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ABSTRACT

This working paper examines the ongoing and contested reconceptualizing of who is 
to be represented by the trade union movement in Tanzania and Kenya. In order to 
include informal workers, a new and broader understanding of who a worker is becomes 
necessary, but this in turn poses difficult questions about rights, entitlements, 
representation and distribution of resources and political power – both within the trade 
union movement and in the broader societal context. Using original interview data, the 
working paper reveals different trade union strategies towards balancing the dilemmas 
posed by including informal workers into the trade union movement with some 
distinguishable patterns related to differences in the nature of the employment relations of 
the informal workers. Overall, while efforts are made to emphasize that informal workers 
are indeed workers – with a view to increasing union membership informal – workers 
are at the same time considered to be different and in addition a potential threat to the 
coherence and established order of the union movement.
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1. Introduction: the making of a new working class – objectification and boundary drawing. 

In a context of declining trade union membership, casualization of industrial and service jobs and a 
large and persistent informal economy, trade unions in Kenya and Tanzania are taking new measures 
to reframe people in the informal economy1 as part of the trade union constituency. This coincides 
with a growing international push towards inclusion of people in the informal economy for example 
in social protection frameworks, in public legislation more generally and, as we focus on here, the 
trade union movement. 
 
In other words, the population who trade unions have “traditionally” claimed to be delegated by and 
to represent – a working class consisting of formally employed workers – is being re-interpreted in 
order to allow for the incorporation of a (for the trade union movement) new and very heterogeneous 
group of people. How this process plays out is the object of analysis in this working paper, which 
focuses on the trade union movements in Kenya and Tanzania and their attempts at redefining what 
a worker is. As will be shown in this paper, the process is by no means a smooth one as the 
incorporation of informal workers into the trade union movement raises difficult questions about 
established demarcation lines, routines and institutional infrastructures ill equipped to encompass the 
realities of most informal workers. 
  
The paper is based primarily on interviews with trade union representatives and officials (at 
federation, union and branch level) in Kenya and Tanzania, but also with other stakeholders such as 
NGOs, international trade union federations and ordinary trade union members. The 50+ interviews 
were conducted during the period April 2018 to July 2020. Focus is on three specific sectors (petty 
trade, construction and transport) where informal work is highly prevalent, although union efforts in 
other sectors are also addressed where relevant. Geographically, attention is concentrated primarily 
on Dar es Salaam and Nairobi. Documents such as policy papers and constitutions are also used for 
analysis and, finally, the article draws peripherally on 100+ interviews and focus group discussions 
conducted with organizations of people in the informal economy in the same sectors in Kenya and 
Tanzania (see Riisgaard, Mitullah & Torm, forthcoming, for details). 
  
Hence, empirically the paper addresses new processes of potentially immense importance for the 
people in the informal economy and for the trade union movement – processes which in the recent 
context of Kenya and Tanzania have not yet been examined in the academic literature and which in 
general suffer from a lack of scholarly attention. For exceptions, see Spooner and Mwanika (2017) 
analysis of transport in Uganda, Steiler (2020) on domestic workers in Tanzania, Rizzo (2017) on 
transport in Tanzania, Jason (2004) on construction workers in Tanzania and Jimu (2010) on union 
engagement in Malawi. For a policy level analysis of Tanzanian trade unions see Fischer (2013) and 
for an overview of different trade union strategies and challenges, see the ILO (2019) “Organizing 

 
1 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).  
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Informal Economy Workers into Trade Unions. A trade union guide.” For more general discussions 
of trade unions’ possible involvement with informal workers, see Gallin (2001) and Bonner and 
Spooner (2011).  
 
The Kenyan context is one of a relatively strong trade union movement with highly centralized power 
structures and where legally, the country has taken small steps towards increased direct involvement 
of civil society actors, including informal workers associations. Tanzania, on the other hand, has a 
weaker and less centrally controlled union movement in a context of increased civil society control 
by the leading party. Hence, the comparison also offers an opportunity to see if the emerging inclusion 
of informal workers into the trade union movement differs or converges between the two settings. 
 
Conceptually, the analysis conducted in this paper draws on several analytical strands. One inspiration 
is the work conducted by Luc Boltanski (1984) on how the now recognized group “the cadre” 
objectified itself as a new social group in France during the period 1936–45. In this work, Boltanski 
takes as his analytical object the historical conjuncture in which the “cadres” formed themselves into 
an explicit group “by examining the social effort of definition and delimitation which accompanied 
the group’s formation” (1984: p.472, original emphasis) and which by objectifying it (i.e. giving it 
values, a name, spokespersons, a system of representation, etc.) helped it realize existence as 
something taken for granted. 
 
In a Kenyan and Tanzanian context, attempts at objectifying a social group consisting of people in 
the informal economy are being undertaken by various internal and external actors.  Internally, the 
objectification of social groups by people in the informal economy themselves is taking place – albeit 
mostly in a form which relates to specific sectors or occupations like daladala workers or petty traders 
for example – and which rarely seek to encompass the informal economy as such.2 In Kenya and 
Tanzania, the larger project of unifying the very heterogeneous group of people encapsulated in the 
(by no means agreed upon term) informal economy has, however, so far mainly been undertaken by 
actors external to the informal economy. Lately this endeavor has been taken on by the trade union 
movement – an actor which until recently delimited itself as something different from (if not in 
outright competition with) people working in the informal economy. Other actors also court the 
people of the informal economy and hence trade union endeavors are not to be seen in isolation from 
for example recent government (de Soto inspired) celebrations of the crafty micro entrepreneurs in 
Tanzania or the international UN and donor community’s massive promotion of “social protection 
for all” and “transition towards formality” agendas. 
 
In this paper, however, we focus on the ongoing attempts by trade unions in Kenya and Tanzania to 
reconceptualize the social class which the trade unions are delegated to represent so that they can 
include informal workers. As such, and in contrast to Boltanski’s analysis of the objectification of 
“the cadre” as a new social class, this process of objectification is an emerging, ongoing, and highly 

 
2 Internationally the organization WIEGO “Women in Informal Employment:  Globalising and Organising ” is the most 
high-profile attempt at delegation and in some other national contexts, grassroot organizations of informal workers play 
a much more influential role (see e.g. SEWA in India).   
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incomplete and contested process. Nonetheless, I find that the concepts of social efforts of definition 
and delimitation are also relevant in examining the ongoing efforts of trade unions to re-objectify the 
social group whom they claim to represent. This entails asking questions about how traditional versus 
“new” members are designated? What repertoire of themes are used to constitute the informal 
worker? Which existing social groups are they placed (symbolically) in affiliation with or in 
opposition to? How are dispersion principles (like for example dispersion in wealth or employment 
relations) overcome? In other words, “How is an aggregate which spills over in all directions to be 
conceptualized in its unity?” (Boltanski, 1984).  

In the case of reconceptualizing who is to be represented by the trade union movement to also include 
informal workers, this necessitates a new and broader understanding of who a worker is, which in 
turn poses very difficult questions about rights, entitlements and distribution of resources. Therefore, 
attention must also be paid to the issue of how this re-objectification process relates to the social and 
political context in which it is situated and a part of. 

This resonates well with the analysis of informality by Bernards (2017) and his argument that the 
political organization of what he calls ‘subaltern populations’ (referring broadly to people in the 
informal economy) has been, and still is, crucial in the hegemonic project of states. With Bernards 
we can thus place government and trade union discourses on informality and informal workers in the 
broader context of struggles over defining or redefining the “relationships among class, work, and 
political order” (Bernards 2017: p.1831).  

Segmentation of the workforce plays a crucial role here and to flesh out in more detail how definition 
and delimitation occurs in a trade union context I also draw on the concept of boundary drawing 
discussed by Silver (2003). Building on Marx and Polanyi, she reiterates the insight that labour 
movements are continually made, unmade and remade and hence cautions against seeing the working 
class as a fixed entity. Therefore, the current attempts to redefine the working class and hence the 
trade union constituency in Kenya and Tanzania should be seen in the contexts of historical 
reconfigurations.  

Indeed, looking at the historical developments in Kenya and Tanzania, the perception of ‘the working 
class’ as a fluid concept resonates well. For example, in attempts by trade unions in the post-WW2 
years to actively seek to break down exclusionary boundaries by calling for an extension of “workers’ 
rights” to include all workers in the Empire (Cooper, 1996), thereby actively aiming to expand the 
terrain of the labour movement to encompass rural regions. This historical example also illustrates 
how boundary drawing is an intrinsic element of objectification. Who a worker is and for whom 
workers’ rights is a legitimate claim necessitates delimitation of who a worker is not. This is not 
necessarily done explicitly, rather, boundary drawing is often done in an implicit way, but always, 
the construction of a collective consequentially leaves some groups out. Again, however, these 
boundaries are continuously made and remade like in the example above, where African trade unions 
sought to break down existing boundaries and exploit the universalistic discourses of the colonial 
powers (Cooper, 1996; Silver, 2003). The reactions by colonial and postcolonial states to these 
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attempts to expand the labour movement are also telling. Hence, as illustrated in Cooper (1996), here 
reiterated in Silver (2003: pp.23–24):  

“Fearing the potential for uncontrollable unrest that these fuzzy boundaries opened up, 
capitalists and governments sought to draw new boundaries – creating and enforcing rigid 
urban/rural and primary/secondary sector divides. Their goal was to produce a ‘compact, stable, 
reasonably well paid labor force – set apart from the rest of African society’ (Cooper 1996: 
457). By demarcating a visible but relatively small primary sector of urban workers with special 
workers’ rights, it was hoped that legitimacy, control, and profits might be made to coexist.” 

Exclusionary boundary drawing thus is highly political and used by workers, employers and 
governments alike. Hence, and drawing on Bernards (2017), when looking at discourses around 
informal workers, analysis of the economic and political context is pertinent. In addition, as indicated 
in the quote above, boundary drawing can also be seen as a reaction to a system-level problem of 
historical capitalism (Wallerstein referenced in Silver, 2003) where continued profit-making can only 
be made to coexist with social contracts as long as those rights and benefits are only given to a small 
fraction of the workers. 
  
Thus, the current struggle over who should represent the vast workforce in the informal economy 
(estimated as counting more than 90% of total employment in Kenya and Tanzania, see ILO, 2018), 
is also a struggle over defining who the working-class is and importantly, who should be able to 
legitimately claim workers’ rights. This is at the same time a question of how to utilize limited 
economic resources and importantly, a struggle over political power and affiliations, about where the 
allegiance of this vast group of people should ideally lie and, accordingly, who should reap the 
adjoining political power of representing them. 
 
In the following section (2) we turn to discuss how the working class has traditionally been 
conceptualized within the trade union movement and how a very specific representational model has 
followed in its trail. We then trace in Section 3 how this has historically played out in Kenya and 
Tanzania before moving to the analysis of how the trade union movement in current day Kenya and 
Tanzania approach the informal economy in Section 4. The analysis starts with an outline of the trade 
union landscape and the structures of representation followed by an examination of federation-level 
policies along with a short schematic overview of engagement at the union level. This is followed by 
an examination first of how informal workers are designated, then of how informal workers are 
actually approached in terms of services offered but also with regards to how they are included in the 
union. Subsequently, the role of public legislation and external organizations is explored in more 
depth and finally, in Section 5, we turn to a more general comparison between informal workers own 
associations and trade unions, followed by a discussion and concluding remarks in section 6.  

