top down formulated SP models interact with 

particular groups such as informal workers. Relatedly, there is very limited understanding of how 

such top-down SP models compare to the myriad of existing coping/protection mechanisms already 

employed by groups of informal workers. It is this understanding that we seek to advance.  

As mentioned, our research is situated at the intersection between three bodies of literature - the 

literatures on social protection, on informality and on collective organising respectively. Hence, 

before we elaborate on the empirical findings we briefly revisit how the latter two topics have been 

approached in existing literature. 

3.2. Approaches to Informality 

Informality is a highly disputed concept, whether approached as a theoretical concept, as defining a 

specific part of the population or labour market, or as a policy approach. In this paper, we focus 

mainly on the politics of informality and the links to different underlying logics about desired 

developments. Policy discourses about informality can be seen as instruments to address poverty, to 

ensure regulation and hence inclusion of the working population in the formal economy. While this 

might be the case, policy discourses on informality and the resulting policies implemented are far 
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from just technical instruments. Inspired by a neo-Gramscian and post-development perspective, 

these discourses in addition can be seen to serve to either deepen or conversely aim to transcend 

existing forms of domination (Bernards, 2017).    

One way to categorise different theoretical approaches to informality is to distinguish between 

neoliberal and structural traditions (Skinner 2008). Neo-liberal positions have a celebratory view on 

informality which is perceived as a process of deregulation from below (amongst other the de Soto 

inspired  legalist approach would fall within this tradition), while structural positions understand 

informality as a crisis of capitalist development emphasizing the exploitive nature of relations 

between the formal and informal economies (Skinner 2008, Moser 1994). Several authors have sought 

to integrate or reframe these two traditions (e.g. Nattrass 1987; Lorenco-Lindell 2002; Chen 2012; 

Lindell 2010) or transcend them altogether (e.g. Du toit and Neves 2014; Guha-Khasnobis et al 2006), 

highlighting how both perspectives offer some explanatory power but also limited analytical value as 

they propose what du Toit and Neves (2014) call totalizing teleological frameworks. Du Toit and 

Neve suggest instead that rather than looking at what is not there, we should look at what people 

actually do and analyse the political terrain, the struggles and strategies employed ‘by people on the 

margins of the global economy’ (du Toit and Neves 2014). While we agree with this analytical 

strategy, policy discourses remain highly important influencers and often informed at least partly by 

theoretical perspectives. This becomes evident when looking at the discourses practiced and pushed 

by influential multilateral institutions and donors. 

Several authors highlight the very influential role of what they call residual approaches to informality 

(Rizzo 2017, Bernards 2017) in other words, approaches which treat the informal as residue. 

According to Bernards (2017), two residual understandings of informality have been particularly 

influential on the policies implemented in Tanzania, namely the policy discourses pioneered by the 

International Labour Organization (ILO), and Hernando de Soto/ the World Bank (WB) respectively. 

The understanding of informality within the ILO has broadened over time from a dualist perception 

of an informal sector consisting of unregulated business to an emphasis on unregulated work in an 

informal economy and a focus on social protection for all (Bernards 2017). In 2015, the International 

Labour Conference adopted Recommendation No. 204 on “the Transition from the Informal to the 

Formal Economy Recommendation”. This recommendation emphasizes the need to move out of 

informality in order to promote decent work for all (ILO 2015). Current discussions at the ILO tend 

to emphasize the exclusion of workers in the informal economy from the opportunities in the formal 

economy and from social protection. The solution to this perceived exclusion is on the one hand, to 

extend certain formal regulations and of labour protections to the informal economy (this includes 

occupational health and safety, freedom from discrimination, forced labour and child labour as well 

as the freedom to organize collectively). On the other hand, it includes coverage of social insurances 

like for example maternity protection, as well as decent working conditions and a minimum wage is 

envisioned to follow from the transition to the formal economy (ILO 2015:25, Bernards 2017).  

Critics have highlighted how this approach ignores power relations and structural constraints (Rizzo 

2017, Bernards 2017, Selwyn 2014) and promote what Selwyn (2014) has characterized as “‘elite-

led’ development solutions in which the poor are framed as passive recipients of enlightened 
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governance by states and major corporations.” (Selwyn quoted in Bernards 2017:1883). One could 

argue that the ILO approach does encourage active participation as they recommend that employers’ 

and workers’ organizations extend membership to workers and economic units in the informal 

economy so that these can be represented and participate in social dialogue about the transition (ILO 

2015). Nonetheless, the focus is still on the goal of transitioning to formality (quite a few SP 

provisions are tied to this transition) and representation through established tripartite organs and not 

for example on transforming the tripartite structure to enable informal operators to represent 

themselves on an equal footing with formal enterprises and workers.  

The other common global policy approach is heavily influenced by Hernando de Soto and offers a 

celebratory understanding of informality as a form of poor people’s empowerment when faced with 

bureaucratic overregulation by the state (De Soto 1989, 2000). In this optic, appropriate institutions 

needs to be developed to encourage the entrepreneurial instincts of the poor so that they can 

successfully engage in capitalist markets and become ‘full capitalists themselves’. Policy initiatives 

include micro-enterprise development particularly through access to credit, skills, and property rights 

and in general, regulatory reforms which decrease barriers to formalization (De Soto 1989).  

Critics have highlighted how the claim that “’the poor already possess the assets they need to make 

a success of capitalism’ (de Soto 2001: 6), sits at odds with evidence from a number of studies 

showing that it is precisely the lack of any asset other than their own labour that forces the very poor 

to sell their labour power, in precarious and vulnerable conditions, to asset owners” (Rizzo 2017:11). 

Again, this approach lacks attention to structural barriers and in addition presents a very optimistic 

view on the ability of the market to deliver development for all.  

As argued by Bernards (2017:1834), “residualist conceptions of the ‘informal’ serve to identify the 

interests of marginal urban workers with the deepening of markets or the extension of prevailing 

forms of labour regulation (rather than, say, with autonomous forms of political organisation or the 

fundamental de-commodification of labour). Insofar as they are successfully institutionalised in 

practice, they thus serve to re-articulate the position of existing ‘ruling classes’.” 

Although the two policy approaches differ in their view on how to achieve development, they both 

promote formalization and the improvement of existing institutions. In addition, they are either in line 

with (or at least work within) a global market-driven development discourse. The key difference 

seems to be in whether formalization is seen mainly as a matter of extending existing labour regulation 

or whether it is mainly the responsibility of individual workers or what Kamete (2018: 184) has 

described as the difference between a welfarist and a technicist regulatory legalistic form of 

integration (Kamete 2018 cited in Steiler 2018:19).  

In this paper, we also explore how informality is understood and governed in Tanzania and in 

continuation, how informal traders are perceived and governed. This is important not only to 

understand the realities of informal lives but also for understanding SP models, as perceptions of 

informality influence what type of SP is seen as relevant for informal versus formal workers. 

Investigations into how informal workers are perceived, as well as explorations of the actual practices, 

strategies and struggles of informal workers and their associations necessarily touch upon the question 
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of agency and what kind of collective capacities informal workers hold and are perceived to hold. 

Thus, in the following section, we briefly explore how the collective capacities of informal workers 

have been addressed in the literature. 

 

3.3. Collective capacities of informal workers  

In general, earlier literature on informality has tended to assume that people operating within the 

informal economy lack agency (Lindell 2010: 1). While structuralist approaches recognize the 

collective agency of workers, the recognition only extends to the formal economy, ignoring the 

potential agency of workers in the informal economy and often portraying the marginalized urban 

poor as victims of capitalist development (Egan 2014, Lindell 2010). According to Lindell (2010), 

this widespread oversight of informal worker agency results from not recognizing informal workers 

as political actors, with the ability to organise collectively (Lindell 2010: 2). This is in line with a 

critique of the SP literature by Alfers and Moussié (2019), which argue, that while it might recognize 

the agency of people in the informal economy, it is as citizens, not as workers. Neoliberal approaches 

can likewise be criticised for having a one-sided focus on entrepreneurial agency, or in other words 

for not recognising the agency of non-entrepreneurial actors like wageworkers nor the collective 

agency of informal actors more generally.  

The academic critique has coincided with (and been inspired by) actual developments in collective 

organizing amongst informal workers and lately, an increasing number of studies have focused more 

or less explicitly on the ability of informal workers to organise collectively (Lindell 2010; 

Chikarmane and Narayan 2005,; Kinyanjui, 2012). Kinyanjui (2012), for example, notes that often 

women in the informal economy belong to informal groups such as merry-go-rounds or women 

groups commonly known as ‘chamas’ (Kinyanjui, 2012). Mitullah (2010) argues that such informal 

institutions are weak on their own but that some have partnered with transnational organizations in 

organizing and leveraging resources. Such partnerships have made informal workers visible to 

development actors, including governments, and enabled inclusion in local and national processes, 

which in turn have influenced their working environment and livelihoods. Some of the most 

prominent transnational examples are WIEGO and Street-net, while at national level a coalition like 

the National Association of Street Vendors of India (NASVI) stands out in particular for the role it 

has played “in transforming street vendors from non-entities into a formidable force to reckon with” 

(Kumar and Singh 2018:135), resulting amongst other things in the adoption of a national policy on 

urban street vendors and a street vendors act (see also the case of SEWU in South Africa).  

 

As noted in the introduction, discussions within the literatures on informality, on SP and on collective 

organising have (apart from a few partial exceptions like du Toit and Neve 2014; Lindell 2010; Alfers 

and Moussié 2019) largely been kept separate. Drawing on the discussions above, it seems logical, 

that the common policy advice of formalisation along with the widespread lack of recognition of 

people in the informal economy as political actors with the ability to organise collectively, has 

implications for how actors in the informal economy are envisioned to access social protection. In 

short, in most of the policy-oriented literature, work-related SP (like unemployment benefits, paid 

maternity leave, severance pay, work-injury compensation etc.) as well as social protection related to 
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voice and recognition is most often closely associated with formal employment and in this perspective 

is seen to become available to informal actors once they formalise. Alongside policies of 

formalisation, SP tools like cash transfers and contributory insurances are being promoted to extend 

SP coverage to the informal economy. But while formalisation and an opening of SP schemes is 

proffered in theory as a way to solve this issue, it is less clear that this works in practice.  

 

Meanwhile, as also highlighted by Alfers and Moussié (2019) and Hickey & King (2016) social 

protection approaches concerned with issues of poverty, development and social justice are mainly 

oriented towards social assistance and see the key relationship as being that between the citizen and 

the state. Here, the considerations around work and the relations between capital and labour are absent 

(Alfers and Moussié 2019, Hickey & King, 2016). Initiatives along this trajectory include for example 

participatory governance initiatives and community management committees (Hickey & King, 2016). 

Here, informal workers might have the opportunity to participate – but in the capacity as citizens 

rather than as workers (Alfers and Moussié 2019, Hickey & King, 2016).    

 

Existing tripartite structures (where labour in the form of trade unions, employers and the state 

negotiate labour and social protection policies), while varying in strength across countries (Carre et 

al. 2018), largely represent the institutionalization of past social compromises based on the “golden 

years of prospering welfare capitalism” (Dörre et al., 2009 cited in Alfers and Moussié 2019:4). 

Informal workers are most often excluded or have limited representation in such tripartite structures. 

Recent years, however, have shown signs towards some representation of informal workers as for 

example the Urban areas and Cities Act of Kenya which provides for informal workers to be 

represented in City/Municipal Boards. The Kenya Micro and Small Enterprise Authority also has a 

slot for informal workers. Nonetheless, there are still very few institutionalised spaces where informal 

workers can directly negotiate as equal social partners in the design of social protection policies 

(Alfers and Moussié 2019) or other issues relevant for their working life.  

 

The lack of representation of informal workers in their own right also becomes noticeable when 

looking at the increasing number of examples of collaboration between informal workers associations 

and trade unions. Based on experiences from workshops held as part of the Rights Based Social 

Protection in Africa project4, Alfers & Moussié (2019:5) found that “organizations of informal 

workers have found collaborations with formal trade unions to be crucial in accessing tripartite fora, 

creating space for greater participation in social protection policy making and scheme oversight, and 

in terms of support for the extension of social protection to informal workers.” This has been the case 

for example in Ghana in the development of a new pension scheme and in Zambia where the Alliance 

of Zambian Informal Economy Associations (AZEIA) has worked closely with the Zambian 

Congress of Trade Unions (ZCTU) on ensuring input into social protection policy processes (Alfers 

& Moussié 2019). Interestingly, however, they mention how during these workshops, trade unions 

and informal worker organizations expressed different perspectives on what have been the most 

problematic aspects of such collaborations. While trade unions emphasized difficulties in relation to 

                                                           
4 The Rights-Based Social Protection in Africa project is a partnership between the Friederich Ebert Stiftung (FES)-

Zambia, WIEGO, the ITUC-Africa, and the Africa Platform on Social Protection. 
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membership fees and organizing meetings, informal worker organizations focused on the question of 

equal representation within the tripartite structures in which social protection policies are discussed 

(Alfers & Moussié 2019). 

3.3.1. How to conceptualize the collective capacity of informal workers 

Analytical approaches to analyzing the collective capacity of informal workers remain sparse. One 

approach that has recently been applied and which is also employed in this paper is the power 

resources approach (PRA). The PRA stems from discussions on trade union renewal, and has emerged 

as a research heuristic/ analytical tool – often used in close collaboration between practitioners and 

academics.5 The PRA starts from the basic premise that if organized, labour can successfully defend 

its interests by collectively mobilizing different power resources (Schmalz et al 2018).  

The basic concepts on which the PRA are built were created by Wright (2000) and Silver (2003) and 

they conceptualized the sources of labour power as deriving from both structural power (derived from 

workers position in the economic system) and associational power (derived from the formation of 

collective organizations of workers). In the following decade, conceptual additions have been 

developed by a range of scholars to form of an overlapping analytical tool. Institutional power has 

been added as deriving from “laws, regulations, procedures, practices and other formal and informal 

rules that formalise the relationship between trade unions, employers and the state and thus secures 

rights for workers” (Kumar and Sing 2018:137). Societal power describes “the latitudes for action 

arising from viable cooperation contexts with other social groups and organisations, and society’s 

support for trade union demands.” (Schmalz et al 2018:122). Societal power arises from two different 

sources, namely coalitional and discursive. ‘Coalitional power’ refers to alliances with other social 

actors such as civil society organisations, which can be activated to mobilize or campaign, whereas 

‘discursive power’ describes the power to successfully influence public discourses and public opinion 

(Kumar and Sing 2018). Finally, Marslev (2019:18) has recently added what he calls ‘regime-

disruptive power’ as a third form of structural power which derives from “the capacity to cause 

disruption to, and on that basis extract concessions from, political elites interested in regime-

survival.” 

The Power Resource Approach was developed to analyse the power resources available to trade 

unions – not informal workers. As such, there are several difficulties in transferring this typology to 

informal economy workers6 and to informal traders in particular. For one, they typically have very 

low marketplace bargaining power (i.e. low entry barriers and a large pool of unemployed labour) 

and workplace bargaining power. Nonetheless, as also mentioned by Kumar and Singh (2018:137), 

despite informal workers’ weak structural power, “due to their vast numbers, they have the potential 

to harness significant associational power.” I would add, that ‘regime-disruptive power’ is also highly 

relevant with regards to informal traders as they are recognized as important ‘vote banks’ and hence 

in theory should on that basis be able to extract concessions from political elites particularly during 

election times. However, the conceptualization of power resources, as developed from the perspective 

                                                           
5 The PRA has its origins in the late 1960s and early 1970s where class became prominent again as an analytical category 

and also as a mobilising principle among activists and left leaning scholars (Schmalz et al 2018). 
6 For examples of application of power resources to informal economy workers see: Kumar and Singh (2018), Riisgaard 

and Okinda 2018, Selwyn 2007 and Rizzo 2013. 
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of trade unions, omits sources of power, which we have found to be of relevance to informal trader 

associations. This includes controlling access to trading space and the importance of often 

personalized ties with more powerful actors.  

In addition, the conceptualization of power resources also rests on the assumption that the main 

purpose of collective organizing is representation. However, many informal traders form collectives 

for other purposes – for example to find work or to form informal bottom-up social 

cushioning/protection measures. This opens the question of how useful the power resource approach 

is to cast light on informal trader associations. We argue that if modified and employed with caution, 

the analytical typology still has some explanatory power, particularly in highlighting the extent of 

and limitations to the ability of existing associations in representing their members towards external 

actors. 

At first glance, the framework seems best suited to analyse very successful examples of collective 

organising amongst informal workers such as the case of NASVI, as analysed by Kumar and Singh 

(2018). However, if one adopts a flexible and broad reading of the different power sources, they do 

prove useful also in uncovering different aspects and potentials of more modest examples. Below, we 

highlight our understanding and use of the concepts, which should not be seen in isolation, but as 

partly overlapping and mutually reinforcing. 