2. The “traditional” working class concept and the adjoining social dialogue model 

Closely related to the issue of boundary drawing is the question of how to forge solidarity within a 
collective. As discussed by Lindberg (2014), solidarity in the trade union movement is typically based 
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on mutual self-interest (the self-interest of a defined group, e.g. all dockworkers). As noted by Silver 
(2003), this is related to a notion of a relatively homogenous working class with similar experiences 
and concerns. Lindberg (2014:136) also notes how this solidarity is most often created around “a 
shared position in the organisation of production”. In other words, the identity as a worker, as being 
part of the working class, has traditionally been indisputably bound up with a particular position in 
the relations of production (ibid.; Webster, Britwum & Bhowmik, 2017). Relatedly, this 
understanding is most often connected with a perception of a worker as being an employee. Not 
surprisingly, the forging of solidarity between formal and informal workers can be challenging – not 
least when clear employment relations are hard or even at times impossible to distinguish – as is often 
the case in the informal economy. In addition, as also noted by e.g. Lindell (2010) and Rizzo (2017), 
our research reveals a large diversity not just in employment relations, but also in access to resources, 
status and decision-making power amongst informal workers, even within the same sector. 
Consequently, there is a large diversity in the concerns and interests of people working in the informal 
economy which complicates the forging of broad-based solidarity between people in the informal 
economy as a group, and even more so if this solidarity is to span formally employed unionized 
workers. How (if at all) such a solidarity is sought to be established in current day Kenya and Tanzania 
is something we will look at in the following sections. 

Interestingly enough, the ‘classical’ view of the working class amongst trade unions accepts as norm 
what was in reality a historical exception. Formalized full time employment relationships is a 
historical phenomenon which developed in the North Atlantic region during the 19th and 20th centuries 
and which (along with the forms of collective action that evolved with it) is gradually losing out to 
more insecure and precarious employment relationships (Breman & van der Linden, 2014).  

In addition, one can argue that this ‘classical’ conceptualization of unions and hence of workers was 
never really a good fit in a context where the majority of the workers are found in the informal 
economy. Trade unions as an organizational form was transferred to developing countries where it 
encompassed the large public sectors and parts of the capital-intensive private production. However, 
it failed to reach the informal economy which occupied the vast majority of workers and as such, 
trade unionism has always been limited to the select few in a developing country context (Kabeer et 
al, 2013). 

The basis in this historical and geographical exception, however, also creates other challenges. The 
‘classical’ view of unions and the workers upon whom rights were bestowed also follows a specific 
institutional model widely transplanted across the world (with varying success) – namely the tripartite 
structure of social dialogue where unions (as representatives of workers), employers and governments 
negotiate (if not in reality, then at least by name). Insofar as unions represent formal workers only, 
this creates an institutional model where in a context of a large informal economy, only a minority of 
workers are even invited to the negotiation table. 

The ‘representational problem’ of informal workers has not gone unnoticed, and looking at the larger 
international policy terrain, two competing institutional models are advocated. One model (heralded 
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by the ILO and generally favoured by the trade union movement and business associations) is that 
existing employers’ and workers’ organizations extend membership to workers in the informal 
economy, so that they can be represented via the existing labour representatives and participate in 
social dialogue – in particular about how to transition into formality (ILO, 2013;  2015).  

Another model seeks 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 the agenda, which is being pushed by some 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 could be argued that the focus on formalization, which is at 
the core of attempts to incorporate workers from the informal economy into existing tripartite 
structures, is an illusion based on a very specific historical and geographical experience. In effect, 
what we observe in real life is often increased informalization and for sure, in both Kenya and 
Tanzania, the informal economy shows no sign of decreasing. Hence, the insistence on formalization 
(and its related social dialogue model) as the preferred solution is in this view 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 perhaps unlikely) to become (Riisgaard, 2020). 

Adherents of the tripartite model would argue that it is preferable to build on already existing 
institutional structures, and that even though the formalization agenda has been pushed by 
international agencies like the World Bank since the 1990s, it is only in the last decade that the ILO 
(as the only tripartite UN agency) has progressively sought to implement such a transition (most 
notably with the ‘Transition from the Informal to the Formal Economy Recommendation No 204’, 
adopted in 2015). Hence, in this view, success with this strategy is still to be anticipated and the 
incorporation of informal workers into the trade unions’ constituency is seen as a key element in this 
direction (KII, DTDA). 

3. The historical conceptualization of “the working class” in Kenya and Tanzania

Bernards (2017), in his analysis of how the informal economy has been governed in Kenya and 
Tanzania, emphasizes how both Kenyan and Tanzanian governments have sought to place themselves 
as the legitimate protector of people in the informal economy to the exclusion of opposition parties 
or politically active trade unions – amongst others by referring to “the moral sanction of the ILO” 
despite a very selective adoption of ILO recommendations on the matter (Bernards, 2017: pp. 1837–
1839). 

This should be seen in connection with government efforts to institutionalize the differentiation of 
organized labour from other segments of working people – a strategy which has at times also been 
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actively pursued by the trade unions as a means of securing particular rights for a select group of 
workers.  
 
Nonetheless, as illustrated by Fischer (2011; 2013), Bernards (2017), and Shiraz (2009), the sharp 
differentiation between organized formal workers from the majority which work in the informal 
economy has not always been so clear cut. In the early days of the Tanzanian movement, certain 
groups of workers in the informal economy such as casual dockworkers and domestic workers were 
organized in unions together with formal workers. Likewise, in Kenya casual dockworkers and 
domestic workers were included in the early stages of the Kenyan labour movement (Bernards, 2017; 
Shiraz, 2009). Hence, a more inclusive concept of ‘unions’, ‘workers’ and the ‘working class’ were 
prevalent in the pre-independence era in both Kenyan and Tanzania.  
 
Fischer (2013: p.146) notes how there is no evidence of other categories of informal workers being 
included in the early Tanzanian trade union movement and she speculates whether the decisive factor 
in forging the early day solidarity was that informal and formal workers worked in closely related 
areas. While this was no doubt important, as also illustrated in the analysis by Cooper (1996) cited 
earlier, the inclusionary stand by the union movements in the pre-independence period also needs to 
be seen in the broader context of efforts to counter the dividing tactics widely used by colonial 
governments. As we shall see in the sections below, the forging of solidarity seems to be one of the 
key challenges in including informal workers in the trade union movement today taking on different 
dimensions depending on whether workers are in a more or less clear employment relation or whether 
they are own-account workers. 
 
In the post-independence era, as the labour movements were increasingly institutionalized, unionism 
became increasingly restricted to formal urban wage workers. The more inclusive understanding of 
‘workers’ thus narrowed after independence, when the trade union movements in both countries 
became strongly attached to the ruling parties, especially in Tanzania where nationalization secured 
state control over the economy (Fischer, 2011;  2013; Bernards, 2017, Rizzo, 2017).  
 
The close attachment prevented unions from pursuing independent politics and severely restricted 
their ability to represent their members while also limiting their constituency to the minority of 
workers in the formal sector. Although the unions in both countries gained formal independence with 
liberalization in the 1990s, actual independence has been an uneven and gradual process. As 
formulated by Fischer (2013: p.147) in her analysis of Tanzanian unions:  

“With the introduction of multi-party democracy, the unions gained independence… Since 
then, they have been swinging between continued control by the government and efforts to 
establish themselves as autonomous civil society organizations.” 

In sum, during time, the formal sectors of the economy have increasingly been identified as the 
legitimate terrain for trade union activity to the exclusion of informal sectors as boundary drawing 
and dividing tactics have been employed by both governments and unions. Governments have sought 
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to restrict political influence and attempts at broadening claims for workers’ rights beyond the 
relatively small group of formal economy workers, while the unions have sought to protect 
established privileges by largely accepting this delineation – at least until recently.  In the last two 
decades, a diminishing public sector, casualization of regular jobs and a dwindling membership base 
along with pressure from external development actors have slowly pushed trade unions to consider a 
reconceptualization of who the unions are for and hence who the working class should be seen to be. 

4. Trade union engagement with the informal economy 
4.1. The trade union landscape and the structures of representation 

In both countries, trade unions are organized mainly on industrial basis, meaning that there are 
relatively clear demarcation lines between what occupations are organized by different unions. 
Nonetheless, later years have seen some pressure on customary distinctions, as established unions 
have splintered or met competition from new unions. This has been particularly prevalent in the 
transport sector in both countries. 
 
In Tanzania, the present federation TUCTA (Trade Union Congress of Tanzania) was founded in 
20003 with 14 sectoral unions affiliated to it. It is the only national federation in mainland Tanzania 
and in 2017 it represented 12 trade unions with a total of around 592,000 workers (DTDA, 2018). 
TUCTA has experienced increased competition from new unions, some of which are so-called 
splinter unions so that now, 11 independent unions are registered. The independent unions, however, 
only counted around 15,000 workers in 2017 and hence TUCTA still represents around 98% of all 
trade union members (ibid.). Nonetheless, trade union density out of total employment is estimated 
at only 2.4%, predominantly in the formal sector, as only an estimated 17,865 members were from 
the informal economy (equivalent of around 3%). 
 
In Kenya, Kenya’s Central Organisation of Trade Unions (COTU) dates back to 1965 and is the 
dominant federation with 45 affiliated unions and 97% of total union membership. In addition, the 
newer Trade Union Congress of Kenya (TUC) hosts 3 unions and there are an additional 9 
independent unions. In total, around 2.6 million workers were members of registered trade unions in 
2018 achieving a trade union density of an estimated 15% of the total employment (DTDA, 2020). 
This is relatively high in an East African context and in particular when compared to Tanzania. In 
fact, COTU is considered one of the strongest African unions. Of the total trade union membership 
only an estimated 0,4 % (11,540 members) are from the informal economy.  

4.1.1. Representation of informal economy workers/associations in Tripartite Institutions  

In Tanzania there is no tripartite national forum addressing the conditions or status of workers from 
the informal economy. This means that TUCTA is the only player recognized institutionally to 
represent workers in issues regarding the labour market or social protection. The largest informal 

 
3 TUCTA’s predecessor, JUWATA, gained independence from the ruling party in 1991 following the introduction of 
multi-party democracy. 
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economy association VIBINDO4 (an umbrella organization with some 300 associations representing 
around 60,000 members who are predominantly petty traders) is at times invited for consultation on 
issues regarding the informal economy, such as for example on the possible creation of a single 
national health insurance – but it is in an ad-hoc manner and only the tripartite construction made up 
of trade unions, employers organizations and government is guaranteed by law (Riisgaard, 2020). 

In Kenya, workers from the informal economy are also mainly represented indirectly in social 
dialogue institutions. However, as a relatively novel development, they do have direct representation 
in the Micro and Small Enterprises Authority (MSEA) established in 2012, where informal economy 
units are directly represented by the four national sectorial association representatives, that is, 
manufacturing, traders, services and agri-business. At other tripartite institutions, informal economy 
actors are only represented indirectly (Otieno, 2018; Indimuli, forthcoming). At the National Labour 
Board, the interests of the informal economy workers are represented by the Secretary General of 
COTU and the Director of MSEA. In the Wages Councils, the informal economy workers are again 
indirectly represented by COTU, as is also the case with regards to the National Social Security fund 
(NSSF) and the National Health Insurance Fund (NHIF). 

In a study by Otieno (2018), he concludes that due to the lack of a legal framework that 
institutionalizes tripartite social dialogue in the informal economy, most of the dialogue that does 
take place is bipartite. Examples of this are informal domestic workers under the Kenya Union of 
Domestic, Hotels, Education Institutions, Hospitals and Allied Workers (KUDHEIHA) which engage 
employers directly. Another example is the case of petty traders under the Kenya National Alliance 
of Street Vendors and Informal Traders (KENASVIT)5 which engage government agencies directly 
with regards to for example issues of harassment, licenses or construction of new markets (see also 
Indimuli, forthcoming).  

KENAVIT, however, also sits on the board of MSEA, and hence the MSE Act of 2012 is the first 
comprehensive law regulating informal actors providing not just MSEA, but also an interpretation of 
MSEs as well as the MSE Fund aimed at offering affordable finance to SMEs (Indimuli, 
forthcoming). 

With it, the institutional system in Kenya has taken a step (albeit a small one) towards direct 
representation of informal workers and the 3+1 model discussed above, while the Tanzanian legal 
system stays firmly within the traditional tripartite model. In addition, as we shall explore in more 
depth below, the legal status of different types of informal work, workers and workplaces plays a role 
in shaping the possibilities for representation and hence also the interaction with trade unions. 

4 Jumuia ya Vikundi vya Wenye Viwanda na Biashara Ndogondogo. 
5 The Kenya National Alliance of Street Vendors and Informal Traders (KENASVIT) is an umbrella association formed 
in 2005 to represent and voice concerns of street vendors, hawkers and market traders. It brings together 20 urban alliance 
affiliates (also known as Chapters) from across the country and represents around 400,000 members (Indimuli, 
forthcoming). 
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4.2. Policies and practices at the confederation level 

In 2004, TUCTA recommended the inclusion of informal workers in its affiliated unions but without 
clarifying how or why this should happen (Fischer, 2013). As explained by a former Deputy Secretary 
General of TUCTA, in the 1990s, the key problem occupying the unions was dwindling numerical 
strength, as their formal members were turned informal due to privatization and retrenchment. He 
also explains that the union was ill-prepared for this turn of events, given its post-independence 
history of political affiliation and sole focus on the formal economy.  
 
Nonetheless, two early initiatives were carried out focusing on informal workers, but these were both 
initiated and financed by external actors. Hence, in the late 1990s the agricultural workers union 
(KPAWU) in cooperation with the Swedish trade unions started having some activities for casual 
agricultural workers (although at that point they were not recruited as direct members as this was not 
supported yet by the labour laws). In addition, from 2001 TUCTA, together with federations from 
Uganda, Rwanda and Kenya, was involved in the ILO SYNDICoop project (funded by the Dutch 
government) which aimed at strengthening the capacities of unions and cooperatives to organize in 
the informal economy and to improve the working and living conditions of informal actors (Fischer, 
2013; ILO, 2009). Under the project, ten union and cooperative organizers were trained, sensitization 
campaigns were conducted, and seven cooperatives established in Dar es Salaam. As noted by Fischer 
(2013: p.148) however, “This project was an externally stimulated attempt to venture into the 
informal economy and should not be read as representing a general spirit of change among unionists.” 
 
This conclusion is corroborated by the former Deputy Secretary General who notes that: “The issue 
is the mentality. It required a change of mentality… So people looked at that one [the informal sector] 
and said, this is a big mountain of work to do – and you get peanuts out of it. It’s a headache.” Also, 
Jason’s (2004) study of informal construction workers in Dar es Salaam confirms the reluctance of 
the unions with regards to including informal members. Hence, even though a few activities did take 
place, they were isolated and largely externally driven.  
 
The ambiguity towards the informal economy is still evident today, notwithstanding that the last 
couple of years have seen activities aimed at the informal economy increase considerably. Relatedly, 
many of the traditional partner organizations of the Kenyan and Tanzanian trade unions have now put 
informal workers very high on their agenda.  
 
Nonetheless, despite the fact that intentions have been declared, neither TUCTA nor COTU has a 
policy on how the inclusion of informal workers into the trade union should take place, even though 
both countries have had externally funded attempts at creating exactly such a federation-level policy. 
In comparison, NOTU (the National Organization of Trade Unions in Uganda) finalized their 
federation-level strategy for cooperation with the informal economy in 2014, detailing the principles 
and strategies for collaboration (NOTU, 2014). So far, actual engagement in Kenya and Tanzania is 
undertaken autonomously by a small handful of member unions in each country (as we will look at 
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in more detail in the next section) often in collaboration with external actors – whilst the majority of 
affiliated unions do not engage informal sector workers as all.  

The following account of how an FES (The Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung) funded project with TUCTA, 
aiming at developing a federation-level policy on engagement with the informal economy, illustrates, 
first of all, how trade union engagement is highly politicized and secondly, that the issue of organizing 
informal workers adds fuel to the fire by questioning already insecure demarcation lines.  

Since 2016, FES has cooperated with TUCTA with the aim of establishing a federation level policy 
on the informal sector, and in that relation funded a survey and a handful of dialogue meetings. In 
addition, an external consultant was approached to help formulate a TUCTA policy paper. Out of the 
dialogue meetings grew a new umbrella coalition of informal workers associations named Chama 
Cha Wafanyakazi Wa Sekta Isiyo Rasmi Tanzania (TAISETU). TAISETU is a coalition of a range 
of Tanzanian informal economy associations composed of diverse occupations such as bodaboda 
drivers, street vendors, market vendors, fish mongers etc. The coalition together claims to have more 
than 100,000 signatures collected and with those they applied for recognition as a trade union in 2018. 
Their hope was, according to leaders of affiliated informal worker groups, that they would gain status 
as a union and that they could then become a TUCTA affiliated union.  

As it turned out, recognition was declined and it is clear from conversations with high level TUCTA 
representatives that even if it had been recognized, it would not have been accepted as an affiliate 
union of TUCTA. Apart from the failed attempt at establishing a new union for informal workers, the 
process also produced a highly contested paper named “A twine track strategy to organize the 
informal economy into trade unionism in in Tanzania” (TUCTA internal document). 
In the paper, the twine strategy is explained as follows: 

“The twine track strategy in organizing the informal economy into trade unionism in Tanzania 
involves two approaches. The first old approach is continued by the TUCTA sectoral affiliated 
unions of organizing individual informal economy workers and operators directly into a trade 
union. The second approach is carried by the trade union federation in Tanzania (TUCTA) 
organizing the informal economy through the informal economy groups and association who 
consult their informal economy members to join the trade union movement in the country and 
after their adoption they sign a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) with TUCTA to join 
the trade union movement who are later  allocated to join the existing trade unions or form their 
own trade unions they like which will also be accepted to join the Federation (TUCTA) as 
affiliated unions from the informal economy.” 

The proposed policy however stirred a great deal of internal commotion and dissatisfaction. While 
promoted by the General Secretary, the policy proposal was firmly rejected when presented before 
the board of TUCTA. Especially TUICO, which is one of the strongest TUCTA affiliated unions and 
one of the ones which so far has been most active and most successful in including informal economy 
members was outraged as explained here by a representative of TUCTA:  
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“Other thing is to try to convince people to join trade union and when it comes to this issue we 
have two options which is one to convince to join a current existing trade union and second is 
to advise them to create their own trade union. Though this second option has big challenges 
for example for TUICO. They wanted to boycott my every action because they said why we 
want to educate informal people to form their own unions. TUICO would like informals to join 
TUICO. I remember when we went to talk with this fifteen members of informal sector they 
said they don’t like TUICO so they want to form their own trade union so it was a big challenge 
for TUICO so they blamed us so much. They say it’s you teaching them not to join us.” 

According to a partner NGO, the fact that TAISETU ended up applying for registration as a trade 
union as well as the formulation of the two-track policy proposal was most of all a misunderstanding 
based in lack of communication and the fact that it had been difficult to get top-level union 
representatives (from both federation and affiliate level) to participate in the dialogue meetings that 
were organized. Hence, at the dialogue meetings, as far as the NGO representative remembers, the 
atmosphere had been in favour of establishing an umbrella organization that would gather all informal 
workers associations under it – not a trade union for informal workers. On the contrary, the individual 
informal workers were envisioned to join the existing sectoral trade unions.  
  
In sum, the case of TAISETU illustrates how the majority of the leaders of TUCTA affiliated unions 
were strongly against the 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. As we shall see in the following sections, however, actual efforts by 
TUCTA affiliated unions to include members from the informal economy also easily run the danger 
of conflicting with established demarcation lines. TAISETU not only challenged existing 
demarcations lines between established unions, it also fundamentally questioned the existing 
boundaries between the workers to whom entitlements are awarded and the ones to whom they are 
not. Redrawing existing boundaries is no easy matter and it also raises difficult questions about voting 
rights and hence who shall be allowed to have a say in future decision making within the trade union 
movement. How this is dealt with at the affiliate level we shall discuss later, but in general, there is 
an outspoken fear that even though the large number of informal workers offer the potential of 
guaranteeing the otherwise dwindling revenue base of the unions, it also potentially means that 
informal workers might eventually outnumber formal ones as expressed by this TUCTA 
representative:   

“The approach must be different – e.g. with payment. We are currently elaborating our strategy. 
We are still structuring to see which way is more favourable like how they will contribute and 
involve them in meeting but minding you if we allow all of them to join the normal union they 
will overshadow the union because imagine all twenty million informal people join the union 
while at the moment we are only three million. I think they will take over because informal are 
always informal even if you will formalize them they can’t be formal as normal formal. You 
need to be careful and have them a little bit separate.” 
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The quote illustrates well the dilemma between the need for unity and the urge to maintain separation 
by emphasizing the differences. Thus, some kind of dispersion is thought to be needed in order not 
to unsettle the established political order within the trade union movement. This is something which 
seems to be a common dilemma within the trade union movement in both Kenya and Tanzania, and 
which we will return to discuss in more detail later, namely, that while efforts are made to emphasize 
that informal workers are indeed workers (and hence accentuating sameness and attempting to 
establish if not unity then at least a more inclusive ‘Us’), it is at the same time also clear that informal 
workers are considered to be different and in addition a potential threat to the coherence and 
established order of the union movement.  
 
In Kenya, an official federation-level strategy on how to engage with the informal economy is also 
pending and seems to mirror some of the same difficulties as in neighbouring Tanzania. In COTU 
they have over the last years sought to ensure inclusion of informal workers in their outreach activities 
– especially their May Day and Labour Day events, but also in sensitization campaigns around, for 
example, HIV/Aids. Engagement does not follow any structured procedure though, as there is no 
policy direction on how to engage the informal economy. COTU also allow some of the informal 
associations from the market next to their Nairobi office to use their premises for meetings. This 
moreover offers the advantage that when COTU project partners like the International Trade Union 
Confederation (ITUC) have a programme targeting informal workers, then COTU has contacts they 
can mobilize. In fact, as it came out during conversations with a COTU official, the incentive to 
engage actors from the informal economy was most often driven by external partners (see Section 4.5 
for a discussion of the role of external actors).  
 
Hence, like in Tanzania, external partners are pushing for more involvement, and currently COTU 
has a project with the Danish Trade Union Development Agency (DTDA) which has a component on 
organizing in the informal economy and, in relation to that, developing a federation-level policy on 
how to go about it. According to a COTU board member, the lack of an agreed upon policy at times 
complicates engagement. It has for example meant that decision on (and even discussion of) the 
application for COTU affiliation by a newly recognized union of informal matatu workers (MWU) 
has so far been stalled.  
 
The example of the stalled application also illustrates something that was already an increasing 
challenge within the trade union movement – but which seems to have been increasing with the 
occurrence of newly established unions of informal workers – namely the existence of several 
competing unions within the same sector. Fragmentation has been particularly prevalent in the 
transport sector in both Kenya and Tanzania, where formerly strong trade unions have been splintered 
by breakaway unions and where, in addition, competition has arisen from new unions explicitly 
covering informal workers (TARWOTU in the case of Tanzania and MWU in Kenya). In both 
countries, the federations seek to guard the principle of one sector one union, but it seems with limited 
effect.  
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It is thus highly politicized when new unions ask for affiliation to the national centres as all members 
of the board (which is composed of the general secretaries of all affiliated unions) have to agree. If 
some of the existing unions feel that the new union represents members which potentially could have 
belonged to them then they are likely to oppose. They are also likely to oppose registration of new 
unions at the labour ministry for the same reasons. Consequently, it is quite difficult for new unions 
to become affiliated to the dominant national federations as illustrated with MWU in Kenya:  

 “Yes so with me I wrote to COTU, they’ve not responded…It’s up to them, but for me I’m 
moving on well as far as we are with the ITF [International Transport Workers Union]; we are 
doing our functions well.”  