 

In line with Silver (2003), structural power can be divided into workplace bargaining power (the 

power that can be utilized from the strategic location of a certain group of workers in a key sector) 

and marketplace power (relating to the tightness of the labour market). As mentioned, one could 

argue that for activities related to petty trade, most often characterized by low entry barriers, the 

availability of labour is vast and hence informal traders will in general command weak marketplace 

power. In addition, as most petty traders are not wage earners but own account workers, their ability 

to disrupt production processes are very limited. Hence, for informal petty traders, disruptive power 

is of less potential, except for the latent ability to physically block certain areas or for example storm 

city hall via demonstrations.  

 

‘Regime-disruptive power’ on the other hand is a potential potent source of power for informal 

economy workers as an overall group due to their strategic importance as ‘vote-banks’ during election 

times specifically. As we shall discuss in this paper, president Magufuli has on numerous occasions 

voiced his opinion that petty traders should be allocated spaces to trade and not harassed. 

 

Associational power is derived from the formation of collective organizations of workers. Given the 

context of informal workers, we include all the different types of collective associations created or 

engaged in by informal workers to advance their own interests and conditions (see also Riisgaard and 

Okinda 2018). In addition to a broad understanding of the types of associations, we also broaden the 

understanding of what  associational power might be directed at. Hence, for most informal traders 

associations, the aim of representation towards external actors is not at the forefront, but rather 

informal forms of social protection. Associational power understood in this broad manner is 

potentially of immense importance for informal traders. Other than numbers, the literature on PRA 
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mentions how associational power also rests on infrastructural resources, organizational efficiency, 

member participation and internal cohesion (Schmalz et al 2018). These are of importance to informal 

associations as well, and in addition, we found that support from external organizations such as for 

example foreign NGOs and connections to people in power also figured prominently in some of the 

cases explored in this book. 

Institutional power is derived from laws, regulations, procedures and practices that regulate the 

relationship between worker associations and employers/authorities. In the context of informal 

traders, sources of institutional power could be tapping into established tripartite structures via 

affiliation with trade unions or employer associations (at government level) and more informally 

tapping into the access to authorities that trade unions and employer associations have (at municipal 

and ward level). As will be illustrated in this paper, this has been the case for some petty traders 

associations in Tanzania. The case of petty traders also illustrate how access to trading space - whether 

illegal, legal or simply tolerated – is sometimes the context on which institutional power depends.  

Societal power arises from cooperation with other social groups and society’s support for worker 

demands (coalitional power and discursive power). In the context of informal traders, this relates to 

coalition making with other informal associations, with formal worker associations, with broader civil 

society organizations and with external actors, including donors and international unions and NGOs. 

In the following, we briefly outline how informal trade has been governed in Tanzania followed by a 

section on its approach to social protection. 

4. Informality, collective organising and social protection in Tanzania 

4.1. Governing Informality in Tanzania 

As mentioned, two understandings of informality have been particularly influential on the policies 

implemented in many developing countries, namely the policy discourses pioneered by the ILO and 

de Soto/ the World Bank (WB) respectively. 

In Tanzania, both conceptualizations have been and are to date influential in policy discourses 

although practical public policies lean heavily towards de Soto’s perspective. As highlighted by 

Bernards (2017), global policy ideas about informality need to be situated in the context of how they 

play into particular national political struggles over class and political authority and hence below, we 

briefly outline some relevant historical developments.  

Historically, the line between formal and informal workers was more fluid. In Tanzania, casual 

dockworkers, for example, played a critical role in the early development of trade unions (Bernards 

2017). However, after independence, sectors of the economy, which were state-dominated and 

‘formal’, became increasingly identified as the proper terrain for trade union recruitment and action 

and were increasingly made distinct from ‘informal’ sectors of the economy (Bernards 2017). This 

delineation of what constitutes the proper constituency of unions is still evident today (although 

unionization has occurred in a few privatized sectors), where very few informal workers belong to 

trade unions. As noted earlier, formalization was largely considered an automatic effect of economic 

development.  
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With privatization and deregulation under structural adjustment from the late 1980s, informal work 

activities have expanded followed by an increase in policies aimed at regulating the informal 

economy with the aim of eventually integrating it into the formal economy. From the late 1990s, 

several reports were published on the informal economy in Tanzania. Key amongst these were ‘the 

Roadmap study’ by the ILO (ILO et al., 2002) and a report by de Sotos’ ‘Institute for Liberty and 

Democracy’ (ILD 2005 ). The ILO report highlighted the prohibitive costs and complexity of business 

registration and recommended absorption of informal enterprises into the formal economy (Brown et 

al, 2009).   

In 2004, de Soto was invited to Tanzania and the ILD produced a report advising the government on 

property and business reform. The reform plan was institutionalized in ‘the Property and Business 

Formalisation Programme’ (known by the Kiswahili acronym MKURABITA), which had a strong 

emphasis on legalizing the informal economy by streamlining land-titling and improving the business 

environment (ILD, 2005, ;  Brown, Lyons and Dankoco 2009), with the aim of enabling informal 

SMEs to participate in and benefit from the market economy as illustrated in the quote below: 

“Under the president’s office. MKURABITA’s aim is to empower the poor and 

increase the tax base, by increasing access to property and business opportunities 

to underpin the expansion of Tanzania’s market economy (URT, 2008a, 2008b 

quoted in Lyons et al 2014)    

In 2006 the WB supported ‘Doing Business’ programme was launched in which it was assumed that 

SMEs and micro entrepreneurs such as informal traders would benefit from reduced bureaucracy, 

reduced business costs, improvements in access to the legal system, and in particular to property and 

business rights, and increased access to credit (Lyons et al 2014). The expected result was that SMEs 

and micro entrepreneurs would convert their assets into capital in the formal economy (ILD 2005, 

Steiler 2018). However, as shown by Lyons, Brown and Msoka (2014:675), the reforms have  

“progressively marginalized  traders”.  

Since the abolition of the peddling license (the nguvu kazi) in 2003, very few license categories have 

(until recently) been available for street-vendors and in addition, to fulfill the basic condition of 

obtaining a business license, one needs to have a fixed and legal address (URT 2007 in Lyons, Brown 

and Msoka 2014). Even traders in allocated new markets are unlikely to satisfy this condition (even 

if allocated a specific space and not simply the right to trade in a given area) as the zoning is temporary 

and can be revoked within 24 hours (Lyons, Brown and Msoka 2014). 

As also noted by Steiler (2018), across the different policies and programmes, petty traders have been 

considered self-employed business owners. The governments focus on petty traders as self-employed 

business owners – and not for example as workers (with a potential claim on decent work – or terrain 

for trade union organising) can be seen as an insistence on a particular relationship between informal 

operators and the state. Meanwhile, the strong focus on formalization leaves a view on informal 

activities as being undesired and something to be overcome in order to accomplish a modern (market 

driven) society. Public discourses, however, fluctuate and president Magufuli has been very vocal in 

advocating a stop to harassment of informal operators. Hence, many small traders are able to 
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paraphrase the president as in the example below from an informal street vendor: …this time is much 

free because president say ῞don’t disturb small traders in doing their business but if there is an area 

just allocate that area to be a permanent area for them῝ (FDG 1, Dar) 

Given that the urban areas are generally seen as opposition strongholds, the urban informal economy 

can be seen as an important electoral battle ground in the run up to the 2019 local elections and 2020 

national elections.7 As noted by (Brown, Lyons and Dankoco 2009: 678), in Tanzania, evictions have 

often ensued when political support ceased. 

 

4.2. Social protection in Tanzania 
 

NSPF (the National Social Protection Framework) is part of national efforts to reduce poverty and 

its primary aim is to reach the most vulnerable and ensure their protection. It is also a means of 

building the capabilities of the poor to engage in production so that they become effective 

participants in and beneficiaries of the growth process (United Republic of Tanzania, 2008, p. 2) 

Since April 2018, a new NSPF has been proposed (not approved) consisting of three pillars: social 

assistance; social insurance (health and pension), and voluntary schemes.8 The latter would cover 

associations of informal workers for instance. Importantly, there has been no cosultation of informal 

workers associations during the formulation of the NSPF. 

Informal operators are, as noticed before, largely portrayed as small business owners in public 

discourses – not as workers with rights. As labour market regulation in the form of rights and 

standards for workers covers only people in a recognized employment relationship, the issue will not 

be addressed here. Furthermore, as the research reported in this paper does not deal with social 

assistance (including cash transfers), the following sections focus on social insurance.  

Health insurance was introduced in Tanzania in 2000, as part of a larger health reform aimed at 

improving access to health services. By then, it was becoming increasingly difficult for ruling 

politicians to defend the inconsistency between the promise of universal access to social services 

heralded under African socialism and the reality of limited access (Pedersen and Jacob 2018). From 

the early 1990s, the government had adopted reforms that changed the financing system from free 

services to mixed financing. A health insurance system was presented in the National Health 

Insurance Fund (NHIF) Act in 1999 which targeted (and was made mandatory for) government 

employees. The Community Health Insurance Fund (CHF) Act was introduced in 2001 (supported 

by the World Bank), targeting the rural population and people without formal employment (a 

counterpart called TIKA mainly targets the informal sector in urban areas) (Mbekeani, 2009; 

Rwegoshora, 2016, Pedersen and Jacob 2018). The CHF has recently been undergoing a process of 

being replaced by the improved CHF system (iCHF) as a national program. It has so far been rolled 

                                                           
7 The leader of Chadema, the main opposition party, has for example not infrequently campaigned surrounded by 

bodaboda divers.  
8 The proposed new policy has, at the time of writing (May 2020), not yet been submitted to cabinet for approval.  
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out in a number of regions, but at the time of data collection it was not mentioned during any 

interviews. 

As noted by Pedersen and Jacob (2018), figures on health insurance coverage are uncertain as they 

vary for similar time periods in different documents. Estimates indicate that by early 2016, existing 

insurance schemes accounted for only three percent of total health financing and covered 

approximately 22 percent of the population (Pedersen and Jacob 2018).9 Twelve percent was 

reportedly covered by the voluntary CHF, seven percent by the NHIF, one percent by private 

insurances, one percent by community-based health insurances and 0.12 percent by the National 

Social Security Fund (NSSF) (URT 2016, quoted in Pedersen and Jacob 2018). The NHIF and 

particularly the CHF have recorded an increase in the membership base since implementation. 

According to NHIFs own data, NHIF coverage has been steady around seven percent of the 

population in the period from 2012/13-2017/18 whereas a large increase is reported for CHF for the 

same period (from 14-32 percent coverage) (NHIF 2018). 

According to the literature, smaller private sector health insurance providers exist, along with 

informal micro-health insurance schemes provided by, for instance, churches and cooperatives, 

however, these operate on a very small scale (Mills et al. 2012, Pedersen and Jacob 2018). To this, I 

would add the myriad of different formal and informal associations which as I will show later 

commonly offer a one off amount in case of health related challenges. Given that only three percent 

of total health financing is covered by official insurance schemes (the reminder being out of pocket), 

the importance of such informal health insurance schemes should not be underestimated. This is 

particularly relevant for poorer sections of the population as according to Wang et al (2018), 

demographic and health survey data from the period 2015–2016 shows that NHIF covers mostly the 

top 40 percent in the income distribution.  

In 2015/16, several new schemes were introduced under NHIF attempting to broaden the uptake. This 

included a scheme for the elderly (Wazee Kwanza), for children under 18 years (‘Toto Afya Kadi’) 

and for expectant mothers (‘Mama na Mwana’) (IPP media April 24th 2016). It also included the 

KIKOA scheme which  

“is a health insurance scheme for groups in the informal sector e.g. VIBINDO, 

SACCOS, AMCOS, VIKOBA and special groups of registered entrepreneurs like 

motor cycle drivers (boda boda), food vendors or any other entrepreneurial 

group of members not less than 20. For KIKOA agents, the minimum number of 

members to be registered is 10.” (www.nhif.org.tz accessed August 2019) 

The KIKOA scheme extended informal sector access to the NHIF through allowing members of 

registered associations in the informal economy with a minimum of 20 members (if a minimum of 

10 members join) to sign up for 76,800 TZS annually per person. In addition, members can add up to 

six dependents for an additional annual fee of TZS 76,800 per head (NHIF presentation, April 2018, 

Dar; NHIF webpage accessed August 2019). According to figures from NHIF for the financial year 

2017/18, the KIKOA scheme has 33,057 members equivalent to 3.85 percent of the total NHIF 

                                                           
9 Lee et al (2016) report 20 percent coverage for 2014/15.  

http://www.nhif.org.tz/
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membership (NHIF 2018). Several associations interviewed had provided access to this scheme for 

their members, nonetheless, several reported lack of clarity with regards to whether the programme 

is still functional. According to some sources, the KIKOA scheme stands to be phased out in lieu of 

a national health insurance system however at the time of writing its status and future is unclear. 

The influence of international development partners in the adoption of the health insurances is 

undeniable and largely mirrors the international trends described earlier. However, as shown by 

Pedersen and Jacob (2018), major reforms (in both social assistance and in healthcare) were typically 

introduced with some very Tanzanian characteristics. For the health insurances, a characteristic 

feature “was the way in which a policy coalition of bureaucrats and development partners framed 

reforms as a way for the ruling party to live up to one of its core priorities since independence, namely 

improved and, eventually, universal access to health services, while at the same time improving the 

efficiency of the sector through the introduction of fees and insurances. The latter were also seen as 

a way to mobilise additional funds for the sector” (Pedersen and Jacob 2018:4). 

In general, the idea of universal access to social services, which was so prominent under Ujama, has 

re-emerged among ruling politicians in the 2000s in the wake of the hardship brought about by 

liberalizing reforms. This can be seen in the Vision 2025 development programme, which heralded 

the reintroduction of universal primary education and later this has spread to the health sector 

(Pedersen and Jacob 2018: 12).  

The National Health Finance Strategy for the period 2015-2020 proposes a single national health 

insurance (SNHI) program to be managed by the NHIF, which will be tasked with strengthening the 

CHF/TIKA in order to reach low income people and the informal sector (Ministry of Health and 

Social Services 2015). The strategy is directed towards achieving:   

 

…an expansion and consolidation of health insurance around a new mandatory SNHI 

programme. All Tanzanian citizens are expected to participate through contribution 

payments. The poor and vulnerable will be identified, based on the national socio-economic 

targeting mechanism applied by TASAF, and will receive full subsidisation. (Ministry of Health and 

Social Services 2015: 65). 

 

The Parliament was expected to pass SNHI legislation in 2017 (Wang et al 2018), however the law 

has not yet been approved. The interim plan while waiting for the SNHI is to have two coexisting 

schemes: The NHIF aimed at covering the formal sector and the improved community health fund 

(iCHF) intended to cover the informal sector and rural households (Lee, Tarimo, and Dutta 2018). 

According to Pedersen and Jacob (2018), so far, however, the route taken by the ruling party has been 

focused more on improving public health infrastructure than health insurance. In addition, even 

though reforms in health insurance have been pursued, the single mandatory national health insurance 

heavily pushed by development agencies has so far not materialized.  
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4.3. Collective organization of informal workers in Tanzania and the regulation of petty 

trade  

As noted, in Tanzania, attitudes and policies towards the informal economy have varied and with it 

attitudes and policies towards petty traders. In Dar es Salaam, local bylaws from the 1960s and 1970s 

made petty trading illegal. The 1980s economic crisis, however, resulted in some accommodation as 

witnessed by the 1983 Human Resources Deployment Act, which required every able-bodied person 

to work. This Act, which was originally intended to reverse rural urban migration, was reinterpreted 

as a ‘right to work’, and resulted in the establishment of municipal itinerant trader licenses (the nguvu 

kazi) (Brown, Lyons and Dankoco 2009: 674, Brown et al 2015). The move towards accommodation 

was perhaps most evident in ‘the Sustainable Dar es Salaam Project’ (SDP), initiated by UNDP and 

UN-HABITAT in 1992, which offered a participatory approach to city planning (Brown, Lyons and 

Dankoco 2009: 674, Brown et al 2015), in which the local government in Dar es Salaam encouraged 

representation of associations at the ward level as a channel for dialogue with authorities.  

This period was thus marked by an unusual openness to organisations of informal traders along with 

recognition of their right to work through municipal licenses for mobile traders (the nguvu kazi) 

(Brown, Lyons and Dankoco 2009, Brown et al 2015). Brown, Lyons and Dankoco (2009) note how 

by 1997 some 240 self-help groups had been formed representing 16,000 traders. Also two umbrella 

groups were established, namely VIBINDO (Association of Small Businesses) and KIWAKU (an 

association of clothes sellers). VIBINDO in particular achieved attention (which it still has today), 

not least due to its size (it represented some 300 associations with a combined membership of around 

40,000 people which today has increased to around 60,000) (Brown, Lyons and Dankoco 2009; 

Interviews).  