Obtaining affiliation to the national centre however can be of strategic importance in several ways, 
not least in relation to attracting external funds, as explained here by a representative of the Kenyan 
Hair and Beauty workers union (KUHABWO):  

“Why we wanted to affiliate to COTU is that we wanted to... associate ourselves with the 
umbrella union. We also wanted to affiliate to COTU because we wanted networks. Because 
any person, any partner you try to sell your union to, and the first question he asks... are you 
affiliated to the labour union? Or the labour centre? You see, you cannot move even at the 
international level unless you are affiliated to the labour centre. So it is very important.”   

The Hair and Beauty workers union – which is another of the few newly established unions with an 
explicit focus on informal workers – had the advantage of not overstepping the established 
demarcation lines of existing unions as the hair and beauty industry had not previously been targeted 
by other unions. They managed, after years of lobbying, to become affiliated to COTU. 
 
In the following, we turn to look at how affiliate unions have in practice engaged with informal 
workers. We do this by looking first at how informal workers are designated, then we investigate how 
informal workers are actually approached in terms of services offered but also how they are included 
into the union. Subsequently, the role of public legislation and external organisations is explored in 
more depth and finally, we turn to a more general comparison between informal workers own 
associations and trade unions. 

4.3. Classifying informal people as workers 

An impressive heterogeneity of work positions exists in the informal economy. This includes various 
types of wage employment, work on commission, own-account work and engaging others to work, 
for wages on commission or unpaid.  
 
When people in the informal economy were asked in our study to self-designate, unsurprisingly a 
multitude of identifications occurred including, but by no means limited to, the category of worker. 
Most often people would self-identify as entrepreneur or small-business person and often occupation 
specific designations would be used such as Machinga (hawker), bodaboda (motorcycle) driver etc.  
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Likewise, the associations formed by the people in the informal economy themselves – at least in the 
transport, construction and petty trade sector – would most often emphasize the small-business person 
aspect rather than the worker aspect – this was most pronounced in petty trade where the majority 
were own-account workers – some of which nonetheless would be in hidden employment relations 
with a retailer supplying the goods they sell. Bodaboda drivers were most often also own-account, 
however, they would often be in a relationship with the owner of the motorcycle as they hire it with 
the option of taking over the vehicle after paying off an agreed upon amount over a certain period. 
Daladala conductors and drivers constitute the work category which comes closest to a regular 
employment relationship, but even here, the setup is such that the crew work on their own while 
having to meet a daily target (for the vehicle owner) and dividing any surplus between them. Finally, 
informal construction workers – whether masons or helpers – engage in complicated employment 
structures where larger contractors hire layers of smaller contractors, work gangs and individuals. It 
is clear that the employment relations of these people differ quite a lot from the traditional setup 
amongst the formal workforce and not surprisingly this creates several challenges. Most prominent 
is the question of who is to be the counterpart in negotiations around rights and entitlements and how 
are union fees and social insurance contributions to be paid? On a different level, the lack of 
traditional employment relations also raises questions about what it then means to be a worker. 
 
Notwithstanding the complex employment relations (or lack thereof), the idea that people in the 
informal economy should be defined as and should self-identify as workers was most often taken for 
granted (regardless of the nature of their work positions or employment relationship) by the trade 
unions interviewed, as illustrated in the quotes below from a COTU official. It was recognized, 
however, that this self-identification does not always occur naturally but rather is something which 
comes with being educated on belonging to a particular social group: 

 “And we were working with those SACCOs6, like familiarizing them with the labour laws, and 
even convincing them that these are workers…For them, you know the perception that they are 
in jua kali7...they don’t see themselves as workers…”  

The self-designation as worker is thus seen as a process of creating awareness but also of inducing a 
sense of belonging: 

“like for example when we are allowing them to come during the Labour Day they also feel 
part of the, the workers…They come and exhibit their wares, and we support them, financially.” 
(KII, COTU) 

On the other hand, in the quote below from a representative of TARWOTU  (one of the transport 
workers unions in Tanzania which is established by and aims specifically at informal workers), the 
conceptualization of a worker is associated with having an identifiable employment relationship 
which is registered with the authorities. This conceptualization comes closer to that which is 

 
6 Savings and credit co-operative. 
7  In Kenya, small-scale craft or artisanal work, such as making tools or textiles. 
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traditionally associated with formal workers and hence the status of worker is something informal 
workers can ideally become once they formalize. This leaves informal trade union members in a kind 
of transition position, not unlike that envisioned by the global ILO-inspired formalization discourse: 

“Firstly, these are businessmen, and we call them all bodaboda drivers because they lend 
motorbike daily for TSH 7,000. So, the work they do for the owner, he has no information, and 
sometimes even their parking point the owners do not know about…Now we fight for them to 
be workers so that they can be identified because now you can’t call them workers before they 
become formal [here in the sense of having a contract with the owner which is registered with 
the city council].” 

Particularly the issue of own-account workers – and hence the lack of any clear employment relation 
– creates challenges for the designation as workers, as the traditional strings of solidarity have been
based on the common position as workers in an employment relationship. In this case, however, the
designation emphasized is one that insists on the commonality of being employed (even if by oneself):

“Initially, they used to say we are jua kali, you know so…Yes, but now we are telling them you 
are contributing to the economy of this country. You are an employee you have employed 
yourself. You need to have all other rights that an employee ought to have, the only right you’ll 
not have is the employer, employee relationship…But as person you are able to keep record of 
what you get every day. You are able at the end of the month pay yourself, you are able to 
subscribe to NHIF to NSSF and when you retire you are able to also get your pension at the end 
of your time in wherever you are working, so right now they start understanding that they are 
employees but they have employed themselves so now they know they are workers.” [emphasis 
added]  

Interestingly, in the quote above by a representative of AUKMW (Amalgamated Union of Kenya 
Metal Workers), issues like regular payment, health insurance and pension which have traditionally 
been considered the employers responsibility is, in the case of own-account workers, considered to 
be the responsibility of the individual worker. 

For TUICO (Tanzania Union of Industrial and Commercial Workers) the emphasis is also on 
enlarging the conceptualization of who the union is for, in order to be able to encompass people who 
are being employed by themselves. However, they also note that often self-employment is hiding 
different kinds of employment relationships: 

“We call it self-employed but there are other categories we came to realize that this street 
venders working with big business man 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.” 
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It is interesting to note, that alongside efforts to unify and to overcome dispersion principles (like 
own-account versus wage work) by insisting on inclusion under the concept of “worker” or being 
“employed”, the repertoire of themes used to constitute the informal worker often at the same time 
insists on establishing distinctions between the informal and the formal worker. Recurrent themes 
include characterizations such as “unstable”, “un-educated”, “un-trained”, “un-aware”, “un-
regulated”, “mobile”.  
 
In addition, it was not uncommon in conversation, particularly in Tanzania, to hear comments about 
the lack of capacity (in terms of e.g. education, knowledge, negotiation skills or physical recourses) 
amongst people and associations in the informal economy as illustrated in the quote below from a 
TUCTA representatives: 

“They are just form four leavers, a primary leavers are the ones you can just find there. Do you 
think these people can sit in the table with MP Member of Parliament or the Minister and argue 
with him? You see? The capacity of argument is a bit low.”  

But what was also often emphasized by both Kenyan and Tanzanian unions were informal workers 
as a category of workers for whom rights had not yet been established (as opposed to formal workers 
for whom rights were legally established, although not necessarily implemented): 

 “The problem we are having, there is not any labour law that is recognizing the  
workers,…What I mean it’s like eh... we find those guys who are in the street just vending, if 
the police come and take their goods? What should they do? There must be a law that these are 
the workers and they are being allowed to vend in the streets. In order to take their goods, you 
must follow this, and this and this, and if their goods are taken, you can go to this and this, and 
this in order to find your rights. Because the labour law should say that the informal workers 
do not have employer but they should negotiate with the authority, so even the framework of 
their negotiations should be seen in the labour laws.”  (interview, TUCTA) 

What seems clear is that in the attempts at forging a “new” unionizable working class by designating 
informal operators as workers, in practice the unions most often (but not always, as we shall discuss 
in the following section) treat formal and informal members as two quite distinct types of workers 
which needs to be approached differently. This also relates to the fear of being outnumbered and 
losing political control of the union as discussed earlier. Thus, there is a worry that the customary 
delineation between employee and employer – the traditional ‘Us’ and ‘Them’ – as the basis for 
formulating trade union strategies and demands might be overshadowed by other considerations, and 
consequently threatening the internal coherence of the unions. 
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4.4. Different models and strategies for incorporating informal workers and associations into 
the trade union system – the affiliate level 

4.4.1. Recruitment 

For most unions, the practice of engaging informal workers (if they do it at all) is very new and only 
just beginning. However, some of the sector unions like for example TUICO have started recruiting 
slowly within the last 10 years or so. 
 
To overcome the practical challenges posed by recruiting informal workers (in terms of not having a 
clear employer counterpart nor often a fixed work location) unions have approached people in the 
informal economy primarily via the informal workers own associations since this provides a way to 
access groups instead of individuals.   
 
In some unions existing informal associations are incorporated as branches of the union and most 
often the members will choose to have their association leaders also become the union branch leaders. 
This is the case with TUICO and COTWU T (Communication and Transport Workers 
Union Tanzania) in Tanzania for example. 
 
The fact that trade unions mainly deal with existing associations of informal operators means that 
they are sometimes in competition with other umbrella associations aiming to represent the same 
informal economy operators. This is the case for example in the petty trade sector where in Kenya 
the umbrella association KENASVIT is representing associations of informal traders and in Tanzania 
VIBINDO is doing the same. In Kenya, the unions are yet to start recruiting petty traders, whereas in 
Tanzania petty trade has been a key entry point into the informal economy. Hence, internal union 
delineations are not the only demarcation lines which are being confronted with the move towards 
inclusion. How this has played out in the case of petty traders in Tanzania we shall look at in more 
detail in the case study of TUICO in Section 4.6 below. 
 
The unions, which are now engaging with the informal economy, acknowledge that recruitment 
approaches and services offered need to be somewhat different from what the union has traditionally 
engaged in, and often the unions use new engagement/recruitment practices and many also try to offer 
serviced tailored to the informal economy in attempts to invoke appeal. 
  
Some unions have had a very thorough and planned strategy for engagement with the informal 
economy – often with help from external organizations like for example the Kenyan Amalgamated 
Union that did a context analysis with the help of the American labour NGO Solidarity Center:  

“We did a context analysis to find out in Nairobi we have around 30,000 members in the jua 
kali. Those in the informal, so when I found out I asked my team, what can we do for these 
people? Can we go ahead and try to find other challenges they go through? So we went ahead 
and tried to identify their leaders. Then we met their leaders, we called for a meeting they shared 
their challenges. We told them that we are willing to represent them and to organise them but 
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more so we advised them to join their Saccos, join their association so that we can meet their 
leaders and we do meet monthly with them.”  

As illustrated in the quote above, unions have approached people in the informal economy primarily 
via their informal economy associations. However sometimes the engagement strategy employed has 
been to arrange events like May day celebrations or testing for HIV or TB – events that would attract 
people from the informal economy. While at the event, the unions could then approach them also 
with an eye to recruitment: 

“COTU and the International Labour Organization have also been giving us opportunity to even 
to have some events. …where the workers are screened they are talked to about HIV and AIDS 
and they are also, eh… they are also given information on social protection issues… And 
through that,…, they came together, being treated, being eh... being examined and we had a 
catch , we recruited very many…” (KUHABWO, Nairobi)  

For several unions, offering training sessions on for example health and safety issue was used as a 
way to attract and engage informal economy workers as explained here by a TUCTA official: 
 

“most of our affiliates especially TUICO with respect to health and safety I’ve been using it as 
well to get members of the informal sector. What they do is they conduct some kind of training 
to some of the informal workers, related to health and safety, and during this training especially 
in markets, …they start training them on how they should be handling their business, what are 
the health hazards next to their business… Now though training, you see? Because the operators 
get interested in the training of health and safety, that way is used to organise them to recruit 
them into trade unions.”  

At times however, recruitment strategies entails venturing into training on issues which seem quite 
far from the traditional areas of trade union competence and more along the lines of what you would 
perhaps expect from an employers’ association. The example below thus illustrates how training on 
business skills have become a service offered by some unions: 

“Like when we were in Iringa we arrange several session teaching them entrepreneurship, trade 
unionism, solidarity and financial control. Some of them they know nothing about financial 
management because you know you may get money but suddenly you don’t have a single coin 
simply because you don’t know to control your cash flow so by teaching them it help to make 
them aware of entrepreneurship, proper use of money and customer care, this was like we made 
a pre May day activity.” (Interview, TUCTA) 

4.4.2. The role of legislation 

Public legislation is important in setting the context for the organizing efforts of trade unions. This is 
particularly evident in the case of the Kenyan transport sector where legal changes have greatly 
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facilitated the access of trade unions to workers in the industry as explained here by a board member 
of COTU:  

“…the matatu sector, where, we are lucky that ah—one minister decided that all matatus should 
belong to SACCOs and given that they are in SACCOs it is easier for us to tap them…. We are 
also pushing quietly that we have the motorcycle groups. Whom we are also pushing that they 
should be under SACCO. So that once they are organised under SACCOs it will be easier for 
us to get them also, because individual persons, one person is the employer and is the employee. 
It is difficult to organise such a person, but through the SACCOs we can see how to go about 
it.”  

The system of having SACCOs act as proxy employers is not without problems though, as detailed 
by Kamau (forthcoming), as the SACCOs refuse or are unable to take on employers’ responsibilities 
because they do not have ownership over the vehicles. Nonetheless, it does provide an entry for 
organizing. In Tanzania, changes in legislation also facilitated trade unions’ work in the transport 
sector, although to a lesser degree as in Tanzania daladala owners cannot get a transportation license 
unless they have a standard employment contract with a driver. Here the problem lies in 
implementation but also in individuality. Hence, inspired by the Kenyan legislation, TARWOTU is 
lobbying for a change to existing legislation so that it becomes a requirement for groups of daladala 
owners to form registered associations or preferably registered companies: 

 “But generally owners doesn’t cover health insurance for their drivers because of individuality. 
That’s why we campaigned and lobby the government for Sumatra to stop registering individual 
transporter instead they should register them as groups or companies …. we went to Kenya and 
learned this strategies of register owner as groups it is very successful way in Kenya.”  

 
Whereas for transport workers, legality is connected to the vehicle and the relation between the 
vehicle owner and operator, for petty traders, a key issue is whether they operate in an area which is 
a legally designated trading area. In particular, petty traders working in official markets will often 
have access to some form of representation via a market council. Hence, as we shall discuss in more 
detail below, so far, the recruitment of petty traders in Tanzania has in practice been limited primarily 
to traders working in designated areas.  
 
Another interesting sector (which was however not the focus of the research reported in this paper) 
is the domestic sector where global campaigning resulted in the adoption of the Domestic Workers 
Convention by the ILO in 2011.  This had been preceded by a 2004 change in legislation in Tanzania 
asserting domestic workers to be on the same footing as other workers (Steiler, 2020) and followed 
by a court ruling in Kenya (in 2012) also placing domestic workers under the protection of the labour 
law and consequently extending to them the national minimum wage and social security benefits 
(Interview KUDHEIHA 2018). Hence, in both countries, the legal foundations have made it possible 
for the relevant trade unions KUDHEIHA (in Kenya) and CHODAWU (in Tanzania) to represent 
informal domestic workers towards employers with the threat of taking the cases to the labour courts. 
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Although this can still be considered bilateral negotiations, in comparison, the attempts made by 
TUICO to represent petty traders towards the municipality in case of disputes over access to trading 
spaces or business facilities must refer to civil court and a complex array of local bylaws.  

4.4.3. Services offered 

It was clear from most unions that they are quite aware that the services they need to offer to people 
in the informal economy cannot simply be the same that they have traditionally offered to their formal 
economy members:  

“formal cannot be the same because informal sector… You might be telling them something 
but what they care is about their business, they care about profits they say you must have some 
skills. You must have some fringe benefits to organise them.” (COTWU T) 

The services have to be based on the specific challenges they face and tailored to their needs. Ideas 
and practices differed slightly between sectors and as noted in the section above were also influenced 
by the legislation applicable to informal work in the sector. Overall, for the transport sector where 
some kind of employment relations are common, even if informal, the focus tends to be on terms and 
conditions at work by negotiating with employers but also negotiations with authorities, in particular 
the police, were common as explained in the quotes below by a representative of Kenya Matatu 
Workers Union (MWU): 

“We’d put a programme with my colleagues with station commanders, police station 
commanders they are the ones assigning duties to juniors, to arrest the workers, we were at 
Kamukunji police station, …. So with that one he accepted to be partners to working as 
partners….Where there is a problem I call him or he calls me.” 

He goes on to explain how the Saccos (In Kenya, matatu owners have to be organized in Saccos), 
form the key entry point for engagement with employers: 

“You tell them [the SACCO], these are your people, we don’t want court cases. You know 
Court cases in Kenya, you go today they tell you come November 4th. Now is February, you 
see now the worker is suffering between here and then. Its better we do a dialogue.”  

For sectors where people are often own-account (even if they might work on commission) like petty 
traders or hair and beauty workers, the focus is either on business skills and financial services and/ or 
negotiation with authorities. 

In Tanzania, TUICO and COTWU T offered collateral to allow their branches (some of which were 
informal economy branches) to access bank loans whereas in Kenya, the Hair and Beauty workers 
union KUHABWO started a SACCO under the union to attract informal economy workers. TUICO, 
as we shall explore more in the case study below (see Section 4.6) has attempted to institutionalize a 
dialogue platform between their informal branches and the municipality of Dar es Salaam as a way 
of offering representation to their informal members. 
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For some unions, it has been necessary to make changes to the constitution to accommodate informal 
members. In TUICO for example the constitution was changed to explicitly name the informal petty 
traders as part of their constituency:  

“The constitution was changed in 2010 and 2015. The changes were about or said that informal 
economy should be sub sector in the service and consultancy sectors… so informal sector is 
part of service and consultancy sectors because their also provide service to the community.” 

4.4.4. Union fees  

Another challenging issue is how to collect fees from informal economy operators. Some unions – 
spurred by NGO advice – are hoping that ITC will solve issues related to collection and in Kenya, 
MWU is already employing a mobile phone system through which members pay their membership 
fees.  
Unions most often use the check-off system for their formal members, collecting 2% of their wages 
through their employer while asking for a fixed amount from their informal members.  
One union (KUHABWO, Kenya union of hair and beauty workers), however, had decided to claim 
the same amount regardless of whether the members were formal or informal: 

“So any member whether in formal or informal joining the union to become member is 250 
shillings so.”… “We work on solid figures, it’s like 250 for every member the union gets so 
much, COTU gets its share, so it is an absolute figure.” (Hair and beauty workers union)  

TUICO in Tanzania on their side has decided to leave it up to the branches to decide how much 
informal members should contribute: 

“No they are not for example formal employees they pay 2% of their salary through their 
employer. In informal sector once we recruit them we sit with them and make discussion that 
we don’t know how much you earn per month so is up to them how much they will be able to 
contribute may be per month like 1,000 or 2,000 for individual but through association meeting, 
there is no minimum amount.”  

4.4.5. Formalization  

All the unions work towards some kind of formalizations of informal workers and automatically refer 
to the ILO framework, but at the same time they acknowledge that it is a very long process, and that 
full formalization is probably not realistic. In different ways however they work towards a more 
regulated informal economy with defined rights for informal workers. KUHABWO, for example – 
working towards a minimal wage order for informal workers in Kenya referring to the legal 
precedence set by domestic workers in 2012. In Tanzania,  TARWOTU lobby for it to be mandatory 
for daladala owners to join together in companies. In Kenya, AUKMW (Amalgamated Union of 
Kenya Metal Workers) is working towards official recognition and certification of the particular skills 
of the people they are trying to recruit: 
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“you find that these people have garages a big workshops kind of where customer bring their 
vehicle where they do panel beating spray painters and all that stuff then they bring young 
women who they train, so when these guys are trained they don’t have certification of any kind. 
They know the work but they cannot go and apply for employment anywhere….so we engaged 
with NITA, NITA is National Industrial Training Authority Kenya to see how we can work 
together so that when they are trained then they can be given examination through NITA.”  

In sum, again we notice differences between unions targeting informal workers in an identifiable 
employment relation, lobbying for more traditional workers’ rights like minimum wages, and unions 
targeting own-account workers lobby for recognition of skills or representation towards the 
authorities. In both cases, inclusion of informal workers into trade unions can be seen as facilitating 
a degree of formalization, if not in the employment relation or legality of their work, then in being 
identified as part of a formal organization with an institutionalized seat in different tripartite forums. 

Nonetheless, at the same time as the unions are lobbying for recognition of the rights of informal 
workers, informal and formal workers are not always awarded equal rights within the union system.  

4.4.6. Rights and representation within the unions 

Thus, the issue of representation is not only a question of who the counterpart will be in possible 
negotiations or dialogues concerning informal workers – as discussed above. It also entails difficult 
questions about internal representation within the trade union movement. As mentioned before, there 
is an outspoken fear of ‘traditional’ unionists (formal workers) being outnumbered by informal 
members with different agendas.  

Individual unions tackle this potential dilemma differently. Some insist on equal rights and 
representation: “Our constitution say that every member have equal right for vote and be voted.” 
(TUICO). Whereas for other unions, informal worker members are awarded different rights compared 
to the formal worker members. This is the case for example with the AUKMW (Amalgamated Union 
of Kenya Metal Workers) where all informal branches are envisioned to select one common 
representative for the board to be the voice of the informal worker members:  

 “Respondent: So the leaders can come together and agree amongst themselves who is going to 
represent them in this board because they know themselves better… 

Interviewer:   Yea, so it works a little differently I guess from the traditional members where 
one member has one vote in the general elections, so this is a different system? 

Respondent:  Mh.… Yea because the informal sector is different from the formal. The issues 
that they want negotiated for them, quite different from what these guys want, so you can’t put 
them in the same set up.”   
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4.4.7. External representation  

In both cases however, the model employed falls strictly within the established tripartite setup and 
apart from the two transport workers unions (TARWOTU in Tanzania and MWU in Kenya) which 
were set up by informal workers primarily to represent informal workers, the model employed is one 
in which informal workers are incorporated as a minority into existing unions – often via affiliation 
of existing informal workers associations which then become union branches. 
 
As explained here by a representative of  TARWOTU, the legal system is based entirely on the 
tripartite model and hence if informal workers want to represent themselves then they need to form 
unions: 

“Before we used to have an association called association of driver and conductors in Dar es 
Salaam (UWAMADA - UMOJA WA MADEREVA NA MAKONDAKTA DARESALAM) 
…and an association of regional buses drivers in Tanzania (UWAMATA - UMOJA WA 
MADEREVA WA MABASI WA MIKOANI TANZANIA) then these two associations 
decided to unite to form one union (TARWOTU). Because legally associations which are 
registered at the ministry of home affairs – doesn’t have power to represent and defend rights 
of workers.” 