As noted by Brown, Lyons and Dankoco (2009), Tanzania has a long historical tradition of trading 

associations and other informal networks, which was intensified by the post-independence norms of 

socialism and self-reliance. In Tanzania, associations are commonly known by the Swahili word 

kikundi (plural: vikundi) referring to all sorts of associations. Vikundi have a long tradition in 

Tanzania, they were and are often multi-ethnic, run by contributions from members. They have 

elected officers (president, treasurer, and secretary) and often combine recreation and welfare 

functions (Tsuruta 2006).  

Since 2003, however, the participatory trajectory has been reversed towards increasing 

marginalisation and discrimination of informal traders and their organisations (Brown, Lyons and 

Dankoco 2009: 674). In 2003, the trader’s license (nguvu kazi) was cancelled, effectively making 

street trade illegal (Lyons and Msoka, 2010). The Finance Act from 2004 confirmed the requirement 

for all businesses to be registered and licensed (Brown, Lyons and Dankoco 2009) and in March 

2006, the Prime Minister instructed local authorities throughout Tanzania to move street traders from 

busy areas, leading to widespread clearances (Lyons and Msoka, 2010). Evictions at different scales 

have been and still are common in Tanzania, however, as is evident from our interviews and also 

noted by Barbere (2013), following evictions informal traders have almost always returned to the 

same spaces and continued with business as usual. 
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According to Brown et al (2015), looking at responses to the large evictions taking place in 2007, 

traders’ associations in Dar es Salaam were weak and the umbrella associations did not represent the 

views of traders on the ground. According to them, the two most important associations representing 

traders (at that time and still today) namely VIBINDO and TUICO (Tanzania Union of Industrial and 

Commercial Workers), had been co-opted by the establishment and that restricted their ability to 

protect traders from violent eviction. 

According to Tripp (2000), organisations like trade unions have been historically weak in Tanzania 

since independence, as the ruling party has sought to control independent sources of power (Tripp, 

2000). Although the autonomy of the trade unions increased with the reintroduction of a multi-party 

system in the early 1990s, trade unions in Tanzania are still swaying between continued control by 

the ruling party and efforts to establish themselves as autonomous organizations (Fisher 2011). 

The trade union movement in Tanzania has only quite recently begun to show an interest in organising 

informal workers (Fisher, 2011). In a context of declining trade union membership, informalisation 

of industrial and service jobs and a large and persistent informal economy, trade unions in Tanzania 

(but also in the international trade union movement more broadly, see Skinner 2008) are taking new 

measures to reframe people in the informal economy as part of the trade union constituency. This 

coincides with the growing international push towards inclusion of people in the informal economy, 

for example in social protection frameworks and in public legislation more generally. 

The last few years have seen a substantial push from several Tanzanian trade unions towards finding 

ways to incorporate the informal economy. Very few unions have yet succeeded in recruiting 

substantial numbers of informal members (as of yet only the unions representing transport workers, 

domestic workers and commercial workers), but a lot of strategizing, policy making and piloting is 

going on – often in cooperation with labour oriented NGOs and international or Western unions which 

now has inclusion of the informal economy as a top priority. Of particular importance for informal 

traders is TUICO which organizes around 4,000 petty traders and is an affiliate member of the 

international network of street traders ‘Streetnet International’ (the involvement of the trade union 

movement with the informal economy will be elaborated on in a later section and in particular the 

work of TUICO). 

In current day Tanzania, a plethora of traders associations exist, however most of them are weak and 

centred around helping members with life contingencies. If engaged in representation towards 

authorities, they face the challenge of dealing with numerous different entities in charge of governing 

different aspects of informal trade10 (Barbere 2013). Meanwhile, efforts towards formalising informal 

activities are ongoing despite the fact that the requirements demanded to formalize cannot be met by 

most petty traders. In addition, relocation policies continue notwithstanding that often relocation has 

                                                           
10 “While the Urban Planning section dictates the use of a particular space and their role ends there, the Finance and 

Trade department concentrates on the issuing of licenses and the collection of license fees or user fees. The Environmental 

Working Group operationalizes cleaning campaigns. Politicians are another group of stakeholders who are not part of 

the operational framework of municipal engagement with the informal sector, but nonetheless appear to be the main 

decision makers” (Barbere 2013: 255). 
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been unsuccessful as the new localities have failed to attract customers and hence the new markets 

have closed or remain empty as the infamous example of the Machinga complex in Dar es Salaam.11  

Nonetheless, associations form an important part of the lives of many Tanzanians and continue being 

common. Although consultation of associations is no longer encouraged (apart from in relation to a 

few of the recognized markets like e.g Mchikichini), newer regulation has in line with the overall 

formalization aim encouraged registration of associations incentivized through promises of support 

in the form of access to loans.  

Looking at the data we collected, it is clear that a strong driver for formal organisation and registration 

of associations is government pressure.  Respondents refer to drives in the political eras of Mkapa 

and Kikwete to move informal and nomadic traders to fixed locations and to register in formal 

associations.  This came alongside forced evictions and clearances of traders.  According to 

respondents, this pressure has eased in the current Magufuli era and as mentioned the president has 

on several occasions proclaimed that traders are to be left free to conduct their business.  

Nonetheless, a pressure to register in legitimate associations and individually remains. The pressure 

to register associations appears to have been incentivized through promises of support for formal 

associations. Indeed, local government does have the ability to direct some of its revenue to formal 

associations of e.g. youth and women under the local government finance policies.  In practice, it 

seems that very little revenue flows this way and apart from a few exceptions,  all interviews 

suggested there is little government support for associations. Government promises of support, 

particularly through loans was frequently mentioned, but had very rarely materialized. 

We heard that there is some money from Magufuli president when groups are 

registered although we are already registered our group we expect we could use 

that money to start some small project at the same time we continue with our 

saving and loan project but we never got the money.  (KII, Dodoma) 

From the point of view of association members, registration of their associations appears to be an 

important strategy for two reasons:  one to gain a degree of legitimacy in relation to the authorities 

(although this varies from place to place) and two, to organise forms of collective support for 

members such as loans or training. By far most associations encountered through our research were 

registered associations with a constitution guiding their operations.  

Interestingly, the more positive attitude expressed by the current president towards petty traders has 

gone together with a massive effort of registration of individuals (which can be seen as a continuation 

of the MKURABITA programme) along with what can be seen as a new form of taxation.  A recent 

                                                           
11 The government was granted a $16 million (TZS32 billion) loan from the National Social Security Fund (NSSF) for 

the construction of a building with the aim of accommodating petty traders. The Machinga Complex, as it is called, was 

completed in 2010, the building has 4,500 trading spaces and includes 4,206 stalls, eight storage rooms, 33 food vending 

spaces and 68 kiosks. However, few of all these spaces have been fully occupied and the project is now considered a 

white elephant (UrbanAfrica.net 15 June 2016 https://www.urbanafrica.net/news/dars-hawker-complex-is-a-white-

elephant/). 
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development has been the personal ID cards (also popularly called Magufuli cards) which have been 

pushed strongly by the president.  

In December 2017, President John Magufuli initiated the distribution of a total of 670,000 IDs to 

petty traders through the regional commissioners. The criteria for being eligible for the new ID is that 

the business capital does not exceed  four million TZS per annum (Tanzania Daily News 02.01.2018, 

The East African 15.12.2018) 

The total value of the 670,000 IDs (at 20.000 TZS each/ 9 USD) is 13.4 billion TZS (6.03 million 

USD) which are to be paid to the TRA (Tanzania Revenue Authority).12 The new model has been 

criticized by some commentators for diverting revenue away from the local government (who are still 

responsible for servicing the areas where the petty traders work – but are no longer supposed to collect 

trading fees) as all revenue from the new ID cards goes to the central government.13  

From the perspective of the traders, the new ID seems to have been generally well received, although 

it is somewhat unclear what traders actually get from having this card. For some traders in Kinondoni, 

the ID card seems to have provided them with an exemption from paying daily fees to local 

authorities:  

Those ids help us in revenue payments. We used to pay 500 everyday but 

currently we don’t pay we just pay 20000 per year” (FDG, Dar es Salaam) 

Others, however, reported still to be paying daily fees despite having purchased the ID card. An 

association from the Kariakoo market in Dar es Salam reported helping their members obtain the ID 

cards by identifying eligible people (their members) to the district commissioner. According to their 

chairman, the ID helps by providing recognition and is likely to help involve petty traders (commonly 

called machinga) in future negotiations with government: 

Interviewer: okay how does that help you - the id for machinga? 

Respondent: It’s helpful, and the first thing it helps in recognition as merchants. 

Before that, merchants seemed to be useless people, the second thing is planning, 

now the government has recognized us so we are heading in planning to plan 

about how we can do our businesses in good environment”(KII, Dar es Salaam) 

A leader of an association of fast food providers (Mama Lishe) noted how:  

It helps with TRA people. Before we used to be harassed by revenue authorities 

on the issue of license but now when they find you have it there’s no more 

disturbances for us small businesses, it is a license for us even those with shops 

they pay rent and also pay revenues, is like us (KII, Dar es Salam)  

In sum, authorities have had and still have an ambivalent relationship with the informal economy and 

approaches fluctuate between tolerance and evictions/relocations, often following election cycles 

                                                           
12 Conversion rate = 2221,58 as of December 1st  2017. 
13 See http://udadisi.blogspot.com/2018/12/is-machinga-identification-equal-to.html accessed 07.02.2019 

http://udadisi.blogspot.com/2018/12/is-machinga-identification-equal-to.html
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where fear of losing votes makes politicians put pressure on municipal authorities to go easy on 

informal operators until the election is over (see e.g. Barbere 2013). Despite the current more positive 

discourse pushed by president Magufuli, petty traders have very few rights in public space and if 

found guilty of hawking in unauthorised areas they are required to pay a fine of TZS 50,000 (USD 

21.90).14 Meanwhile, efforts at formalising the informal economy – at the moment predominantly via 

registration and relocation – continue. The following section explores in more depth the survey and 

interview data collected.  

5. Informal traders, their challenges and access to social protection in Dar es Salaam and 

Dodoma 

Of the 286 petty traders, which participated in the survey, the average age was 35 years, and 56 

percent were female. These figures are comparable to those for age and gender reported for the 

informal economy in the 2014 Labour Force Survey (ILFS 2015). As we see in Table 1, the 

educational level varies quite a lot but perhaps tellingly, less than a quarter had above primary level 

education but also this is in line with ILFS figures.15 

                                                           
14 Unless otherwise noted, the average USD rate from June 2018 to December 2018 is used throughout the paper. The 

rate were 2284.5 TZS per USD. 
15 ILFS (2015) reports 71.4 percent of people engaged in informal activities in general to have primary education.  
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Table 1. Summary statistics of petty traders 

  Tanzania N=286 Dar es Salaam N=134 Dodoma N=152 

  Sum Mean 
Std. 

Deviation 
Mean 

Std. 

Deviation 
Mean 

Std. 

Deviation 

Association 

member* 
  0.34 0.47 0.33 0.42 0.34 0.48 

Formal 

insurrance 

enrollment 

(health/pension) 

57 0.20 0.40 0.09 0.29 0.30 0.46 

Health 

insurance 

coverage 

64 0.22 0.42 0.13 0.33 0.31 0.46 

Gender 

(male=1) 
127 0.44 0.50 0.53 0.50 0.37 0.48 

Age   34.85 11.19 36.04 11.82 33.8 10.53 

Married 162 0.57 0.50 0.55 0.50 0.58 0.50 

Local born 134 0.47 0.50 0.25 0.43 0.66 0.48 

Mean daily 

earnings 

(current 

USD)** 

  7.87 13.83 8.46 12.15 7.36 15.06 

Assets (house 

and/or land) 
119 0.42 0.50 0.34 0.48 0.48 0.50 

Primary 

incomplete 
38 0.13 0.34 0.1 0.30 0.16 0.37 

Primary 

complete 
183 0.64 0.48 0.69 0.47 0.6 0.49 

Secondary or 

above 
65 0.23 0.42 0.22 0.41 0.24 0.43 

Wage-worker 16 0.06 0.23 0.05 0.22 0.06 0.24 

Own-account 223 0.78 0.42 0.82 0.39 0.74 0.44 

Micro-business 46 0.16 0.37 0.13 0.33 0.19 0.39 

Notes: Summary statistics based on the full sample. * Association member figures are from the random sample where N 

= 179, N= 89 and N=90 respectively. ** Due to the large standard deviation and the large difference between the mean 

and median values, the median value 3.72 USD is thought to be a more accurate indication of the “general” earning 

level. The median value for Dar es Salam is USD 5.38 and for Dodoma it is USD 3.28.  

Source: Authors elaboration based on project survey data.  

 

The heterogeneity of informal traders becomes very clear when looking at the assets they own. As 

seen in Table 1, 42 percent of the survey respondents own (or their spouse owns) a plot of land or 

the property where they live.16 An equal amount (43 percent) however do not (nor do their spouse) 

                                                           
16 Note that 31 percent of all respondents possessed at least two assets, 13 percent possessed at least three and two percent 

possessed at least four assets.  
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possess any assets at all, even when including issues like remittances, livestock or motorized vehicles 

(see Table 2).  

 

 

Table 2.  Do you/your spouse own any of the following assets? 
  Frequency Percent Cumulative 

Percent 

Own a plot of land 89 31,1 31,1 

Own the property where you live 30 10,5 41,6 

Receive money/remittances from 

relatives 

1 ,3 42,0 

Have children that attend private 

education/Pay own fee 

3 1,0 43,0 

Livestock 14 4,9 91,6 

Motor vehicles and Bikes 3 1,0 92,7 

Businesses and Structures  21 7,3 100,0 

None of the above 125 43,7 86,7 

Total 286 100,0   

Source: Authors elaboration based on project survey data.  

 

Likewise, the median daily wage of 3.72 USD listed in Table 1 also hides large differences. As seen 

in Table 3, in our sample there is a large difference between the 10th and the 90th percentiles (0,99 

USD versus 17.51 USD daily) however, 75 percent earn 7.66 USD or less per day.   

Table 3: Percentiles for daily earnings  

10% 25% 50% 75% 90% 

USD 0.99 

TZS 2,262 

USD 1.97  

TZS 4,500 

USD 3.72 

TZS 8,500 

USD 7.66 

TZS 17,500 

USD 17.51 

TZS 40,000 

Source: Authors elaboration based on project survey data.  

 

In addition, large differences were reported between “highest” and “lowest” take home earnings, 

indicating a highly fluctuating income stream.17 Looking at the earnings (profit/wage)18 reported for 

petty traders, the mean daily earning was 17,979.02 TZS (USD 7.87), while the median was 8,500 

TZS (USD 3.72) (see Table 2 and 3). Calculated as monthly earnings, this amounts to 431.496,36 

                                                           
17 Highest/Lowest mean = TZS 25,127/10,852; median = TZS 10,000/5,000. 
18 Respondents were asked to report whether their highest and lowest wage (for people receiving a wage) or profit per 

day or week depending on their preference. The amounts have been converted into a daily measure, based on sample 

medians (working six days and eleven hours per day) and are calculated as the mean of the low and high estimate reported. 

The observations on wages are based on 284 observations (six outliers have been removed). 
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TZS (mean) and 204.000 TZS (median). For comparison, according the Wageindicator.org, real 

incomes for low skilled workers in Tanzania were in 2018 between 242,900-419,500 TZS.19 

Using logged earnings data, we find that men have a significantly higher mean earnings compared to 

women20 while mean incomes as expected were higher in Dar as compared to Dodoma.21 The ILFS 

note higher average monthly earnings for self-employed informal men as opposed to women (288,124 

versus 161,001) but in general report higher earnings in Dar as compared to other urban areas (ILFS 

2015).  

For 94 percent of the respondents, petty trade was their main source of income although 29 percent 

also had a secondary occupation. In terms of the actual activities of the petty traders participating in 

the survey, the largest group (40 percent) were street vendors selling different items such as 

magazines, sweets or personal utilities, 35 percent were selling cooked foods or snacks, whereas 15 

percent were selling different food items in particular fruits, but also grains, spices, vegetables etc. 

The remaining 10 percent were involved in different service activities such as for example car 

washing, shoe shining or were selling other goods such as for example fabric or décor (figures not 

reported in tables). As mentioned, the traders were mobile and/or working in a space without a fixed 

structure and as such, their work is generally characterized by very low entry barriers, high 

competition and most often no officially recognized space of work.  

Employment related benefits like unemployment benefits, paid maternity leave, severance pay, work-

injury compensation etc. were practically non-existent. This is not a great surprise, as most petty 

traders have no direct employers (only six percent consider themselves wageworkers). The majority 

are either own account workers (78 percent) or micro-enterprise owners with one or two helpers (16 

percent).  

Micro-enterprise owners or own account workers, however, will not infrequently hide that some kind 

of employment relationship lies behind the business operation. As such, most small traders do not 

make the products they sell and not infrequently they will work on commission for larger established 

businesses in what has sometimes been called hidden employment. 

As explained by a representative from the trade union TUICO:  

We call them self-employed, but there are other categories. We came to realize that these street 

venders work with big business men that in the morning they are going to the owner and take some 

goods and go to sell in the street. At evening, they go back to the owner and get commission of what 

and how much he/she sold. That is employment relationship, that’s why we say they are also 

employees. (TUICO, Dar) 

                                                           
19 According to the wageindicator.org, the monthly minimum wage in Trade, Industry and Commerce was in 2019 (with 

effect from Jul 01, 2013) 115,000 TZS. In comparison, the living wage for a typical family was estimated to be between 

545,600-764,100 TZS (https://wageindicator.org/salary/living-wage/tanzania-living-wage-series-january-2018-country-

overview). 
20 Pearson Correlation = 0,118 significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 
21 Pearson Correlation = 0,158 significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 
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Employment relations which are more in the open (but often still far from regular wage relations) are 

the micro businesses which have one or a few people helping out run the business.  

INTERVIEWER: Do you have any one working for you? 

INFORMANT: I only have one employee. 

INTERVIEWER: Is that normal for the small traders in your group to have one 

person working for them or most of them work on their own? 

INFORMANT: Most of them work on their own. The one helping me today is 

actually a house maid but during the day when the kids are at school she has 

nothing to do at home so I let her tag along with me at the shop during the 

day…(KII, Dar). 

But even though some traders are in some ways employed, they are not in any standard employment 

relationship and it is hard to see how the employment relation could form the basis of a “western 

style” social protection system in which social protection is predominantly accessed through the 

employment relationship.  

In Tanzanian labour legislation, employment related social protection is linked to a standard 

employment relationship and hence does not cover petty traders. As seen from Table 1, social 

insurance enrollment and coverage in the areas of health and pension are quite low, 20 percent and 

22 percent respectively. This is largely explained by the lack of any standard employment 

relationship, which means that petty traders have to sign up voluntarily and make the full contribution 

out of their own pockets.  

For most of the key characteristics illustrated in Table 1, differences between Dar es Salaam and 

Dodoma were minor, indicating consistency across locations for issues such as educational level or 

age. The gender profile however differed slightly as the sample consisted of 47 percent females in 

Dar es Salaam, but 69 percent in Dodoma. As expected, median wages were lower in Dodoma (3.28 

USD) compared to Dar es Salaam (5.38 USD) and similarly as expected, a larger proportion of traders 

in Dar es Salaam were immigrants to the city (75 percent), whereas in Dodoma 66 percent were 

locally born. This might help explain why more traders in Dodoma held key assets (land or property) 

in their family than in Dar es Salaam (48 percent versus 34 percent). Finally, social insurance 

coverage was markedly higher in Dodoma (31 percent) compared to Dar es Salaam (13 percent), 

which can be explained by the existence of the Community Health Fund (CHF) outside the capital as 

discussed in more detail below.  

5.1.  Access to formal insurance schemes 

Tanzanian has three public insurance schemes potentially encompassing informal operators. That is 

the National Health Insurance Fund (NHIF), the Community Health Fund (CHF which has recently 

been relaunched in a new version as the improved Community health fund i-CHF) which is also under 

the NHIF (but which is co-financed by the government and targets rural populations and people 

without formal employment) and the National Social Security Fund (NSSF).  
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The survey results indicate that active enrolment in pension schemes amongst petty traders is very 

rare as only one percent reported participation. This was strongly corroborated by the qualitative 

interviews in which respondents considered pensions to be out of their reach. The criteria that one 

has to contribute for 180 consecutive months (15 years) to be eligible for pension under the current 

NSSF pension scheme makes it a very poor fit with the reality of most informal traders.  

Nineteen percent of the petty trader sample contributed directly to some kind of official health 

insurance. Membership was divided between CHF (twelve percent), NHIF (five percent), NSSF (one 

percent) and other insurance (one percent). When looking at actual coverage, 22 percent of our sample 

were covered by health insurance (this includes cases where a spouse or relative is the primary 

contributor) with a similar division between the different schemes. These numbers correspond to the 

estimated national coverage of 22 percent reported in Pedersen and Jacob (2018), but are lower than 

the 39 percent reported by the NHIF (seven percent NHIF and 32 percent CHF) (NHIF 2018). 

Interestingly, almost 13 percent of the respondents (37 persons) who were not currently contributing 

to an NHIF scheme had previously done so. When asked the reasons for leaving the NHIF, common 

answers were related to leaving a job, the quality of the service or the cost, as seen in Figure 1. 

Figure 1. What were the reasons for leaving the NHIF? 

 

Source: Authors elaboration based on project survey data.  

 

We also asked the respondents (a total of 229 persons) who did not currently contribute to any formal 

insurance scheme why they did not contribute. While many different reasons were given, the most 

common answer was “it is too expensive”, the second most common that they had “no knowledge 

about insurance” and the third most common that “procedures are too complicated”. Hence, although 

schemes are available, we can identify problems related to costs, procedures, information flows and 

finally, to retaining enrolled members.  
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5.1.1. What characterizes petty traders enrolled in formal insurance schemes 

compared to non-enrolled traders?  

In order to examine the relations between formal social insurance enrollment and key worker 

characteristics, we first elaborate a test of means (see Table 4 in Appendix). Based on the results of 

our tests of means we then use a standard probit model to test for significant relations between formal 

insurance enrollment (as the outcome variable) and the chosen independent variables. 

 

Table 5: Formal Social insurance enrollment 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 

Gender (male=1) -,404** -,374* -,408** -,323 -,245 

 (,1960) (,1986) (,2040) (,2113) (,2181) 

Assets (house and/or land) ,412** ,417** ,426** ,355* ,366* 

 (,1941) (,1969) (,2026) (,2095) (,2104) 

Married ,119 ,103 ,057 ,052 ,017 

 (,1983) (,2011) (,2067) (,2132) (,2154) 

Association member ,046 ,021 -,055 -,097 -,095 

 (,1985) (,2082) (,2144) (,2211) (,2222) 

Age  ,006 ,007 ,012 ,010 

  (,0084) (,0086) (,0090) (,0091) 

Local born  ,270 ,334* ,064 ,075 

  (,1799) (,1865) (,2049) (,2062) 

Daily earnings (log mean in 

USD) 
 -,016 -,014 ,030 ,028 

  (,0818) (,0848) (,0874) (,0878) 

Primary complete   ,336 ,441 ,415 

   (,3159) (,3257) (,3272) 

Secondary or above   ,940*** 1,047*** 1,006*** 

   (,3374) (,3486) (,3507) 

Dodoma    ,822*** ,799*** 

    (,2218) (,2237) 

Microfirm     ,571 

     (,5054) 

Own account     ,211 

     (,4616) 

N 286 286 286 286 286 

Notes: Marginal effects for the probit estimations. Dep. variable: worker contributes to formal health/social insurance. 

Reference category for Primary education completed and Secondary education or above is Primary education 

incomplete. Reference category for Micro-business and Own-account is Wage-worker. 

Standard errors in parentheses. * p<0.10, ** p<0.05, ***p<0.01 

Source: author’s elaboration based on the project survey data. 
 

Table 5 column 1 reports the correlation between social insurance enrollment and key worker 

characteristics. We note that marital status and membership status are no longer significant (as 

otherwise indicated in Table 3 – see Appendix) when controlling for gender and assets. In column 2 

and 3 we stepwise add controls for first age, migration status and daily earnings and secondly (in 

column 3), for education status. In column 4, we control for location and note that gender loses 

significance. This is due to the combined effect of the variable member status and location which 

both have an uneven gender balance (members are 70 percent female and the sample from Dodoma 
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have 63 percent female respondents compared to 47 percent in Dar es salaam). Finally, in column 5 

we control for type of worker. We note that the variables assets, secondary education or above and 

location remain significant at similar levels across the columns, leading to the conclusion that traders 

living in Dodoma are 80 percent more likely than traders living in Dar es Salaam to enroll in formal 

insurance schemes and that on average traders with a house or a piece of land in the family are 37 

percent more likely to enroll compared to ones without these assets. Finally, traders with secondary 

education or above are much more likely to enroll compared to traders, which have not completed 

primary education. 

  

These findings seem to indicate that official health insurance mainly caters for the segment of 

informal traders who are already more resilient (in that they are more likely to have assets in the 

family and have higher education), but also that access to formal health insurance is more widespread 

in Dodoma, which is most likely related to the cheaper CHF option available there.  

 

During qualitative interviews, no interest was expressed with regards to the more affordable CHF 

scheme, nor the urban counterpart TIKA. When mentioned during discussions, it was always in 

relation to the poor quality of the service offered as in the example below: 

When I say health insurance I do not mean the CHF as we have already heard 

that CHF insurance is not reliable as some of the previous speakers have pointed 

out that CHF does not cover for some services and medicines prescribed to 

patients, it only covers for Panadol which any one could easily buy from a 

pharmacy instead of visiting the hospital, other hospitals would go as far as 

saying they are out of medicine and that one should go get medicine from a 

pharmacy which is something we are all aware of  and we already know where to 

get the medicine so there is no point in joining health insurance if we will face the 

same inconvenience that we have been trying to avoid. Thank you (FGD, Dar es 

Salaam)  

Of more interest to participants was the newly introduced KIKOA scheme. In 2014/2015, the 

government diversified NHIF to engage the informal economy through the MUTUAL (commonly 

known as KIKOA) scheme. Under this scheme, members of registered associations in the informal 

economy with a minimum of 20 members can join (if a minimum of 10 members sign up) for 76,800 

TZS per year per person. Dependents can be signed up at the cost of an additional 76,800 TZS per 

person (NHIF presentation, April 2018, Dar es Salaam). Several associations had provided access to 

this scheme for their members, as will be discussed later in in the section on association services. 

5.2. The borderlines of legitimacy- rasmi/siyo rasmi22 

Interviews suggested a range of views on the borderline between formal and informal (in Kiswahili 

translated to rasmi/sio rasmi meaning official/not official).  In the example below, formality is given 

in the payment of tax and through a business license. 

                                                           
22 Kiswahili for official/not official, which seems to be the words most closely corresponding to formal/informal.  
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In our group we have members with different category, some of them are formal 

and some are informal because some of them deal with kind of business like mine 

I mean they don’t have license they don’t pay tax etc. but for those who I said are 

formal is like that pharmacy there which is owned by one of our member because 

she pay tax and business license…(KII Dodoma) 

Others extended this view to consider whether they had a secure place of trading: 

Also the place where that business is conducted is recognized/allowed by laws 

that is to say a business has a TIN NO, no disturbance from the authority to the 

place where that business is running… (FDG, Dar es Salaam) 

Yet others associated informality with illegal activities, whereas some argued that formal status is 

reserved for government employees. The organization and registration of groups of petty traders also 

seems to have conferred a degree of formality on individually unregistered businesses as the example 

quoted below.   

At first, we all knew that our association was informal but currently after being 

registered, even though some of the women engage in informal businesses but 

they now proud and boast that they are members of a formal association Eeh. 

(FGD, Dar es Salaam) 

For some people the concepts of informal/formal simply did not make much sense and thus was not 

used to self-identify with:  

Realistically speaking I think I am no different as compared to you. I haven’t been able to tell apart 

a formal from informal sector, not yet. (FGD, Dodoma). 

For others, the key difference was the employment relation and access to social security: 

Participant: The difference between formal and informal, informal sector we are 

self-employed but those in formal have been employed, we even differ on social 

security issues for example health insurance, the others in formal sector they’re 

beneficiaries of those insurances but for us in informal sector we use cash to 

access services and that’s our biggest challenge (FGD, Dodoma) 

Even though there is a large heterogeneity of perceptions on own status and what it means to be 

formal/informal, the term is by no means insignificant, as it is used to govern the city space and the 

people working in it (as described earlier). This also becomes clear when looking at what respondents 

perceive to be their key challenges. 

5.3. Perception of key challenges 

When asked during qualitative interviews and discussions what traders perceived to be their key 

challenges, problems with authorities were mentioned frequently (evictions, confiscations, fines, 

harassment) along with insecurity of trading spaces, which again is tightly related to relations with 

authorities. Lack of access to health insurance and lack of capital and access to credit were also 
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considered major challenges by many. In addition, lack of training on business skills was mentioned 

as a problem.  

Whereas the qualitative interviews probed more broadly as to what was perceived to be key 

challenges by the participants, the survey asked more narrowly about work related challenges 

(respondents were asked to “Describe the two key challenges/threats/problems you face in your 

work”). Sorted afterwards into categories, a variety of challenges emerged (see Figure 2 below). Here, 

issues related to problems with authorities come out again as important, although fluctuations in 

income (including having few clients) was the challenge mentioned most often followed by exposure 

to the environment. A simple cross-tab indicates, that harassment is somewhat more prevalent in Dar 

es Salaam and amongst male traders23 and lacking business more prevalent in Dodoma24 but apart 

from that, we found no distinguishable patterns between what was perceived to be key work related 

challenges and other worker characteristic. 

Figure 2. Key work-related challenges  

 
Source: Authors elaboration based on project survey data.  

 

Another survey question asked respondents “Which are the working conditions that affect you the 

most in a negative way?”. In response to this question, physical problems like fire hazards, air 

pollution, heat or exposure to the weather was most commonly mentioned (by 58 percent) as the most 

important negative conditions at work.25  

Taking the survey responses and the qualitative interviews together indicates a range of work related 

challenges affecting informal traders, while what is considered the most pertinent challenge varies 

between individual traders. Of particular importance seems to be limited or fluctuating income (which 

is also evident in the wide differences between low and high daily income estimates reported), 

                                                           
23 Pearson  Correlation 0,130 and 0,136 respectively and both significant at the 0,05 level. 
24 Pearson Correlation 0,164, significant at the 0,01 level. 
25 A similar picture emerged from the ones who mentioned a second and third condition. 
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exposure to physical conditions and problems with authorities as well as lack of access to health 

insurances. As problems with authorities were perceived as an important challenge in both the 

qualitative and quantitative data and since this is also related to many of the other challenges the 

traders face, below we elaborate on this aspect based on the qualitative interviews. 

5.3.1. Relation to the authorities 

Although harassment from authorities was commonly mentioned as a major challenge, it was also 

widely mentioned that there had been some improvements since president Magufuli took office. That 

the president had publicly made statements in favor of street traders was noted mainly as a welcome 

sign of appreciation and a shift from being regarded as a nuisance more than it seemed to have actually 

changed their daily interactions with local authorities much.  

“…you see we street vendors have had a very rough history at market places from 

harassments, and mistreatments from civic militia to our goods beings 

confiscated, so with this we all thought it was right for us to have our own 

association. Although we are out of that mess now since our president Magufuli 

gave the street vendors the right to perform their activities in Kariakoo market, 

some of us still do not think that it will be maintained for long so we think maybe 

someday the system will change and we will go back to the old ways when street 

vendors were being mistreated and harassed at their business premises.” (KII, 

Dar es Salaam) 

As illustrated in this quote from a leader of an association of street vendors operating in the Kariakoo 

market, historically, the approaches and rhetoric of different governments towards petty traders have 

differed, not just between different presidents, but also with the election cycles and hence trust in the 

longevity of the current more positive climate is limited. Another trader pointed out the erratic 

changes that the traders go through in the following words: 

…..let me give a short history. In our group Kibega which is under Vibindo 

Society we got a permit from home affair ministry to run our business at Zanaki 

street area during the time of former president Mkapa but when the power change 

from Mkapa to Kikwete he destroyed that area and spread us at all…We are still 

there but not officially. (FDG, Dar es Salaam) 

In addition, the quote above shows how evictions most often have very limited effects as after a period 

of turmoil, the evicted traders return to resume business as usual. Importantly though, government 

actions like evictions can have detrimental effects not just for the individual traders (Skinner 2008) 

but also for their associations as exemplified in the following quote: 

Ok as I said before that when we started our group we used to have a lot of good 

planning but as I said we didn’t survive long since the government come to 

remove us from there so that action destroy a lot of our planning (FGD, Dar es 

Salaam). 
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Some associations would seek to assist members in case of problems with authorities though most 

associations saw themselves as powerless and incapable of helping their members in the face of what 

they considered harassment from the authorities: 

For example I should use an example of my colleague who said he is engaged in 

the charcoal business, he may be caught by natural resource department on his 

way back from the source of the charcoal, they even ambush his place of business, 

our group cannot do anything to help and it won’t put any kind of effort to try and 

help. I don’t think it is just our group that will not take an initiative to help a 

member in such a situation, I think it is the same with most groups. It’s just that 

we ourselves haven’t come together to join forces and find representatives who 

will help us fight this kind of oppression against small entrepreneurs. Small 

entrepreneurs selling perishable goods like fruits and vegetables face the same 

kind of challenges …So this small entrepreneur will be required to stand on their 

own without backup from their groups in such situations. (FGD, Dodoma) 

As noted by Barbere (2013),26 representation towards authorities is furthermore challenged by the 

fact that numerous different entities are in charge of governing different aspects of informal trade. In 

the following, we explore in more detail how exactly associations would assist their members. 