TARWOTU is not affiliated to TUCTA but have, together with four other unions, applied for the 
registration of a new federation. The history behind the formation of  TARWOTU and application 
for a competing federation goes back to 1997, when an association of daladala workers 
(UWAMADAR) entered into partnership with – and later in 2000 affiliation to – the Tanzanian 
Transport Workers Union (COTWU T) as also described in detail in Rizzo (2017) and Rizzo and 
Atzeni (2020). During the partnership, organizing8 and regular disruptions of the main form of 
transportation in Dar es Salaam finally led to state intervention in the form of a requirement that each 
daladala bus owner had to register a standard contract with at least one driver to obtain the mandatory 
public transport license. This, however, has led to problems of enforcement which are exacerbated 
by frequent shifts in who actually works the daladalas.  
 
According to the General secretary of TARWOTU (who was formerly the branch secretary of 
UWAMADAR when they were a branch of COTWU T) however, the affiliation to COTWU T was 
not to their satisfaction as they felt that COTWU T failed to defend the workers in the transportation 
sector – in part because COTWU T also deals also with ports, aviation, and postal services. Therefore, 
they decided to establish a new union of workers based in the road transport sector. According to him, 
the affiliation for a new federation was a necessity as he explains:  

 
8 In 2003, the UWAMADAR reportedly had 5,236 members, equivalent to about 44% of the total (estimated) daladala 
workforce (Rizzo & Atzeni 2020). 
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“We were forced to make claims of the new Federation, because when the Government prepares 
meetings they recognise or invites only TUCTA. So other unions, which are not from TUCTA, 
do not get a place to present their concerns.” 

In sum, we see different ways of dealing with the challenges posed by including informal workers 
into the trade union movement partly as a result of sectoral and legislative differences.  
 
Quite unrelated to the above, we also see that, while some unions emphasize equal rights for all and 
hence work towards constituting them as equal – even if they might pay differently and require 
different services – others insist on clear delimitations between the formal and informal members. All 
however work within the established tripartite setup where informal workers are part of the union 
movement together with formal workers.  
 
From the above account of recruitment strategies and services offered, it also seems clear that in 
practice, a combination of relatively novel strategies (business skills training, financial services) 
together with more traditional ones (health and safety training) are employed along with what could 
be seen as a reorientation of the representational role as some unions engage in representing informal 
workers towards the authorities.  
 
In addition, engagement with informal workers necessitates time, resources and innovation – and 
even then, success (in terms of recruitment) is not guaranteed. Hence, it is perhaps not surprising that 
for many unions, the challenge seems unsurmountable. Given the different nature of the challenges 
experienced and hence services required, the creation of a new ‘Us’ which is able to encompass such 
diverse realities and needs is, not surprisingly, sometimes hard to envision.  
 
It is therefore also telling, that during conversations with unions, cohesion or solidarity within this 
reconceptualized ‘Us’ (encompassing both formal and informal workers) was generally not referred 
to apart from in negative terms as the danger of informal members overtaking the agenda and 
decision-making power within the unions. What was instead emphasized was a) the ability of the 
trade union movement to offer services to and represent informal workers in the tripartite system and 
bilaterally towards employers or authorities and b) the potential contribution to the financial base of 
the union movement as well as enhanced political clout of increased membership. 
 
Hence, talk along the lines of social movement unionism as proposed by Munck (1999) or Waterman 
(1993) where unions are envisioned as major actors of societal change coalescing with other civil 
society actors – was not really on the agenda. This is perhaps not surprising, given that the role these 
unions have performed since independence has been centred mostly around securing and maintaining 
rights for the select few in formal employment.   
 
Below, we look a bit closer at the role of external actors before turning to two more in-depth cases of 
union engagement. An overview of union engagement with the informal economy is presented in 
Appendix 1. 
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4.5. The role of external organizations 

Within the last two to three years union engagement with the informal economy has accelerated 
considerably, not least because some of the traditional partner organizations of the Kenyan and 
Tanzanian trade unions have now put informal workers very high on their agenda. The ILO, via its 
country offices have been a key driver and reference point for union engagement with the informal 
economy, but also a range of NGOs and national-level trade union federations play an active role. 
  
As already mentioned, often when unions have a more strategic approach to the informal economy, 
this has come about at least partly though cooperation with external organizations such as labour 
oriented NGOs. Oxfam for example has had a programme in 2018 in Kenya with the domestic 
workers union and the metal workers union on social protection for informal workers and, as already 
mentioned, DTDA currently has a programme with COTU while unions in both Kenya and Tanzania 
have been cooperating with FES. In addition, also StreetNet International and FNV (the Netherlands 
Trade Union Confederation) have been involved and also the International Transport Workers 
Federation (ITF) has been active in encouraging and facilitating engagement. Even though the 
external partners constitute a very diverse group of organizations, they often work by convening 
meetings, bringing people together, exchanging experiences and starting discussions with the aim of 
triggering ideas, conversation, coordination and action amongst their partner unions. The fact that 
partner organizations are pushing heavily for engagement with the informal economy is quite clearly 
a major push factor, as also illustrated in the conversation below with a COTU official:  

“Sometimes when we are designing with a cooperating partner in our design we er... we, we 
make sure it’s (an informal economy component) there. Interviewer: So would you say it is 
most often a partner who... who—requires it (inclusion of informal workers) to be a component? 
Respondent:  Yea.” (interview COTU) 

A similar causality can be extracted from the example below with TAWU from Kenya: 

“Interviewer: So this going into the informal sector, I sort of get the impression that if we go 
back a few years that you would not have any members that were in informal. Respondent:  Yea 
we didn’t have informal. Interviewer:  When did this change? Respondent: It changed this year 
…This year, when we started this project with ITF.” 

It seems quite clear that external organisations have had a large influence on training trade union 
officials and representatives on skills relevant for organizing in the informal economy: 

“So what we are doing now, Kenya Domestic, KUDHEIHA, Commercial, Amalgamated and 
Solidarity Centre we had a meeting because we wanted a specific figure of amount that they 
can subscribe. So now we agreed in December, now our members who we had recruited, we 
have delivered the same message to their members but now what was happening eh... from 
Monday through Thursday is that now solidarity centre took our liaison persons for a training 
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they were going to be trained on how to organise using ICT, Social media in the informal 
sector”. (KUDHEIHA, Nairobi) 

 “Respondent:  All these skills actually we got them from StreetNet…StreetNet and 
FNV…They were running a lot of workshops for us. Training, even long training.” (former 
TUICO representative) 

What was also often mentioned was how external partners had facilitated peer learning between trade 
unions:  

 “Of course what I do personally, is to get in touch with  my colleagues from other countries 
who have organised informal sector to ask them how they … to ask them how they have dealt 
with their cases in terms of representation. We were in South African in Pretoria with FES they 
brought the informal representatives…basically it was how do we work together to make sure 
that the rights of the workers in informal sector is protected. We gave our proposals which we 
thought we could work together in formulation of policies.” (Amalgamated union, Nairobi) 

Within the international trade union movement, the ITF (the International Transport Workers 
Federation) has been a driver of this approach with their sponsor union programme which has been 
running since 2013, where they pair up unions which have been successful in recruiting informal 
members with sister unions in other countries. The project, initially co-financed with the FNV, for 
example provided support for the Amalgamated Transport & General Workers’ Union (ATGWU) in 
Uganda to develop its own capacity. Later, based on the experiences with affiliating existing 
associations of informal workers into the unions9 (on this see also Spooner and Mwanika, 2017), they 
have worked with and sought to inspire participating transport sector unions in Kenya and Tanzania. 

The example with the ITF sponsored mentor union programme also illustrates varied engagement 
from the sector-based Global Union Federations in facilitating engagement with the informal 
economy. Actually, the only GUF that was mentioned during interviews as an active player on the 
ground in this field was the IFT indicating lower levels of engagement in other sectors, although it 
should be noted that the International Union of Food, Agricultural, Hotel, Restaurant, Catering, 
Tobacco and Allied Workers' Associations (IUF) as well as the International Trade Union Federation 
(ITUC) have played a role in the global campaign for domestic workers’ rights. 

Much more active locally have been other types of international organisations and networks (all of 
which have unions amongst their affiliates) most notably WIEGO (Women in Informal Employment: 
Globalizing and Organizing), StreetNet International, the global network of street vendors and market 
traders, and the International Domestic Workers’ Federation (IDWF) which was launched in 2013 
after the successful adoption of the new ILO Convention for Domestic Workers (Convention 189) 
2011.  

9 From conversations with a representative of ATGWU in 2019 it was nonetheless clear that, despite the success in 
affiliating associations (counting at that point more than 57,000 members), the members of the affiliated associations 
were not individual members of ATGWU nor had any membership fees had been paid. 
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In sum, external partners play a very influential role in the recent acceleration of engagement by 
facilitating and funding peer-learning, training and actual engagement activities. The partners do not 
necessarily promote a uniform model of incorporation. Whereas some work clearly towards 
incorporating informal workers into the established tripartite system (in particular partner unions) and 
have a strong focus on formalization, others are more concerned about representation of informal 
workers in separate bargaining structures like for example StreetNet and WIEGO. They all 
nonetheless play an important role in pushing for, facilitating and funding trade union engagement 
with the informal economy. Externally led processes, however, also run the danger of not being 
owned by participants in the same manner as grassroots initiatives and hence, initiatives driven largely 
by external actors like the case of the TAISETU coalition mentioned earlier, might have trouble 
surviving when external support and funding cease. 

Below we turn to look more in-depth at two of the unions which have been most active in engaging 
with informal workers. 

4.6. Two cases 
4.6.1. TUICO10 

TUICO has around 80,000 members and is considered one of the better organized and resourced 
Tanzanian trade unions. Amongst 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 established markets, as the union has found informal workers who operate 
from fixed locations easier to approach. Hence, and for practical reasons, access to a somewhat secure 
vending space is a key consideration for the union when they reach out to informal workers. This, 
however, also means that the more vulnerable segment (the ones without a fixed or secure trading 
place) are bypassed. As discussed earlier, the approach of TUICO is to affiliate already existing 
associations as union branches.  KAVIMCO for example, a group of around 60 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.  

A newer initiative from TUICO (originating in an externally funded programme they had with 
StreetNet International) has been to establish a bargaining committee consisting of two 
representatives (the chairman and the secretary) from each of the 8 market-based branches they have 
in Dar es Salaam. In relation to the bargaining committee, TUICO has also – and again inspired by 
StreetNet recommendations (StreetNet 2013) – sought to elaborate an MOU for how to negotiate with 
local authorities with regards to issues concerning informal economy operators as explained here by 
a TUICO official:  

“What we did is we conducted our research and realized that many problems between the 
municipal authority and trader is the outcome of lack of bridge between municipal and traders. 

10 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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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 whatever 
they want to do we have to sit together government, traders and union and make discussion 
together before taking any action. So what we have done is in every market where we have 
members, we select two representatives so we have a platform we call bargaining committee. 
So before going to the municipal authority for discussion these two member from each market 
come with their problems then we put those problems together and  discuss them then we 
prioritize them after that we go to the municipal for discussion and make a decision.” (TUICO, 
Dar es salaam) 

Both the bargaining committee and the MOU with the local authorities have however faced 
challenges. According to TUICO, the MOU with the municipality functioned under the former 
political leadership, but with the new government regime have come new officials who according to 
TUICO are not really familiar with the informal sector and hence, negotiations around the MOU have 
had to start over again. In addition, based on communication with two branch leaders and a handful 
of branch members (the latter participating in FDGs), experiences with the bargaining 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 TUICO Mchikichini 
market branch.  