6. Petty traders associations 

Forms of trader associations appear as a continuum ranging from the informal efforts of traders 

working in a similar location to help each other out with daily challenges and life contingencies, to 

those which are larger and more robust organizations based around representation or secure trading 

locations or belonging to a larger umbrella structure which gives access to different kinds of 

resources. In-between these extremes are a rich variety of associations focusing on savings and loans 

(in more or less developed forms), joint business activities, empowerment of women, or on 

representing members towards external actors such as local police or ward officials. 

Most associations will require regular contributions from members, but the amount and specific 

organization of it varies a lot. The survey results indicated that around 25 percent of respondents 

belonging to an association did not pay regular monthly contributions, but out of the 75 percent that 

did, 36 percent paid between 1,000-5,000 TZS, 14 percent paid between 6,000-10,000, 19 percent 

paid between 11,000 – 50,000 and six percent between 51,000 and 100.000 (see Figure 3 below). 

                                                           
26 As described by Barbere (2013: 255),“while the Urban Planning section dictates the use of a particular space and their 

role ends there, the Finance and Trade department concentrates on the issuing of licenses and the collection of license 

fees or user fees. The Environmental Working Group operationalizes cleaning campaigns. Politicians are another group 

of stakeholders who are not part of the operational framework of municipal engagement with the informal sector, but 

nonetheless appear to be the main decision makers.” 
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Figure 3. Average monthly contributions  

 

Notes: N=107, mean = 12462.62, median = 3000 Std. 19827.88 

Source: Authors elaboration based on project survey data.  

 

In current day Tanzania, although consultation of associations is no longer encouraged (apart from in 

relation to a few of the recognized markets like e.g Mchikichini), newer regulation has in line with 

the overall formalization aim encouraged registration of associations, incentivized through promises 

of support in the form of access to loans.  

By far most associations encountered through our research were registered associations with a 

constitution guiding their operations. From the point of view of association members, registration of 

their associations appears to be an important strategy for two reasons: 1) to gain a degree of legitimacy 

in relation to the authorities (although this varies from place to place) and 2) to organise forms of 

collective support for members such as loans or training. Government promises of support, 

particularly through loans was frequently mentioned, but had very rarely materialized.  

Although associations varies a lot, in general limited size and financial resources means that most are 

vulnerable towards disruptions such as members defaulting as will be discussed in a later section. 

In the following section, I briefly look into three associations to illustrate some of the variety in terms 

of organizational set-up and purpose.  

6.1. Three association stories 

VIBINDO society27 

The umbrella association VIBINDO has been active since 1995 and reports to have more than 60,000 

members organized in 630 groups of small businesses. VIBINDO stands out with regards to its size 

and its ability to be perceived as a voice representing informal micro enterprises amongst donors and 

some public institutions.  

                                                           
27 Based on interviews with VIBINDO chairman, with the chairmen of two VIBINDO member groups including one 

founding member and, with members of VIBINDO member groups participating in FGDs as well as secondary literature. 
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Adversarial relations between petty traders and authorities together with a perceived lack of 

representation formed the basis of the establishment of VIBINDO in 1995, when 19 associations 

came together to form an umbrella organization to represent their interests towards authorities. 

VIBINDO has since then been involved in establishing their own private micro health insurance 

scheme, in negotiating the KIKOA scheme with NHIF, in offering financial services and training for 

members and in general representation and advocacy amongst others negotiating with authorities in 

attempts to secure trading spaces.  

They are organized at the national level with an executive committee, including chairman, secretary, 

treasurer and executive committee, but they also have representation at regional and district levels. 

Their self-described mission is “to assist its members for transforming, formalize and grow their 

micro businesses and industries in order to enhance opportunities for access to markets, social 

security, conducive business premises, financial services …” (presentation, Dar es Salaam, May 

2018) 

VIBINDO members who are predominantly male (around 80 percent) are not limited to petty traders, 

but this group forms their largest constituency along with manufacturers (e.g. food processing or 

carpentry) and service providers (e.g. mama/ baba lishe or mechanics). Of the petty traders, the large 

majority are own account although a few have employees. As such, VIBINDO has more of a private 

sector perspective as compared for example to the trade unions which focus on the relationships of 

employment. For instance, they are members of Tanzania private sector foundation (TPSF), a private 

organization lobbying to promote business interests in national policy platforms such as the Tanzania 

National Business Council (a public private partnership). This is also illustrated in the fact that 

VIBINDO is directed at small enterprises rather than wage workers.  

…only the owner will be member not workers. This means that association have 

this small enterprises and enterprises have wage workers but association doesn’t 

look on wage workers but sometime these wage workers separate from their 

employers so we request them to register as a member of association (KII, Dar es 

Salaam) 

As mentioned, VIBINDO is a well-known name (“you know we brand our name so that everybody 

can know who VIBINDO is”) also amongst donors. They have had several projects with the ILO, 

including one where they initiated their own private health insurance scheme (more on this in a later 

section) and have also participated in a donor funded project on constructing a market. In addition to 

externally funded projects, their source of funding comes from membership contributions and from 

offering commercial services like training and assistance in registration of associations.  

TUICO28 

TUICO has around 80,000 members and is considered one of the better organized and resourced trade 

unions. In their membership are around 4,000 informal petty traders and TUICO is an affiliate 

member of Streetnet International. The branches of informal petty traders are predominantly based in 

                                                           
28 Based on interviews with two TUICO officials, a former TUICO representative, representatives from two TUICO 

branches and several branch members participating in FGDs. 
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established markets, as the union has found these informal workers easier to approach, as they know 

where to locate them. Hence, for practical reasons, access to a somewhat secure vending space is a 

key consideration for the union when they plan reaching out to informal workers. A newer initiative 

from TUICO (originating in an externally funded programme they had with Streetnet International) 

has been to establish a bargaining committee with two members from each of the market based 

branches they have in Dar es Salam.   

That is a new thing, what we did is we conducted our research and realized that 

many problem between the municipal authority and trader is the outcome of lack 

of bridge between municipal and traders. Also there is lack of information that 

government authority sits themselves and make decision overnight for example 

let’s go and shift traders of a certain place and destroy all the stores. What we 

did is we started something like MOU to the municipal government that wherever 

they want to do we have to sit together government, traders and union and make 

discussion together before taking any action (KII, Dar es Salaam)  

The experiences with this innovative initiative deserves further research, but based on communication 

with three branch leaders and a handful of branch members (the latter participating in FDGs), 

experiences with the committee (as with TUICO more generally) vary from lack of knowledge about 

the existence of the committee to enthusiasm, as illustrated in the quote below by an ordinary member 

of the Mchikichini branch. TUICO representatives acknowledge the varied reception of the initiative 

amongst branches and relate that it has been hard to coordinate meetings where more than a handful 

of representatives show up.   

We used to send our problems to local leaders for further steps to be taken 

because the government start with them but what we came to understand they 

took our claims to nowhere, so TUICO educated us, we had a committee there 

because there are some things the government directs but it cannot perform them, 

so you as business people on your own you need to come together and solve your 

problems otherwise if you go to market management nothing will be solved, so it 

needs your committee that will go and discuss the matter with the district director 

or anyone there (FDG, Dar es Salaam) 

The quote illustrate what could be argued to potentially be a particular strength of the trade unions 

more generally, namely the ability to, and experience with going beyond the particular local market 

setting. Apart from the issue of representation, TUICO also offered collateral for some of their 

branches (to enable them to secure bank loans) and training and seminars on different issues including 

on entrepreneurial skills.  

The engagement of trade unions with the informal economy is recent and even in TUICO (which is 

one of the most successful organisations in terms of actual recruitment of informal operators) the 

work only started from around 2010. External actors such as the American based labour NGO 

Solidarity Center, the Netherlands Trade Union Confederation (FNV) and Streetnet International 

seem to have played an important role in this new engagement, as also illustrated by the following 
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quote from a former TUICO representative: “All these skills actually we got them from 

Streenet…Streenet and FNV. They were running a lot of workshops for us. Training, even long 

training” (KII, Dar es Salaam). 

The approach of TUICO to enrolling members from the informal economy is to incorporate already 

existing groups of informal workers as union branches. KAVIMCO for example, which is a group of 

traders selling kanga and vitenge in Mchikichini market became incorporated as a TUICO branch and 

all the members of KAVIMCO enrolled as individual union members under the KAVIMCO branch, 

which counts around 60 active members. In TUICO, it has been decided to leave it up to the branches 

themselves to decide how much informal members should contribute to the union as the traditional 

two percent salary deduction is not an option for them. Staying with the example of KAVIMCO, they 

decided to pay TZS 1,000 as individual union membership fee. Although the informal economy 

members do not contribute equally, all union members have equal rights in terms of voting and 

possibility to be elected into official posts.  

The story about how KAVIMCO came to be a TUICO branch is probably unique as they were 

dormant members (meaning that they had paid TZS 100 each for TUICO membership cards, but after 

that had had no further engagement with the union) until a fire destroyed the Mchikichini market, 

some seven years back. After the fire, they were again approached by TUICO, which enabled the 

construction of an office for the association which since then has been an active union branch (in the 

sense that they pay regular membership fees). According to the branch leadership, apart from the help 

they received after the fire:  

“The other thing that motivated us to join TUICO is that it provides us with legal 

representation, enables our members to attend different entrepreneurial seminars 

that help us do our businesses efficiently, and seminars about how to proper 

utilize our loans where we select some of our members to represent us in such 

seminars and they provide us with the relevant feedback. So that is how TUICO 

works and it is for the most part the things that motivated us to join TUICO.” 

(KII, Dar es Salaam) 

 

UHINDIN STREET MACHINGA association in Dodoma29  

The association of petty traders working at UHINDIN Street in Dodoma is quite illustrative of an 

association in which members do not work in a trading space recognized by the authorities. It consists 

of around 70 members both male and female – all petty traders who work in the area. They do not 

pay a membership fee, but there is a system of contribution through which every member contributes 

TZS 2,000 when a member faces a health related problem or death in the family.  

The group members used to conduct their business at another area (the Jamatini bus stand) where the 

association was also involved in dividing workspaces amongst the members. Some months back they 

                                                           
29 Based on interview with deputy chairperson.  
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were forced to move and in the new location, they are also facing problems with the authorities as 

stated by the deputy chairperson:  

“also some time we have a lot of trouble from city guard who come to chase us 

though when they come we as a leaders we solve it but to be honest we never 

relax in this business that this area is not for machinga so we are supposed to 

leave. So when they come is to take our properties like tables and product for 

example last week they came to run that operation so during the whole exercise 

most of our properties are destroyed.”(KII, Dodoma)  

The quote illustrates common challenges faced by groups of traders whose trading space is not 

recognized by the authorities and hence even though the leaders of the association might try to 

represent their members interests towards the authorities, they are often powerless when facing forced 

evictions or confiscations of their products. 

Not all associations are equally well organized nor do they have the same ability to deliver services 

to their members. Although it is difficult to assess organizational capabilities and power, it 

nevertheless was clear that associations differed tremendously with regards to their robustness (ability 

to withstand fluctuations in membership and financial flows); their connections to people and 

organizations in power; their negotiation, leadership and business skills, as well as the financial 

resources of the association members. 

It seems that there is some connection between the organisational capabilities of the associations and 

the type of association (and the role it plays) – with the ones which are under an umbrella structure 

and /or control access to particular spaces being stronger and better organized. In particular, it was 

often associations organized into a larger umbrella structure, which engaged in representation and 

voice and also in training and capacity building. 

In addition, the majority of the more robust and diversified groups were found in Dar es Salam. As 

such, most groups encountered in Dodoma were limited to mutual help with life contingencies and/or 

savings and loan functions.  

As outlined in our analytical framework, one way of addressing the issue of associational capabilities 

and power in a structured way is to look at the power resources available to the associations. Thus, 

below, we discuss petty traders associations using the PRA concept, which builds on the concepts 

(originally conceptualized by Wright) of structural power (derived from workers position in the 

economic system) and associational power (derived from the formation of collective organizations of 

workers) (Schmalz et al 2018). The PRA was conceptualized to analyse the resources available to 

formal workers and starts from the basic premise that organized labour can successfully defend its 

interests by collectively mobilizing different power resources (Schmalz et al 2018). Nonetheless, a 

broad reading of the different power resources (as discussed in more detail eralier provide useful tools 

in comparing and discussing both the actual and potential extent of different forms of power amongst 
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associations of informal petty traders.30 The framework does, however, as we shall see, offer less 

explanatory power with regards to associations which are not focusing on representing member 

interests to external actors. Furthermore, the approach has no vocabulary to conceptualize issues like 

the importance of recognized access to space nor the changing relations to political elites.  

6.2. Power resources 

6.2.1. Associational power  

Based on the sheer magnitude of petty traders and the rich variety of associational life amongst them, 

associational power seems to be potentially highly relevant. When looking at pure numbers, the two 

largest associations TUICO and VIBINDO stand out – not just because of their numbers, but also 

with regards to their capabilities in representing member interests.  

According to Brown et al (2015), looking at responses to the large evictions taking place in 2007, 

they found TUICO and VIBINDO to have been co-opted by the establishment, which restricted their 

ability to protect traders from violent eviction. As also illustrated in our short accounts of TUICO and 

VIBINDO above, our data (based on the opinions of leaders of member associations as well as that 

of ordinary members) adds to this view a more varied picture with viewpoints ranging from regarding 

membership of the larger organizations as very useful to seeing it as irrelevant. Thus, why we do not 

assume that these associations always cater successfully for the interests of their members, our data 

does indicate potential in forming larger umbrella structures. Both VIBINDO and TUICO have been 

able to offer different kinds of support to their affiliated groups such as access to training and 

representation towards the authorities.  

In general, most associations worked on their own, although a few were part of a larger institutional 

umbrella structure like for example members of VIBINDO, SHIUMA31, or the trade unions. In 

addition, some of the rotating loan funds were also organized into larger structures. In most cases 

where associations have facilitated access for their members to external services (loans, training, 

health insurance) they have been in an umbrella structure. An association of traders working in 

Nyerere Square in Dodoma outlined how their capabilities had been strengthened through training 

and support provided by the national level association SHIUMA: 

We got a chance to work with one organization called UMOJA WA MACHINGA 

TANZANIA. They helped to conduct a meeting here in Dodoma and we managed 

to invite different machinga leaders from other parts of Tanzania, Immigration 

department, TRA and financial institution like NMB Bank to give us a seminar 

through this organization. (KII, Dodoma) 

A slightly different example comes from a COTWU T (a registered trade union for transport workers) 

affiliated group of mama lishe (fast food providers) at Ubungo bus terminal. According to the branch 

secretary, the affiliation to COTWU T had helped in several ways amongst others by providing 

members with COTWU T ID cards as noted by one respondent:  

                                                           
30 For examples of application of power resources to informal economy workers see Kumar and Singh 2018, Riisgaard 

and Okinda 2018, Selwyn 2007 and Rizzo 2013. 
31 Umoja wa machinga tanzania is a newer and loosely coordinated national network of petty traders. 
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“Interviewer: what do you gain by having a COTWU T ID? Participant: it helps 

a lot we as small businesses we can now conduct our business without any 

inconveniences from city constables, before this IDs we were disturbed a lot as 

our businesses were harassed but now we are identified as members of COTWU T 

so if anything happens we explain to COTWU T and they clear the issues”  

Here, it seems that the affiliation with an established trade union offers some kind of legitimacy and 

protection to members and hence we touch upon what in the PRA has been labeled institutional 

power. 

6.2.2. Institutional power  

Within the PRA, institutional power derives from laws, regulations, procedures and practices that 

regulate the relationship between worker associations and employers (Schmalz et al 2018), or in the 

case of informal traders, the relationship between associations and authorities. Apart from a few 

recognized markets where informal petty traders have representation, the institutional set-ups at 

national and local level do not consider informal trader representation except for in an ad hoc manner. 

Thus, in the context of petty trade, sources of institutional power could potentially be advanced by 

tapping into established tripartite structures via affiliation with trade unions (at government level) and 

more informally tapping into the access to authorities that trade unions have at more local levels as 

was the case with the bargaining committee mentioned earlier. A similar potential access to the 

political and administrative system seemed to be in place for VIBINDO affiliated associations as 

relayed here by the leader of an association of coconut sellers: 

Sometimes if you have a problem or any kind of challenge with the municipal the 

leaders they (VIBINDO) can go there to present us …If you face the big problem 

you can call the VIBINDO, or come to the office to tell them this is to big for us 

please support us (KII, Dar es Salaam) 

VIBINDO also seem to have at least some access to authorities at the national level like in the case 

of the KIKOA scheme where they were the key (and only informal economy) counterpart to NHIF in 

negotiating the scheme. This engagement however seems largely ad hoc and based on personal 

connections, although as mentioned, VIBINDO is a member of the TPSF. On a very small scale, 

attempts at regulating informal traders (via IDs) and their associations (via formal registration) can 

also be seen as a way of ordering the relation between traders and authorities although it is yet unclear 

if this could potentially be used to harness institutional power.  

Another form of institutional power is available to associations of members who trade in a local 

government sanctioned place. Organisations, which have control over their spaces and official 

government recognition for managing that space, appear to be well organised and functioning. This 

is to say nothing about how representative these organisations are or how local power works within 

them. However, such groups have legitimacy and procedures to represent their members towards 

local authorities. For some groups, this institutional power is limited to market management (whether 

public or private), whereas for others it can extend to the ward level.  Registered associations, in 

which members do not have a sanctioned place of trading on the other hand, are threatened by 
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harassment and eviction. However, as illustrated earlier, the power that comes with control over space 

is potentially time limited, as a sanctioned trading place might not continue to be sanctioned under 

changing political leadership. 

6.2.3. Societal power  

Societal power arises from cooperation with other social groups and organizations (coalitional power) 

and from society’s support for the demands put forward by workers (discursive power). In the context 

of Tanzanian petty traders, coalitional power is seen in alliances with organizations of other types of 

informal workers, with trade unions, with other civil society organisations or with foreign NGOs and 

development actors. As illustrated earlier, for both TUICO and VIBINDO, support from external 

organizations such as foreign NGOs figured prominently. 

Although the informal economy in general and the petty trade sector in specific is poorly coordinated, 

recently, a few attempts at broader coalitions and cooperation between different types of associations 

has taken place. An official from the national trade union federation TUCTA in cooperation with the 

German Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung (FES) recently tried to convene a broader coalition of informal 

operators resulting in the formation of the association TAISETU32 that aims to represent the informal 

sector more broadly. TAISETU is a coalition of a range of Tanzanian informal economy associations 

composed of diverse occupations such as boda boda drivers, street vendors, market vendors, fish 

mongers etc. In 2018, TAISETU applied for registration as a Trade Union (with more than 100,000 

signatures). The wish to become registered as a union was partly motivated by the quest for 

representation as illustrated in the quote below:  

“…if we are together and registered and also known by the government is easier 

to be connected to the financial institutions that’s why we are together and all of 

us needs loans. Another thing is, you may be coming from TUICO, TUCTA or 

something, TUICO has representatives sometimes they go to the parliament or to 

the state house to explain their needs and challenges but we as informal sector we 

don’t have those, that’s why we are trying to get together so that in future we will 

have someone to represent us in the government side so that we can move our 

things.” (FGD, Dar es Salaam) 

In the end, however, TUCTA did not endorse the approach. TAISETU’s application for trade union 

registration was denied, and it remains to be seen whether the coalition will survive. The case of 

TAISETU also illustrates strong internal divisions within the trade union movement organized under 

TUCTA. Several leaders of TUCTA affiliated unions, in particular TUICO, were strongly against the 

very idea of having informal workers organize in a separate union and hence not following the 

established lines of demarcation between occupational sectors that the unions traditionally organize 

by. It also illustrates some of the challenges of externally led processes of coalition building which 

run the danger of not being owned by participants in the same manner as grassroots initiatives and 

which might have trouble surviving when external support and funding cease.  

                                                           
32 Chama Cha Wafanyakazi Wa Sekta Isiyo Rasmi Tanzania. 
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In 2016, SHIUMA was formed, reportedly in an attempt to establish a national street vendors’ 

association. The association seems loosely coordinated and functions without member contributions, 

however it does seem to signify yet another recent attempt at broader coalition making.  

When looking elsewhere for examples where petty trader associations have succeeded in influencing 

legislative changes towards rights and inclusion, this has most often come about either through a 

change in urban planning policies towards decentralization and participation (as was the case for 

example in Dar es Salaam and Durban South Africa in the 1990s (Skinner 2008)) or through extensive 

mobilization, coordination and organization of petty traders (as have been the case in India – see 

Kumar and Singh 2018). It seems clear that currently decentralized and inclusive planning has little 

political clout in Tanzania, but also, that the potential power that could be harnessed through the 

second strategy of mass-mobilization is so far left largely unexploited. A cause for slight optimism is 

perhaps, that the two largest associations TUICO and VIBINDO have had a range of meetings to 

discuss possible areas of cooperation although as illustrated in the quote below, competition over 

constituency is still evident: 

Yes we have been in discussion to see how we can work together and we are on 

the process to write MOU. But the major issue is to look on what will be our role 

together because TUICO don’t have member they want to penetrate to get our 

members but the question is what will be the benefit for us [VIBINDO] to be 

members of TUICO and what the modality because TUICO themselves say their 

members are individual but VIBINDO is groups and normally union work with 

wages workers. (KII, Dar es Salaam) 

As stated in the quote, quite a few issues stand between close cooperation between the two 

organisations. Nonetheless, it does illustrate a broader tendency, which has materialized during the 

last few years, namely that of trade unions proactively seeking to extend cooperation with associations 

of informal workers and at the same time extend their constituency.  

Discursive power (which describes the power to successfully influence public discourses and public 

opinion) is not very strong in Tanzania, as petty traders are still widely seen as a nuisance, as 

representing something backwards and in need of formalization. However, some interesting processes 

can be observed relating to discursive power if understood broadly as different framings of informal 

traders. The current favorable utterances by president Magufuli, for example, have in a top-down 

manner been shaping public discourses on petty traders in Tanzania and might, if continued, result in 

increased societal power.  

7. Services offered by petty traders associations 

As seen from Table 6, the majority (63 percent) of traders belonged to an association that they would 

categorize as Sacco/Vicoba/Kikundi (which means that it is either related to savings and loans and/or 

support for death or health related issues in the family33) and a bit less than one third (30 percent) 

                                                           
33 While Saccos and Vicobas are savings and loan associations registered in a specific way, Vikundi are informal groups, 

which possibly also offer some kind of savings and/or loan function or they might just offer support in case of funerals 

and hospitalization.  
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belonged to what they classify as work related associations. As the Sacco/Vicoba/Kikundi category 

is not very differentiated, we also characterized association types based on what members thought 

was the key benefit they received from being a member. As seen in Table 6, this showed a similar 

pattern, although here, 49 percent mentioned loans as the main benefit, whereas 16 percent mentioned 

social cushioning (i.e. schools, weddings, funerals, hospital etc.). The results reveal some locational 

differences, with voice and representation mentioned as the most important benefit in Dar es Salaam 

only, while loans was to a higher degree perceived to be most important in Dodoma. 

 

Table 6. Key worker characteristics, association members only 

 
  

  
Tanzania N = 166 Dar es Salaam N = 

74 

Dodoma N = 92 

Sum Mean Std. 

Deviation 

Mean Std. 

Deviation 

Mean Std. 

Deviation 

Formal insurance 

enrollment (health/pension) 

39 0.23 0.43 0.09 0.30 0.35 0.48 

Association type:               

Sacco/Vicoba/Kikundi 105 0.63 0.48 0.54 0.50 0.71 0.46 

Work-related 50 0.30 0.46 0.41 0.49 0.22 0.42 

Women/youth/religious 11 0.07 0.25 0.05 0.23 0.08 0.27 

Benefit type:               

Work-related  49 0.30 0.46 0.34 0.48 0.26 0.44 

Social cushioning 26 0.16 0.37 0.14 0.34 0.17 0.38 

Voice and representation 10 0.06 0.24 0.14 0.34 0.00 0.00 

Loans 81 0.49 0.50 0.39 0.49 0.57 0.50 

Barriers (yes=1) 83 0.5 0.50 0.47 0.50 0.52 0.50 

Association fee (yes=1) 124 0.75 0.44 0.77 0.42 0.73 0.45 

Source: author’s elaboration based on the project survey data. 

 

These findings diverge slightly from Roever (2014), who, based on a study of street traders in ten 

cities, identified three ways in which membership-based organizations are seen to be helpful to street 

vendors: 1) mediating between vendors and local authorities; 2) functioning as a source of 

information and provider of training and advice to street vendors for example about basic rights and 

current developments in policy; and 3) resolving conflicts among vendors as well as providing a 

forum to voice their concerns (Roever 2014:43). Conversely, Skinner (2008) in a literature review on 

petty trade finds associations to focus on one or more out of three concerns – financial services, 

lobbying and advocacy. Our findings would add to this list informal social insurance (in case of health 

related problems or death in the family).  

Table 6, however, also shows that about half of the associations were reported to have barriers for 

joining the association. While the other half were reported not to have any entry barriers, nonetheless, 

they might still require regular cash contributions. In fact, 75 percent of association members 

answered that they had to pay a membership fee to their association and 40 percent also answered 
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that they were required to pay additional regular contributions but the amount and specific 

organization of it varied a lot.34 

Regardless of how the associations were categorized, most associations offered several different 

services to their members. Overall, the associations provide a wide variety of services to their 

members and most of the services can be seen as a form of informal social protection. Based on the 

qualitative interviews, a few particular services stand out as being very common. Most frequently 

mentioned was some form of informal social insurance (in case of health related problems and death 

in the family), which almost all groups offered. After this came provisions of small loans, sharply 

followed by training/knowledge sharing and representation and voice. In addition to delivering actual 

services, some associations also provide access to external services such as loans, training or health 

insurance.  

When members (participating in the survey) were asked what specific issues they had mostly 

contacted their association about, the most common of all answers was for help with negotiating with 

authorities with regards to access to trading space, harassment or eviction (see Figure 4). This was 

followed by asking the association for progress reports on loans, savings or contributions and by 

asking for help with better terms of employment or for work related challenges. Asked whether 

contacting the association helped to resolve the issue, 75 percent said yes and 19 percent answered 

that it partly helped resolve the issue.  

Figure 4. What specific issues have you mostly contacted your association about? 

 

N= 59, Source: author’s elaboration based on the project survey data. 

 

In the following, we organize our discussion of the specific services offered by associations using the 

typology of SP elaborated by Devereux and Sabates-Wheeler (2004). Their framework distinguishes 

                                                           
34 The maximum amount reported was 100,000 TZS (44 USD), while the mean was TZS 12,210 (5 USD) and the median 

TZS 3,000 (1.30 USD). 
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between four main types: protective, preventative, promotive and transformative. Protective measures 

include targeted safety net measures (also known as social assistance) and as mentioned are not 

covered by our study. Preventative measures include social insurance programmes such as pensions, 

health insurance, maternity leave and unemployment benefit, as well as informal insurance 

mechanisms. Promotive measures might include access to microfinance or vocational training while 

transformative measures would seek to address concerns of social equity and exclusion such as e.g. 

collective action for workers’ rights. 

 

7.1. Preventive measures 

7.1.1. Informal social insurance 

Contributions to meet the unforeseen needs of group members is a very common part of collective 

life in Tanzania (in kin groups, between friends, in workplaces and all forms of collective 

association). Hence, collective contribution based financial support to group members is not 

particular to trader’s associations.  

Although this can be considered a form of informal social insurance (preventive social protection in 

the framework of Devereaux and Sabates-Wheeler), there is a need to further disaggregate what the 

associations actually offer in terms of assistance in case of life contingencies (e.g. by voluntary 

contribution only or a fixed amount taken from the association account). The same is the case for the 

savings and loan opportunities offered (varying from very small amounts used to cover life 

contingencies such as death, marriage, illness and school fees to more substantial loans used for 

business investment), which we turn to in the next section.   

All associations offered some form of collective financial support. This ranged from event-based 

responses to a member’s problem, e.g. contributions to funeral costs to more formalized and specific 

insurance schemes. In a FDG in Dar es Salaam, participants for example mentioned that their 

association paid an amount of money for a caesarean birth but not a ‘normal’ one.  The extent of such 

schemes may reflect the financial capability of members, as well as the size and robustness of the 

association. A typical example of very minimum welfare cushioning is the Lebanon group from 

Dodoma: 

Our group was established in 2016 basically so that we can help each other for 

instance in celebratory events and funerals where we contribute TZS 2,000 each 

member in case it happens. We also help each other in minor problems that we 

can help solve. (FDG, Dodoma) 

As the Lebanon group has 20 members (all women), a maximum of 40,000 TZS (17.51 USD) will be 

collected and subsequently received by a member in need. In general, for the associations 

encountered, the amount that a member would be given in case of sickness or death in the near family, 

ranged between 40,000 and 300,000 TZS (USD 17-131) with the most common being between 

100,000 – 150,000 TZS (USD 44-66) as a one-off amount. Often, it would be spelled out in the 

constitution of the associations how much was to be received for what: 



 

CAE WORKING PAPER 2020: 4 
 

48 

ok the kind of support we give our members is like advising and loan, but also 

maybe if one of our members having  a problem like relative death first we sleep 

at funeral area and we pay some money as our condolence. The amount of money 

we contribute depending with relationship between a dead and our member for 

instance for father, mother, husband, wife and children we contribute 100,000  as 

a group and for let’s say nice, nephew, dependent or brother-in-law  we 

contribute 50,000 as a group (KII, Dodoma) 

In addition, as illustrated in the quote above and below, many groups also help in a more practical 

and reciprocal supportive manner by showing up for major events or by helping host these events:  

As I may have mentioned, before the association aimed at women helping each 

other in both good and bad time, especially in funerals and celebratory events 

only. If a member is faced with any of the two events then the members of the 

association will take over activities like cooking and others so as to make sure the 

event is successful. (KII, Dar es Salaam) 

Whereas no groups were found to provide financial assistance in the case of maternity (apart from 

cases which required hospitalization), some groups give new mothers a three-month leave from group 

responsibilities and payment of membership fees.  

7.1.2. Associations facilitating access to formal social insurance 

As mentioned earlier, in 2014/2015, the government diversified the national health insurance fund to 

engage the informal economy through their associations under the KIKOA scheme. Three of the 

groups interviewed (all from Dar es Salaam) had facilitated access to the KIKOA scheme. Not all 

members of the associations had joined, but they had facilitated that NHIF representatives present the 

scheme and register their members and then subsequently some members had enrolled.  

One of these associations (an organization of coconut sellers) had earlier been part of a private micro 

insurance initiative organised through VIBINDO in collaboration with the ILO, which commenced 

in 1999. The private scheme however stopped as VIBINDO from 2015 engaged with the NHIF 

regarding the new KIKOA scheme. 

A group of mama lishe (women fast food providers) working at Ilala market had also facilitated 

contact to NHIF and registration of all members but it is unclear if any members had signed up. 

Finally, a trader from Mchikichini market related how a Sacco that she belongs to had invited the 

NHIF to a meeting some years back and as a result, several people had signed up after that. She also 

related how the KIKOA scheme apparently was about to stop or to be reorganized: 

…there are some members who have been directly affected, they were told that 

there’s a bill been sent to the parliament which means Kikoa has been removed 

from providing insurance services… we received people from NHIF we asked 

them what is going on. He told us they’re still working on it and our fellows cards 

are still there so what we need to do is write a letter and they will create another 
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system where individual members will be going to the NHIF to pay and they will 

set a specific amount to be paid. (FGD, Dar es Salaam) 

This was also reported by another group, which had tried to facilitate access to the KIKOA scheme 

and at the time of writing it is unclear whether the KIKOA scheme is still open for registrations. Two 

other groups reported to be in the process of registration, while three associations narrated how they 

had tried to facilitate access but failed. Various reasons for this were given, e.g. that NHIF officials 

came to tell them about the scheme but did not return or that the processes of registration were either 

unclear or too cumbersome and time consuming. A representative from the NHIF on the other hand 

observed how the KIKOA scheme is challenged by adverse selection and this might help explain the 

lack of clarity with regards to the status and future of the initiative: 

The groups come with promise of registering all members of groups but 

ultimately register very few who have medical needs. This is against principles of 

Social Health Insurance which requires large number of members. (NHIF 

presentation, April 2018, Dar es Salaam) 

In sum, public insurance has recently become more accessible with the KIKOA scheme. However 

while the 76,000 TZS fee is accessible for some, extending coverage (at an additional 76,000 TZS 

per person covered) probably brings it out of reach for a large portion of informal traders – for 

example those 50 percent of the survey respondents who reported their daily earnings to be below 

8,500 TZS (see Table 2) - an amount out of which they also have to pay for food, shelter, school fees, 

medical bills etc. In addition, administrative lack of clarity coupled with adverse selection problems 

seems to have hampered the rollout of the KIKOA scheme.  Regardless of the challenges however, 

the high level of interest and engagement with this new scheme still point towards potential in 

thinking about health insurance tailored to informal workers associations. 

7.2. Promotive measures 

7.2.1. Loans for life contingencies or for capital 

Moving to what in the framework of Devereaux and Sabates Wheeler can be characterized as 

promotive social protection, the majority of the associations encountered offer some kind of revolving 

loan fund where members can save and take small loans.  