“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 illustrates 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 and with negotiation. Talking to the leaders of two TUICO branches (KAVIMCO from 
Mchikichini market and KAVASO from Kariakoo market) it becomes unclear how well the 
bargaining committee is functioning as neither of them actually were aware of its existence. TUICO 
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. Nonetheless, according 
to TUICO, the committee and the work of TUICO count previous achievements, like helping to 
resolve issues around access to toilets in Kinondoni market and representing informal vendors from 
Kariakoo market in court as relayed below:  

“I can give you an example, about four years ago, you know the Kariakoo market it is the largest 
market in East Africa, we have members there so we as a union we provided them with tents 
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for shade during the day so the street vendors could vend under the shade and then the 
municipality went there with bulldozers and demolished all those stones, but when we went to 
court it is TUICO lawyers who stood at the court for the case and we won the case and the 
government had to repay those vendors on the loss they caused during that destruction. But if 
they were alone, they could never have thought to hire lawyers to defend their cases.” 

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 and on social protection issues. As relayed here by representatives of the 
KAVIMCO branch this also at times involves sending members abroad for knowledge and experience 
exchanges:  

“We even had the opportunity to send one of our members to Chile in South America to 
represent us and attend the TUICO world meeting, we also were presented with an opportunity 
to send our secretary here to India to attend an entrepreneurship training.”  

In TUICO, as mentioned earlier, it has been decided to leave it up to the branches themselves to 
decide how much informal members should contribute to the union.  Staying with the example of 
KAVIMCO, they decided to pay TZS 1,000 as individual union membership fee.11 Although the 
informal economy members do not contribute equally, all union members have equal rights in terms 
of voting and possibility to be elected to 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 (active 
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) 

 
11 All the membership contributions are taken to TUICO regional offices. The Administrative expenses at the branch 
office are then covered an entrance fee for new members plus an amount charged to process the TUICO membership 
cards. 
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Talking to another branch however, a different picture emerges with regards to the perceived 
relevance of TUICO to informal worker associations as here relayed by a representative of 
KAVIMCO: 

“At first street vendors were mistreated with no one to help us and no one to represent our rights 
in market areas, so there were so many associations that approached us with the intention of 
helping us TUICO included. Back then we were still looking for refuge on who is going to help 
us out of the situation that we street vendors were going through, so whoever showed interest 
in helping us would easily catch our attention and we would be persuaded to listen to what they 
had to say. So that is how we got into TUICO because we thought it was with the intentions to 
help us, but eventually it was all words they fed us and they never actually worked to implement 
what they told us… we still do not see the benefits of joining TUICO although with them they 
would actually visit us we would talk of great interesting things but there after they would 
disappear with no implementation.” 

It should be noted here that, according to the chairperson, since the official registration of KAVASO 
in 2016 (allegedly counting 8,716 street vendors from the Kariakoo market) KAVASO have so far 
not paid any membership fees to TUICO nor have they approached TUICO for any kind of assistance. 
Also, they have received invitations to attend different TUICO seminars. The recent lack of 
cooperation is likely to be related to an attempt at establishing a national level umbrella association 
for street traders as the chairperson doubles as assistant chairperson for Shiuma (Umoja wa machinga 
Tanzania). Shiuma is a newer and loosely coordinated network of petty traders at the national level, 
but it is yet unclear how established or operational the network is. 

Nonetheless, an important point here is that the trade union TUICO is not the only actor interested in 
being the recognized voice of informal traders and hence the trade unions in their attempts as 
reconceptualizing the trade union constituency, they also face competing attempts at defining who is 
the most legitimate voice to represent this vast group of people. Another prominent actor on this scene 
is VIBINDO (Jumuia ya Vikundi vya Wenye Viwanda na Biashara Ndogondogo). VIBINDO is 
another, albeit much more established, national level umbrella organisation for groups of petty traders 
and small business counting approximately 60,000 members.  

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 members 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) 
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As stated in the quote, quite a few issues stand between close cooperation of the two organizations. 
In 2019, the mentioned MOU was signed and according to TUICO it states that groups of informal 
traders can be members of VIBINDO, whereas individuals – if they wish – can be members of 
TUICO. The MOU also attempts to establish somewhat of a division of labour, as labour issues are 
to be handled by TUICO under the ministry of labour. According to the chairman of VIBINDO 
however, since the signing of the MOU, there has been no further activity, even though they were 
supposed to meet on a quarterly basis to discuss progress.   
 
In sum, contention around which association should represent informal traders is ongoing as well as 
attempts at establishing clearer demarcation lines and divisions of labour. The case of TUICO, 
however, illustrates that these contentions also take place internally inside the union movement as 
informal workers who, according to traditional demarcation lines, belong to separate sectors in 
practice work in the same locations in highly inter-connected workspaces like transport hubs, as 
illustrated in the quote below: 

“That’s where we had a problem because before we started with bodabodas (motorcycle drivers) 
the commutation and transport workers union of Tanzania (COTWUT) they were reluctant, but 
we went there and we saw that there is an opportunity for them because these guys are ignored, 
there is no one to help them so we as TUICO we started recruiting them into our union. They 
filled forms and they became members of TUICO but all of a sudden the transport workers 
union came in so they said okay this is our sector, but we were not quarrelling, so we told them 
okay we have already recognized transport workers in Iringa region, Mbeya region, Mwanza 
region and some parts of Dar es salaam. So now in the transport sector it means there are two 
trade unions it is COTWUT and TUICO we are working together with them.” 

4.6.2. KUHABWO12  

Representing workers in the hair and beauty industry, KUHABWO was established by a retiring 
employee from the labour ministry and a hair salon worker in 2009. According to the founders, several 
established unions attempted to block registration of the new union arguing that it transgressed 
established demarcation lines and that salon workers and barbers belonged to other existing unions. 
Nonetheless, with the support of long term COTU leader Mr. Atowli, the labour board decided in 
favour of registration and KUBHAWO was formally registered in 2010. At the time of interviews, 
the union had branches in four counties and a membership of approximately 5,000 predominantly 
female members of which around 600 were informal. The formal members come from the factories 
producing hair and beauty products whereas the informal members are hair stylists and barbers. 
 
As mentioned earlier, in 2016 KUBHAWO was approved as a COTU affiliate union – an affiliation 
which was considered strategic both in relation to being able to draw on the capacity and the 

 
12 Based on interviews with the General Secretary, the Deputy secretary, the treasurer, a programme officer, the Secretary 
of the SACCO, the Branch secretary from Nairobi, two Sacco members from Kariobangi market and one formal union 
member as well as informal talks with sacco members at Kariobangi market in February and December 2019. 
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reputation of the national centre in dealings with employers and authorities, as well as when seeking 
to attract external funds or cooperation. 

After some years of existence, in 2015, a Sacco was formed following the realization that, while the 
union fought to negotiate CBAs for their formal members working in factories, it was unclear what 
informal members (Salon workers) were to gain from membership. The Sacco at the time of interview 
had around 500 regular paying members as well as a few hundred who were considered irregular. 
Members of the Sacco are also members of the union and are required to make minimum monetary 
contributions of 1,000 KSh per month for 6 consecutive months, after which they are eligible for a 
loan three times the amount they have saved, provided they have someone from the group who acts 
as guarantee.13 As explained here by a Branch Secretary, the Sacco has greatly advanced the appeal 
of the union for informal workers: 

“So we started this Sacco the entrance fee was 250 only to lure them and join the Sacco because 
our challenge was organising them and recruiting them. You meet somebody in the market 
today, you get her today, tomorrow you’ll not get her there, because the employer, maybe the 
owner of the stall doesn’t want her, maybe they will tell her, just go, you will not mix with 
others, maybe you are a big mouth today being be like this you know that is where gossip is in 
the market.” 

As expressed in the quote, recruiting the informal hair and beauty workers is a major challenge, and 
traditional union recruiting is not really an option as salon owners generally do not take kindly to the 
idea of their salon workers joining a union: “It is not just firing; Even your name is circulated among 
the salon owners. You’ll not get a job.” 

The large majority of the informal members of the Sacco and union come from four markets in 
Nairobi (Kariobangi, Umoja, Ngara and Kenyatta markets). There is often an important distinction 
between the people who rent a stall and the ones who work on commission in these stalls. Sometimes, 
a group of workers will get together and rent a stall in a cooperative fashion, but the majority of 
workers work on commission basis. The industry, which has low entry barriers and is most likely one 
of the biggest employers in Kenya, is also suffering from an association with prostitution particularly 
amongst the more insecure workers working on commission:  

“the kind of work that we been doing is a career without dignity, it is a career without dignity 
that’s and that’s why a majority of us are not married, not because we are not beautiful, we are 
beautiful, but there is that mentality that if this girl goes to the salon and she does not get a 
commission, she will definitely look for plan B. Why? Because we have children to care of, we 
have to pay for house rent and it is very true. I tell you it is true.” 

13 At the time of interview over, 1.2 million had been given in loans to members at an interest of 2%. Loans are given for 
development like school fees, books, land or dowry, not for consumption purposes)  
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In the light of the very insecure conditions facing most salon workers, recruitment into the union 
directly turned out not to be a viable strategy. As mentioned, the union instead use the Sacco as the 
key entry point for recruiting both stall owners and commission workers. For this purpose, they 
engage what they call market officials who seek to engage workers one to one while at the same time 
making sure that they flag the benefits of joining the Sacco: “…and when we have a cheque for a 
loan we don’t leave secretly, we go there and display it to other people that we are handing over the 
cheque.” 

The informal members confirm that the Sacco and the ability to access loans is the key benefit of the 
union. They did, however, also express wishes that the union would become more active in addressing 
some of the insecurities that they are facing with regards to e.g. harassment from city askaris as they 
collect taxes and theft of working tools from the stalls, the majority of which are semi-permanent 
structures: “Insecurity, the union has not been addressing this issue which is a big concern to most of 
our businesses around Kiamaiko – Huruma.” 

In addition to the Sacco, two events sponsored by the ILO, FES and COTU has also helped recruit 
new members. During these events which took place in several different markets, workers were 
screened for and talked to about HIV and AIDS as well as receiving information on social security 
issues by the NHIF and the NSSF: “And through that, they are still to COTU, they came together, 
being treated, being eh... being examined and we had a catch, we recruited very many…” 

In addition to capacity building by COTU and the mentioned events in cooperation with the ILO and 
FES, KUHABWO has also cooperated with the Dutch NGO Mama cash and they sit on the committee 
of the African Social Protection Platform. 

With regards to contributions and rights, KUHABWO has chosen not to differentiate between formal 
and informal workers by having equal voting rights and by collecting membership fees as a fixed 
monthly amount of 250 KSh per month for all members regardless of whether they are in a formal 
employment relation or not.  

The longer-term aim of KUBHAWO is to regularize the industry. Here they are inspired by the 
domestic workers in that they demand a similar regulatory order stipulating a basic minimum wage 
from the workers in the industry.  

The two cases illuminate some of the challenges faced by trade unions when engaging informal 
economy workers and in particular people who are either own-account or working on commission 
basis, often with shifting ‘employers’. TUICO operate amongst a vast group of people who, in 
Tanzania, are courted by both informal associations and trade unions. They recruit informal members 
amongst existing associations in established markets whereas KUBHAWO recruit directly via a 
SACCO formed under the union. While the unions in both cases but in different ways address work 
related challenges (via trainings and representation or access to savings and loans) both cases 
illustrate the inability of the unions to address the employment relations which in both sectors often 
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consist of commission work for changing ‘employers’. In addition, as noted in the case of salon 
workers, the everyday challenges of harassment and job insecurity so far lies outside of the scope of 
union involvement, while the case of TUICO shows innovative – albeit it seems yet rather sketchy – 
attempts at representing the informal workers towards the municipal authorities.   
 