From the survey data, we know that 25 percent of the petty traders sample had received a loan within 

the last twelve months. Of the 60 people receiving a loan, 68 percent had received the loan from one 

of their own associations, whereas 22 percent had received the loan from a bank or other private 

financial institution.35  

Sometimes the loans from associations are from the pooled monthly membership contributions only, 

and sometimes they are organized around some kind of stock buying. Then, depending on how much 

stock a member has bought, the member can borrow typically three to four times the value of the 

stocks at a small interest (typically 5-10 percent). Apart from a few exceptions where the group had 

                                                           
35 The remainder had received the loan from friends/relatives, from a cooperative or from a government institution.  
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either managed to accumulate capital on their own or succeeded in obtaining a bank loan, only very 

rarely did loans exceed more than a few hundred thousand TZS 200,000-300,000 (USD 88-131). 

While association interest rates (where these were applied) were considered very low, the available 

funds were widely considered insufficient to cater for members’ demands for loans. Consequently, 

access to low interest external loans was greatly desired, but out of reach for most groups, as stated 

by an association leader in Dodoma:  

Another challenge as leaders we face a lot of claims especially to the issue of 

loans because people may want a certain amount of money we as a leader we 

know if we will give that amount of money other people will not get so that person 

may think we consider other people much over others. But there is no way out, we 

try to do our best because needs are more (mahitaji ni makubwa) than available 

money for loans so we give according to what we have, not what they want. We 

know people will blame us for two or three days but next month, things will be 

normal as usual. (KII, Dodoma) 

 

Access to external low interest loans was frequently reported to have been promised to associations 

if they registered their group, however most often, access had not materialized. In the case of the 

associations that were branches of trade unions (COTU T or TUICO), the trade union would 

sometimes act as guarantee/trustees for branches to apply for a bank loan. 

In sum, it seems that loans obtained via associations are mainly to cover life contingencies and 

smoothen income, whereas there were only few examples of loans for business development. Access 

to finance is arguably an important component of the growth of informal micro enterprises (92 percent 

of the own account workers surveyed expressed interested in growing their business). However, as 

also noted by Brown et al (2015), access to finance is only one out of many factors, which inhibits 

growth and thus should not be seen in isolation from other issues such as harassment, conflict over 

the use of public space and other insecurities.   

7.2.2. Training, knowledge sharing, bulk buying for members and income generating 

activities organized through the associations 

Members from nine of the associations participating in the qualitative interviews reported to have 

participated in training either provided by or facilitated access to by their associations. The training 

mentioned was predominantly on business and entrepreneurial skills such as for example training on 

how to run a business, how to handle a loan or more hands on skills such as how to produce sellable 

items such as soap or candles. 

…for example tomorrow on 29th there’s a seminar. We will do it as Uwamata 

and will give trainings to entrepreneurs for those who will be willing. We will 

train on how to make handbags, peanuts and soaps making (KII, Dar es Salaam) 

Sometimes knowledge sharing would spill over into joint income generating activities as the example 

below with the Amani group in Dodoma, which had started out as a self-help group assisting women 
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in a particular neighborhood with life contingencies but had over time diversified into undertaking 

various business activities: 

So we tried other entrepreneurial activity, I myself have attended different 

entrepreneurial trainings where I learned how to make batik fabrics, soap, toilet 

detergents so I saw that it was good if I shared what I know with my fellow 

members and maybe we can do it as a group…. So what we do is buy the 

materials required let’s say I for instance own my own business a part from the 

group. So we have a class held every month so as to train others how to make 

such stuff where every member is required to buy their own materials depending 

on their level of income so as to attend the class. So we make the batik fabrics all 

together and each member gets the end product as batik fabrics to go sell to other 

people. The member gets to keep the profit but maintains the capital for business 

until when we meet the following month is when we will make other items (KII, 

Dodoma) 

As illustrated in the quote above, some associations have diversified their forms of support to include 

bulk buying for members or income generating activities organized through the group. Such activities 

can also be seen to fall under the category of promotive social protection, as they function to stabilise 

or enhance real income, consumption and capabilities. The quote below shows extensive efforts by 

one group to establish a food co-operative to benefit members and the wider community: 

We have a food project where we empower our self with some food.  That is we 

buy foods items like flour, rice, sugar then we loan it ourselves, but also at the 

moment we manage to sell to other people though this project but the main 

challenge that face us is a shortage of capital, since we started this project is like 

four months ago but the project is doing very well because food is necessary. 

(FGD, Dar es Salaam). 

7.3. Transformative measures 

About one quarter of the associations encountered through qualitative interviews were involved in 

some kind of representation of members, which falls within the transformative category of social 

protection. The scope and limitations with regards to representation have already been discussed in 

relation to associational power above, so suffice to emphasize here the importance of this social 

protection measure for petty traders who as noted earlier (see Table 3) in the survey listed ‘help with 

negotiating with authorities’ as the issue they had most often contacted their association about.  

Related to representation and voice and also falling within the category of transformative social 

protection is empowerment of women. Several associations were for women only (one quarter of the 

groups encountered) and although that in itself does not necessarily constitute empowerment of 

women, sometimes that was the result or even an explicit aim. Quite often helping women in 

particular was part of the reason for forming the groups in the first place. The quote below from a 

member of a women’s only group in Dodoma illustrates how sometimes group participation can 

lessen the dependence on husbands and make the women more independent: 
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before we use to depend on our husbands on getting money but they would just 

leave money for necessary domestic needs, if you get a very little amount of 

money that’s how you’re not able of reaching your goals, but now we have 

groups that we use to support each other, we have started our businesses, you can 

take-up a loan for business. So far now we don’t have too many challenges 

because at least we get something from our groups, unlike before when we 

depended on our husbands. (FDG II Dodoma) 

One association in Gongolamboto market came into existence in 2013, spurred by an organisation 

named “Equality for Growth” which provided trainings on women rights. 

“Participant: so they are the ones who firstly influenced us in market areas as 

women, and their core purpose is to make women conscious and can contest in 

different leadership positions in market areas as long as we are allowed (KII, Dar 

es Salaam) 

Gender dynamics in mixed gender groups was not a specific focus of our research, but nevertheless 

did come up at times during conversations. For the associations that were branches of the trade union 

TUICO, having a gender committee was an institutionalized rule and although that in itself is not a 

guarantee that gender issues are voiced less alone addressed, it could possibly be a step in that 

direction.  

Interviewer: I can see that there are two TUICO’s leadership structures 

displayed, one lays out  both men and women as leaders and a separate women 

only leadership committee as well. Why is that? Participant:  Because it is the 

principle that it has to be that way, according to TUICO’s guideline requires that 

there should be a separate committee for women only, it is also a small committee 

with almost 3 to 4 members that is under any TUICO branch, and it acts as the 

ears of the association to women’s issues. (KII, Dar es Salaam). 

Another organisation formed by traders seeking events business reported other pressures contingent 

on gender dynamics.  For example, in the quote below the member suggests she has pressure to use 

her gender to appeal to potential clients. 

Because I’m the only women  let’s say somebody assign you that your need to do decoration 

your need to supervise transport so when you ask how should I do all of this activity he may 

tell you that you’re a women use your gender to influence a sponsor to make that happen so 

they need me to use my gender for advantage and that is  where a challenge comes from 

because you may find yourself having a lot of activities simply because you’re a women 

(FDG, Dar es Salaam) 

Another participant from a group of mama lishe around Ubungo bus terminal related how they had 

started out as a women only group but eventually had invited two men to join for security purposes.  
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8. What characterizes members of associations compared to non-members?  

Bromley (2000:14 quoted in Skinner 2008) claims that street trader associations ‘typically represent 

older, established and licensed traders’. Our results differ somewhat, in part because the traders we 

sampled were very unlikely to have a business license.36  

In order to examine the relations between association membership and key worker characteristics, we 

first elaborate a test of means (see Table 7 in Appendix). Based on the results of our tests of means, 

we then use a standard probit model to test for significant relations between association membership 

(as the outcome variable) and the chosen independent variables. 

                                                           
36 Off the own account and micro firms participating in the survey, five percent had registered their business, one 

percent had a business license and one percent had both a registration and business license.  
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Table 8: association membership and key worker characteristics 

  (1) (2) (3)  

SP Enrollment 
,016 -,016 -,092 

(,2189) (,2247) (,2324) 

Gender (male=1) 
-,764*** -,756*** -,762*** 

(,1726) (,1731) (,1800) 

Married  
,481*** ,480*** ,447** 

(,1759) (,1764) (,1786) 

Age  
,031*** ,031*** ,032*** 

(,0079) (,0080) (,0083) 

Assets (house and/or land) 
,218 ,202 ,208 

(,1841) (,1868) (,1892) 

Daily earnings (log mean in 

USD) 

,158** ,168** ,162* 

(,0803) (,0818) (,0833) 

Local born  ,107 ,122 

(,1803) (,1932) 

Dodoma  ,029 ,037 

(,1900) (,1824) 

Primary education 

completed 
  ,207 

(,4458) 

Secondary education or 

above 
  ,268 

(,3881) 

Micro-business   ,150 

(,2511) 

Own-account     
,438 

(,2952) 

N 286 286 286 

Notes: Marginal effects for the probit estimations. Dep. variable: Worker is a member of an association.  

Reference category for Primary education completed and Secondary education or above is Primary education 

incomplete. Reference category for Micro-business and Own-account is Wage-worker. 

Standard errors in parentheses. * p<0.10, ** p<0.05, ***p<0.01 

Source: author’s elaboration based on the project survey data. 
 

Table 8 column 1 reports the correlation between association membership and the key worker 

characteristics. We note that assets and SP enrollment are no longer significant when controlling for 

earnings, age, gender and marriage status. In column 2 and 3, we stepwise add controls for first 

location and migration status and second (in column 3) for education status and type of worker. As 

seen in Table 8, the variables gender, marriage status, age and earnings remain significant at very 

similar levels across the columns, leading to the conclusion that women are 76 percent more likely 

than men to seek out associations and that on average members are slightly older than non-members 

and married traders are 45 percent more likely to be members. This could likely be because persons 
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with family responsibilities consider the cushioning offered by associations more attractive or 

necessary. On average, members have earnings that are 16 percent higher than non-members. This 

could point towards members being slightly better off than non-members, although we can only 

speculate as to which way the causality runs. Along with the entry barriers discussed above, these 

differences should be taken into account when considering access to SP through associations.  

9. Characteristics of the Social Protection offered by the associations 

It is clear from the discussions above that informal worker associations offer a wider portfolio of SP 

than public schemes, however, what exactly is offered differs widely between groups. 

 

Comparing the services delivered by the associations to formal public or private service providers, 

for example loans or social insurances, some differences stand out, which at the same time speaks to 

the attractiveness of informal SP measures, while simultaneously pointing at some of the 

shortcomings. 

 

First, the informal social protection offered by groups is focused on particular forms of assistance. 

These include preventive measures (micro insurance), promotive measures (savings, loans and to a 

lesser degree training and joint business activities) and at times transformative measures (voice and 

representation). It generally does not cover protective measures or what is often called social 

assistance. As informal SP is operating based on reciprocity, as such they require members to be able 

to contribute (to varying degrees) and hence will tend to exclude the poorest segments from 

participation and particularly the more well-functioning groups can be difficult to access. 

 

While the principle of reciprocity ideally has the effect of mutual commitment, it might also in some 

cases lead to “reprisal” against members who have been less committed than expected and as such 

can be seen as informal institutions for enforcement and compliance. 

In our group… it requires a member to be an active participant in the group that 

is attending all the meetings, paying membership fees and taking part in other 

members problems, but if a member is not an active participant there is less 

initiative to contribute and help them as well in their time of need (FDG, 

Dodoma). 

The importance of reciprocity and personal relations potentially has the drawback of members being 

excluded or sidelined for personal reasons. On the other hand, the more personal nature of the services 

provided also means that it often includes more hands-on practical help and emotional support such 

as for example members showing up for major events or helping host these events.  

 

In addition to being based on reciprocity, informal SP amongst petty traders is furthermore 

characterized by being personalized, trust based and timely. While formal health insurance schemes 

build on the idea that you can get medical attention when needed, in practice however, restrictions on 

treatment facilities, restricted resources at particular facilities and limits on the services covered under 

the insurance means that this is not always the experience (particularly with the more affordable 
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CHF/Tika scheme). With regards to death in the family, procedures for insurance payouts can be 

bureaucratic and time consuming. In comparison, the micro insurances were generally described as 

more timely, flexible and based on personal trust. 

 

If a member is admitted to a hospital within twenty-four hours , we contribute one 

hundred thousand to each member so as to help cover up for some medical bills 

(FDG, Dodoma). 

Payouts in informal SP schemes are organized differently in particular associations and only cover a 

limited amount, however they tend to be more inclusive in terms of who is covered, where treatment 

is taking place and what the treatment is for. 

Our constitution states that anyone who lives in my house they are recognized by 

the group constitution as primary care takers, if anything happens to anyone 

you’re living with incase of death, a group member will be given a contribution 

from the group, or in case of sickness (FGD, Dodoma). 

While payouts were sometimes based on voluntary contributions only, most often, a particular amount 

was set. Some of the schemes, nonetheless, where flexible if the amount needed exceeded that of the 

original contribution. 

Well in our group if a member has been hospitalized, we make a TZS 5,000/= 

contribution each member to help our fellow, and if it happens that the medical 

bill is in excess of what we have contributed then we make another contribution to 

cover up for the excess bill (FDG, Dodoma). 

For another group, however, the elastic nature of health-related expenditure was exactly why they 

had decided to pursue the option of a larger formal health insurance scheme:  

as for example what pushed the members to work on accessing health insurance 

was a case we encountered where one of our members once got sick, she was 

admitted to the hospital for weeks and as per associations constitution a member 

is supposed to be given TZSs.200, 000/= from the associations funds after being 

admitted to the hospital for 2 weeks. After her dismissal from the hospital she still 

needed TZSs. 350,000/=  as she was to be operated on, mind you her business 

activities ceased  while she was admitted to the hospital and couldn’t work to 

earn an income. Therefore, we members of the association had to make a TZSs. 

5,000/= contribution each member amounting to TZSs. 345,000 which was used 

to pay off her medical bills. So, seeing what our fellow member went through we 

were motivated to work on getting health insurance for our members to avoid 

reoccurrence of the situation to any other member. (KII, Dar es Salaam) 

Another group from Dodoma related how they had to cease their informal health insurance scheme 

because the group could not cover all the expenses that occurred: 
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“The other thing is that we only make contributions in case of funerals not 

sickness as this posed a challenge in our group as it may occur that there are 

maybe 6 sick members at once it is impossible for us to contribute for all of them. 

So, we only consider other problems and tragediesWe used to contribute for each 

other at first, but it posed challenges that our members could not keep up with the 

pace and number of sick people at once, so we stopped contributions in case of 

sickness (FGD, Dodoma). 

9.1. Association challenges 

In addition to the characteristics discussed above, the limited size and financial resources of the 

informal associations means that they are vulnerable towards disruptions such as members defaulting. 

Groups and associations without a place-based jurisdiction or which do not belong to a larger 

umbrella organisation appear in general to be less robust. They are more contingent on other shared 

incentives.  One interviewee who had been part of an informal association that collapsed explained 

that he and his fellow informal traders had tried to help each other when the police or other authorities 

confiscated their goods for illegal trading.  However, their levels of trade were poor, and their 

businesses were not viable. 

Groups, which offers loans, always face the challenge of members who for different reasons are not 

able to repay. Depending on the accumulated capital and the size and general robustness of the 

association and its members, defaults might cause the association to collapse:  

Yes we started in 2004 but in 2012 we meet unfaithful borrowers the money was delayed to be paid 

and the association shakes and we ceased about that service (KII, Dar) 

Other challenges facing associations are relocation of members and mismanagement of funds by 

association leaders. Amongst participants, it was not at all unusual to hear about experiences with 

collapsed associations: 

Our association was called “DADA’S” group. It was a group established with the intention of 

women helping and supporting each other, unfortunately the group died due to different 

contributing factors, some being some of the members relocating their residential areas to other 

regions. So, we couldn’t function effectively with distant members (FDG, Dodoma). 

Looking in particular at social insurance, one can argue that the model provided via associations is 

quite different from the general public model of social insurance. Underlying the current public 

insurance schemes is an impersonal view on beneficiaries who need to have the capacity to provide 

regular contributions over relatively long time horizons with a long term perspective on potential 

future needs. In contrast, the model employed via informal workers own associations is much more 

personal, based on identifiable collective solidarity, trust and reciprocity and directed towards timely, 

flexible but also limited cushioning against more short-term needs. However, access in the latter 

model is exclusionary in different ways. 
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9.2. Access to associations 

The associations differ widely in who they accept as members. Some groups accept anyone who will 

abide by the rules of the group, but most groups are either area or trade specific. In addition, some 

groups only allow women and some groups are more directed at small enterprises than wage workers 

like for example VIBINDO.  

…only the owner will be member not workers. This means that association have 

this small enterprises and enterprises have wage workers but association doesn’t 

look on wage workers but sometime these wage works separate from their 

employers so we request them to register as a member of association (KII, Dar es 

salaam) 

Typically, the more financially oriented groups will require the ability to pay a lump sum entry fee 

and the ability to save a certain amount weekly or monthly. Other groups focus more on reciprocal 

participation and contribution to for example funerals and marriages and participation in group 

meetings. Finally, it is common that a potential member is assessed with respect to their financial 

capability and personal qualities like being trustworthy and god-fearing and must be recommended 

by an existing member to be allowed to join. Hence, it is not always an option for informal operators 

to become members of a well-functioning group, as illustrated in the quote below. 

I am currently not a member of any group because I have tried to approach some 

groups but as you know each and every group has not only its specific criteria for 

an ideal member but also specific established rules and principles so I failed to 

meet and sometimes to cope with some of those rules and principles. (FDG, 

Dodoma) 

Typically, groups will have rules for excluding members who continuously fail to contribute, attend 

meetings or repay loans on time although the criteria for exclusion will vary between groups. Skinner 

(2008), when looking at informal traders’ organizations, has raised concerns about internal group 

dynamics and about representation by different groups. Although an in-depth analysis of internal 

dynamics within associations lies outside the scope of our research, we agree that these might not 

necessarily only be guided by the rules laid down in the constitution (where one exists). Furthermore, 

the entry barriers to well-functioning groups can well be out of reach for larger segments of informal 

traders, something that is important when considering access to SP through associations.  

Looking at the survey data, the types of associations related to savings and loans (categorized as 

Sacco/Vicoba/Vikundi) were more likely to be open to everyone than the work related associations37.  

Work related associations were not only positively correlated to entry barriers related to work but 

also to ethnicity/religion38, whereas the former was correlated to gender barriers to entry (being either 

male or female only)39. As seen in the Table 9 below, half of the associations were not reported to 

have any entry barriers, but they might still require regular cash contributions. 

                                                           
37 Pearson correlations = 0,176 and = -0,156 both significant at the 0,05 level. 
38 Pearson correlations = 0,312 and = -0,233 both significant at the 0,01 level. 
39 Pearson correlations = 0,180 significant at the 0,05 level. 
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Table 9 Barriers to be part of an association 

 Frequency Percent 

Valid No barriers 84 50.6 

Type of work 38 22.9 

Geogrpahic Location 21 12.7 

Gender 9 5.4 

Ethnicity/Clan/Religion 4 2.4 

Initial Cash Payment 4 2.4 

age 1 .6 

Knowing other members 5 3.0 

Total 166 100.0 

10. Discussion 

Looking at public understandings of and policies on SP in Tanzania, transformative measures and in 

particular, the issue of representation and voice are notably absent. The perspective of people in the 

informal economy is sometimes sought included in an ad hoc manner (like VIBINDO being consulted 

on the NHIF KIKOA scheme), but there are very few institutionalised spaces where informal workers 

can directly negotiate as equal social partners the design of social protection policies. Hence, when 

president Magufuli is vocal in advocating that informal traders should not be harassed but rather 

allocated trading spaces, this allocation is envisioned as a result not of negotiations between informal 

workers and local authorities, but as a benevolent act of the president in recognition of the economic 

contribution of informal traders.  

The increasing (although still very limited) collaboration between informal workers associations and 

trade unions has to some degree opened op an institutionalised space for representations and voice 

for informal traders, although as part of the trade union movement in the established tripartite models.  

Looking at the larger international policy terrain, two competing institutional models possibly arise 

from closer cooperation between informal worker associations with trade unions or business 

associations. As outlined in the section on approaches to informality, one model (heralded by the ILO 

and generally favored by the trade union movement and business associations) is that existing 

employers’ and workers’ organizations extend membership to workers and economic units in the 

informal economy, so that they can be represented and participate in social dialogue about 

transitioning into formality. This is the approach that TUICO seems to be advocating for.   

Another model would be to seek to transform the existing tripartite structure to a 3 + 1 model in order 

to enable informal operators to represent themselves on an equal footing with formal enterprises and 

workers, but as separate from either of these. This is generally the agenda, which is being pushed by 

transnational advocacy groups like WIEGO (see e.g. Alfers & Moussié 2019). Within this model, it 

is questioned whether the vision of full formalization is possible and emphasis is on approaches, 

which allow for participation of informal workers (in their own right) in policy design and 

implementation. Taking this perspective a bit further, it can be argued that the focus on formalization 
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of the informal economy (which is inherent in the existing tripartite structure) is an illusion based on 

a very specific historical and geographical experience. In effect, what we observe in real life is often 

increased informalisation. Hence, the insistence on formalization (and its related social dialog model) 

as the preferred development solution is not just naïve, but in effect suppressing, as it excludes large 

sections of society from representation based on what they are and not on what they are desired (but 

unlikely) to become. 

VIBINDO can be seen as representing an approach, which lies somewhere in between these two 

models, as they seek insertion into existing institutional fora on the employers side but with a distinct 

voice (as a group in their own right). Formalization is pursued (they for example offer assistance with 

business registration), but along with a strong emphasis on the creation of a conducive business 

environment with a clear focus on policies, which (unlike the MUCHABITA and the Doing Business 

programmes) also in practice cater for the specific challenges faced by small informal operators such 

as lack of sanctioned place of business and access to credit. 

Similar to the above, but framing informal economy operators as workers instead of businesses, is 

the TAISETU attempt at having a larger coalition of different informal economy associations 

recognized as a trade union in its own right and thus participating on the worker side but with a 

distinct voice. The voice is however  only as distinct as the traditional union divisions into sectors 

allow as TAISETU would within the trade union movement have one voice (and vote) alongside the 

voices of say the transport workers union or the agricultural workers union. 

Which model is pursued has consequences for the kind of claims that are made around SP and who 

are to be considered rightful claimants.  

When framing informal petty traders as small businesses (like e.g. VIBINDO), emphasis will most 

likely be on issues like skill training, provision of finance and in general creating a conducive business 

environment. In terms of social insurance, emphasis will likely be on affordable and well-functioning 

contributory schemes in which the small entrepreneurs pay into tailor-made pension and insurance 

schemes like for example the KIKOA one. The framing of SP is quite minimal (or risk management 

related) coupled with strategies aimed at tackling the specific business challenges of informal 

operators. 

Another framing of petty traders is one that designates them as workers (like TUICO for example). 

In the ILO approach, this goes with advocating a rights-based approach and a focus on ‘decent work 

for all’. In Tanzania, the trade union approach is yet quite uncoordinated and divided at the federation 

level. As such, there is no coordinated or consolidated pressure from the trade union movement in 

Tanzania on the government, for example guaranteeing decent work for informal workers. At the 

level of unions, a few TUCTA affiliates (most notably TUICO) have pursued their own strategies of 

classifying informal operators as sector specific groups of workers with challenges and in need of 

representation in particular towards authorities to address issues of relevance to their work life.  

Finally, across different public policies and programmes, petty traders are commonly considered self-

employed business owners. The governments focus on petty traders as self-employed business owners 

– and not for example as workers (with a potential claim on employment related social protections  
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or union organizing and representation) – can be seen as an insistence on a particular relationship 

between informal traders and the state, which enrolls informal operators in a modern market driven 

society and frames SP in quite a minimalist (or risk management related) way, focusing on 

contributory schemes coupled with strategies aimed at tackling the specific business challenges of 

informal operators.  

Looking at the broader international policy terrain, another possible framing of who constitute rightful 

claimants for SP (and negotiators of) would be articulations of informal traders as citizens who can 

invoke citizenship claims on the state to guarantee certain welfare rights such as for example health 

care, pensions, and other social security benefits (as has for example been the case with some informal 

workers’ movements in India – see Agarwala 2013) and which would also be in line with demands 

for universal health insurance for example. Amongst the associations participating in this research, 

such claims were largely absent, and focus was on a more immediate level of case by case dealing 

with challenges faced by members. 

Amongst the petty traders themselves, the common self-perception encountered was one of being a 

small entrepreneur or a small business owner/man/women. In general, however, the vast majority of 

informal traders associations in Tanzania do not have articulated policies on how informal traders 

should be represented in tripartite fora or social dialogs or on what a comprehensive SP system should 

look like. Nonetheless, they all in their own way seek to answer the challenges experienced by their 

members and provide SP services their members cannot as of now access through the formal system. 

As such, the types of SP offered by informal traders own associations (although as illustrated the 

specific services vary a lot between associations) respond quite closely to the key challenges 

experienced by informal traders.  

 

The data, as shown, indicates a range of work related challenges affecting informal traders. Of 

particular importance seemed to be limited or fluctuating income, problems with authorities (lack of 

representation and insecurity of trading space leading to evictions, confiscations, fines, and 

harassment), exposure to physical conditions as well as lack of access to social insurances. 

As illustrated, forms of trader associations differ a lot in the capabilities and resources they have, and 

in the forms of SP they offer. Based on our research, however, a few particular services stand out as 

being very common. Most frequently mentioned was some form of social insurance (in case of health 

related problems and death in the near family), which almost all groups offered. Help with negotiating 

with authorities (with regards to access to trading space, harassment or eviction) was the issue people 

had mostly contacted their association about, whereas the most important benefits of being a member 

of the association was perceived to be the opportunity to save and receive loans. Finally, some form 

of training/knowledge sharing or providing access to external services (loans, training or health 

insurance) was also quite prevalent.  

While active enrolment in public pension schemes was shown to be extremely rare, around 18 percent 

of the petty traders sample contributed to some kind of formal health insurance. In fact, the last few 

years have seen initiatives towards opening up access to health insurance for people in the informal 
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economy. The manner in which this is taking place (contributory schemes based on a certain income 

level) is in line with a market based idea of SP and as was the case with the Muchabita and the ‘Doing 

business’ progammes, they seem out of reach for large sections of the informal economy. Our data 

indicate that official health insurance mainly caters for the segment of informal traders, who are 

already more resilient (in that they are more likely to have assets and have higher education), but also 

that access to formal health insurance is more widespread outside the capital.  

Looking at a wider historical contexts, the perception of SP and the SP instruments implemented in 

Tanzania can be seen to have traveled from universalism (under Nyerere) to safety nets (under 

restructuring) and back to a universal discourse (recent years). The current understanding of universal 

though seems to have important differences from the historical understanding. In effect, in the current 

understanding of universal health care, ‘universal’ means mandatory contributions to a basic health 

package for all except the very poor who are to be identified through means testing (Ministry of 

Health and Social Welfare 2015). 

Furthermore, the understanding of informal workers in Tanzania – as consisting of micro 

entrepreneurs who should be assisted to graduate to formal businesses – has implications for how SP 

is perceived in terms of what SP entails, and who can be considered rightful claimants. First, the 

conceptualization of people working in the informal economy as small businesses and not as workers 

connects with an understanding of work-related SP (like unemployment benefit, paid maternity leave, 

severance pay, work-injury compensation etc.) as pertaining to people in formal employment only 

(enabled through existing labour laws). Our data, however, shows that the SP challenges and needs 

of informal traders cannot be separated from their work related challenges (such as access to secure 

trading spaces, unhealthy working environments and irregular income).  

Secondly, the understanding of informality as a transitionary state on the way to formalization is in 

line with the lack of recognition of people in the informal economy as collective political actors who 

should have access to represent themselves in their own right in matters which concern them such as 

in the use of public space or in SP policies and regulation.   

Third, while there is an opening towards enabling inclusion of the informal economy to less directly-

work related issues such as health insurance and old age pensions, the schemes which are elaborated 

(or planned) are simply adjusted versions of schemes modeled on the needs and abilities of formal 

workers (long term regular commitment, co-financed with employers and extracted directly from 

monthly wages). They are not designed to fit the needs and reality of most persons working in the 

informal economy (irregular, focused on short-term needs). 

It is clear from the data presented and discussed that informal traders’ own associations offer a wider 

portfolio of SP than public schemes, most notably with respect to the transformative measures of 

voice and representation (which, as discussed above, provides a link between SP and work). Also, 

the preventive measures (micro insurance) and promotive measures (savings, loans and to a lesser 

degree training and joint business activities) offered by associations, while providing only limited 

coverage, nevertheless provide services which are for most people in the informal economy difficult 
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to access elsewhere even if schemes exist. Conversely, associations generally do not cover protective 

measures or what is often called social assistance. 

 

In addition to being based on reciprocity, informal SP amongst petty traders is furthermore 

characterized by being personalized, trust based and timely. Looking in particular at social insurance, 

one can argue that the model provided via associations is quite different from the general public model 

of social insurance. Underlying the current public insurance schemes (if available to persons in the 

informal economy at all) is an impersonal view on beneficiaries who needs to have the capacity to 

provide regular contributions over relatively long time horizons with a long term perspective on 

potential future needs. In contrast, the model employed via informal traders’ own associations is much 

more personal, based on identifiable collective solidarity, trust and reciprocity and directed towards 

timely, flexible but also limited cushioning against more short-term needs. However, access in the 

latter model is also exclusionary in different ways and entry barriers to well-functioning groups can 

well be out of reach for larger segments of informal traders. This is important to keep in mind when 

considering access to SP through associations, recalling that out of our sample (excluding the ones 

sampled through associations), only 34 percent of all traders belonged to an association.  

 

Our data indicate that women traders, slightly older traders and married traders are more likely to 

seek out association membership. This could indicate that persons with family responsibilities 

consider the cushioning offered by associations more attractive or necessary. On average, members 

have earnings that are 16 percent higher than non-members which again needs to be taken into account 

when considering access to SP through associations. In general, our findings underline the importance 

of taking into account the diversity of informal traders when considering social protection initiatives, 

as social protection preferences might differ between e.g. men and women and some solutions might 

be well within reach of some traders but completely out of reach for others. 
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Appendix 

Table 4. Comparison between formal social insurance contributors and non-contributors 

  
Enrolled 

mean  

Non-

enrolled 

mean 

Mean 

Difference 
T 

Association member 0.68 0.55 0.13 1.78* 

Sacco/vicoba/kikundi 0.53 0.33 0.20 2.82*** 

Work related 

association 
0.11 0.19 -0.09 -1.55 

Women/youth/religious  

 
0.05 0.03 0.012 0.62 

Work-related benefit 0.19 0.17 0.023 0.48 

Social cushioning 0.14 0.08 0.06 1.45 

Voice and 

representaion 
0.02 0.04 -0.02 -0.80 

Loans 0.33 0.27 0.06 0.94 

Dar es Salaam 0.21 0.53 -0.32 -4.50*** 

Dodoma 0.79 0.47 0.32 4.50*** 

Gender (male=1) 0.26 0.49 -0.22 -3.11*** 

Married 0.68 0.54 0.15 2.01** 

Local born 0.56 0.45 0.12 1.57 

Age 36.98 34.32 2.66 1.61 

Mean daily earnings 

(current USD) 
9.90 7.37 2.53 1.24 

Assets (house and/or 

land) 
0.61 0.37 0.245 3.45*** 

Primary incomplete 

 
0.07 0.15 -0.08 -1.56 

Primary complete 0.53 0.67 -0.14 -2.00** 

Secondary or above  0.4 0.18 0.22 3.62*** 

Wage-worker 0.04 0.06 -0.03 -0.76 

Own-account 0.67 0.81 -0.14 -2.32** 

Micro-business 0.3 0.13 0.17 3.20*** 

N for enrolled = 57, N for non-enrolled = 229  

* p<0.10, ** p<0.05, ***p<0.01 

Source: author’s elaboration based on the project survey data. 
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Table 7. Differences in worker characteristics by association member status  

  
Members 

Mean  

Non-

members 

mean 

Mean 

Difference 
T 

SP enrollment  0.23 0.15 0.09 1.78* 

Dar es Salaam  0.45 0.50 -0.05 -0.91 

Dodoma  0.55 0.50 0.05 0.91 

Gender (male=1)  0.31 0.63 -0.33 -5.77*** 

Married  0.69 0.39 0.30 5.30*** 

Local born  0.47 0.47 0.00 0.05 

Age  38.02 30.46 7.57 5.98*** 

Daily earnings (log 

mean in USD)* 
 1.49 1.26 0.23 1.78* 

Assets (house and/or 

land) 
 0.53 0.26 0.27 4.77*** 

Primary incomplete  0.11 0.16 -0.04 -1.08 

Primary complete  0.62 0.67 -0.05 -0.80 

Secondary or above  0.27 0.18 0.09 1.80* 

Wage-worker  0.02 0.1 -0.08 -2.78*** 

Own-account  0.77 0.79 -0.02 -0.41 

Micro-business  0.2 0.11 0.09 2.06** 

N for members = 166, N for non-members = 120 

*Mean daily earnings (current USD) for members equals 8.83 and 6.55 for non-members 

* p<0.10, ** p<0.05, ***p<0.01 

Source: author’s elaboration based on the project survey data. 
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