In the following we turn to a more general comparison between informal workers own associations 
and trade unions, followed by concluding remarks. 

5. Discussion  

Our research on informal worker associations amongst petty traders, transport and construction 
workers in Kenya and Tanzania, provides fertile ground for comparison between informal workers 
own associations and trade unions (for details of the study see Riisgaard, Mitullah & Torm, 
forthcoming).14 
 
The associations we encountered through the study were mainly self-grown membership-based 
organizations but otherwise they varied in size, purpose and stability. In the petty trade sector for 
example, they ranged from the informal efforts of traders working in a similar location to help each 
other out with daily challenges and life contingencies, to those with larger and more robust 
organizations based around a secure trading location 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. In general, the associations encountered in the transport and construction sector were 
more often than in trade organized directly around the type of work they shared, although this was 
also the case for some of the trader’s associations, particularly for those working in designated 
markets.  
 
Regardless of associational differences, most associations offered several different services to their 
members. Overall, a wide variety of services were provided to members and most of the services can 
be seen as a form of informal social protection ranging from micro insurances (assistance in event of  
hospitalization or death in the family) or micro saving and loans (mainly used to cover life 
contingencies) both of which were very common, over voice and representation (towards employers 
and/or authorities) which was not so common, to occupational training, joint business activities or 
coordination of work activities/spaces.15  

 
14 A survey of 1,400 informal workers engaged in construction, trade and transport was carried out in Tanzania and Kenya 
in 2018, in addition to a range of qualitative interviews and focus group discussions. 
15 Listing associations by what members perceived to be the key (but not necessarily only) benefit, overall 46% of workers 
report that the main benefit is the opportunity to save and receive loans, whilst 37% state that it is job related. Another 
13% answer that the main benefit is social cushioning (including support for children’s education, funerals, weddings 
etc). Finally, 5% answer protection against harassment, eviction or confiscation of goods, which may be interpreted as 
voice and representation. As for the types of associations, the distribution of variables varies somewhat by country with 
a higher than average job related and social cushioning share in Tanzania, and a higher than average loans share in Kenya. 
(Torm, forthcoming)  
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As such, we tend to agree with Kabeer et al. (2013) who, based on a study of informal women workers 
organizations (primarily incentivized by NGOs) in different countries, argue that collective action in 
the associations they studied were built around recognition that livelihood concerns were key and 
only in addition to this did they focus on a shared identity as workers. The associations we studied 
were more varied than the ones included by Kabeer (2013) and included associations particularly in 
transport and construction, which were established primarily around occupational concerns. Based 
on our findings, we would thus come with a more tentative statement recognizing the large variety of 
associations and argue that in general, most informal workers associations address broader livelihood 
concerns, often in addition to work related issues.  

Looking at the trade union engagement discussed in this working paper, we do see some trade unions 
like for example KUBHAWO in Kenya offering services that go beyond workplace challenges by 
providing saving and loans services while other examples include trade unions seeking to engage 
informal workers via events on general health-related issues such as HIV or Tuberculosis. In addition, 
a few unions have attempted to engage informal operators who are not in any traditional employment 
relation (like petty traders and bodaboda drivers). In general, though, for the trade unions engaging 
informal workers who are seen to be in an identifiable employment relation, the focus tends be on 
work-related issues in their engagement with the informal economy.  

Kabeer et al. (2013) conclude that a critical lesson deriving from their cases is the need to start with 
the experiences and realities of the workers themselves and that this stands in contrast to the politics 
of representation traditionally practiced by the trade union movements, who generally work through 
a common set of strategies around a predefined agenda which is largely based on economic demands. 

It is clear that even though the unions seek to be innovative in their engagement with informal workers 
in different ways, they nonetheless follow a more predefined track which is also shaped by the 
established tripartite institutional frame. This has the advantage of offering access to and experiences 
with representation – something which is often lacking but greatly needed for informal workers. On 
the other hand, apart from the national-level institutional representation in different forums, union 
experiences with representation are largely restricted to negotiations with employers and legal 
representation of workers via the labour court system. As also noted earlier, this poses challenges 
with regards to many informal workers which are often not in legally recognized (or sometimes even 
identifiable) employment relations.  

In addition, the relevant negotiation counterpart of many informal workers is not a legally recognized 
employer, but the local authorities. Union strategies to address this challenge include lobbying for 
legal recognition and minimum wage legislation of particular occupations like that of salon workers 
(inspired by domestic workers experiences), or legalization of employment relations via linking 
permits to public transport vehicles with formal employment relations. Alongside these efforts to 
formalize aspects of the informal economy we also see strategies aimed at tackling the everyday 
challenges of informal workers in specific sectors. Hence, TUICO’s bargaining committee seeks to 
address a representational gap in the relation between petty market traders and municipal authorities 
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while Kenya Matatu Workers Union (MWU) engage with police station commanders in order to deal 
with everyday cases of confrontations between matatu workers and the police. While the latter 
strategies can be seen as confined to mitigating the effects of informality, the former go a step further 
in challenging some of their causes by addressing the informal status and lack of legal rights for 
informal workers (see Rizzo, 2017 for a discussion of this related to transport workers in Tanzania). 

This also links to discussions about whether the vision of full formalization is seen as a realistic 
possibility (wherefore the traditional tripartite model is deemed suitable) or whether this ideal is 
questioned and emphasis rather put on approaches which allow for participation of informal workers 
(in their own right), ideally in both policy design and implementation. While trade union efforts fall 
largely within the former of these models, trade unions established by and consisting mainly of 
informal workers (like MNV in Kenya) or TUICOs approach with facilitating bargaining committees 
moves closer to the latter 3+1 ideal.  

With regards to considerations about trade unions’ ability to address the needs of informal workers it 
is also important to keep in mind that trade union engagement with informal workers in Kenya and 
Tanzania works primarily through the informal workers own associations. This means, first of all, 
that for the most part, this is not a question of choosing one organizational form over another but 
rather choosing trade union representation in addition to the grassroots associations. This, however, 
also means that challenges of entry barriers to informal workers associations are likely to become 
duplicated as entry barriers to trade union representation.  

Looking at our data, overall 41% of workers belong to some type of association with the share being 
higher in Kenya at 48% compared with 34% in Tanzania. Even though the incidence of association 
membership varies substantially across the three sectors and two countries16 (Torm, forthcoming) the 
numbers are clear in showing that more than half of the informal workers in the three sectors are not 
members of an association and thus are not represented by anyone. One of the reasons for this relates 
to entry barriers, as the majority of respondents (64%) answer that there are barriers to enter 
associations and 73% pay an association fee, the latter being higher in Kenya (77%) compared with 
Tanzania (69%).  

Workers in associations in our study were found overall to be more likely to be enrolled in a formal 
health insurance scheme and also more likely to own assets (land and or property) compared to 
workers who were not in associations (Torm, 2020). Although daily earnings did not differ 
significantly between the two groups, one can still argue that overall, associations’ members tend to 
be comparatively more resilient than non-members. This means that when trade unions recruit 
primarily through existing associations, there is a risk of excluding the more vulnerable segment of 
informal workers. 

16 In Kenya the association membership share is 33%, 47% and 57% for construction, trade and transport respectively 
and for Tanzania the equivalent figures are 19%, 34% and 50%.  
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Finally, it was evident from our study that informal workers associations often build around livelihood 
concerns and although work-related challenges are also key in many associations, collective action 
was not necessarily based on a shared identity as workers – at least not in the traditional sense of 
being an employee. Often, collective action was based on a shared identity based on the work they 
carried out, but whether they self-designated as workers, small businesses or simply as carrying out 
a specific category of work, depended on the type of work and whether they were in a clearly 
identifiable and relatively continuous employment relation. 

6. Conclusion 

In this paper we have discussed the ongoing and contested reconceptualizing of who is to be 
represented by the trade union movement. In order to include informal workers, a new and broader 
understanding of who a worker is becomes necessary, but this in turn poses difficult questions about 
rights, entitlements, representation and distribution of resources and political power – both within the 
trade union movement and in the broader societal context.  
The different framings of the people operating in the informal economy by their own associations, 
unions or authorities has different implications in terms of representation and associated rights.  
  
Amongst the associations participating in our research (which were not registered as trade unions), 
very few had articulated policies on how informal workers should be represented in tripartite fora or 
elsewhere. Notable exceptions were the two large umbrella associations of petty traders (KENASVIT 
in Kenya and VIBINDO in Tanzania) who identified as small businesses and sought representation 
as a means to work towards a conducive business environment including access to trading spaces, 
simplified procedures for business licensing and tailor-made affordable social security schemes. 
Hence, as also noted by Steiler (2020) in her study of Tanzania, the priority is on easier market 
inclusion more than on legally protected workers’ rights (Riisgaard, 2020). 
 
While all unions tend to designate informal operators as a kind of worker or employee (even if 
sometimes seen as a state of becoming associated with formalization) and unions as their legitimate 
representative in all work-related concerns, there is a difference in the rights associated between 
unions aimed at informal workers who are in an identifiable employment relation and the ones who 
are not.  
 
The former (including unions representing daladala workers, domestic workers and to some degree 
salon workers) tend to associate a worker with having an identifiable employment relationship which 
is registered with the authorities – even if for some sectors this reality seems quite utopic. This 
conceptualization comes close to that which is traditionally associated with formal workers and hence 
the status of worker with legal rights is something informal workers can ideally become once they 
formalize. Nonetheless, claims for workers’ rights can sometimes be made prior to a formal 
employment contract if there is a legal demand for such an employment relation (like in transport or 
domestic work). This does however leave most informal trade union members in a kind of transition 
position, not unlike that envisioned by the global ILO-inspired formalization discourse.  
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For unions engaging own-account or non-transparent employment relations like petty traders, jua kali 
metal workers or bodaboda drivers, emphasis is more on enlarging the worker concept to include self-
employment. While discourses of decent work and formalization are voiced, these seem to focus on 
the legal right to operate, to have a decent work environment and to have representation (mainly 
towards the authorities), whereas issues like access to health insurance and pension are considered to 
be the responsibility of the individual self-employed worker. 

Finally, across different public policies and programmes, similar divisions can be distinguished. First 
of all is the separation between groups of workers in an identifiable employment relation with a formal 
contract who are considered rightful claimants of workers’ rights and representation via unions 
compared to the informal operators who are not. The latter group is again divided into workers in 
identifiable employment relations who in general have no backing in the labour law, until they 
formalize (although legislation in sectors such as transport and domestic work have to a certain degree 
made application of the labour law more accessible). Nonetheless, public discourse remains strongly 
rooted in the necessity of formalization as a prerequisite for labour rights, and union representation 
of informal workers is not something which is advocated. 

Informal operators without an identifiable employment relation are considered self-employed 
business owners. Consequently, they are not seen as workers with a potential claim on employment 
related workers’ rights, social protection or union representation. Rather, the emphasis is on 
formalizing via business registration – despite the fact that this is not within the reach of the majority 
of these informal operators (see e.g. Lyons, Brown & Msoka, 2014).  

These conceptualizations are in line with historical efforts to limit the legitimate constituency of trade 
unions to the formal workforce and instead seek to incorporate small business as part of a market-
driven development. Thus, the current struggle over defining who should be able to legitimately claim 
workers’ rights is also a struggle over who should reap the adjoining political clout that comes with 
representing the vast workforce in the informal economy.  

Government efforts at retaining a boundary between organized labour and other segments of working 
people is also a strategy which has actively been pursued by the trade unions as a means of securing 
particular rights for a select group of workers. Full inclusion of informal workers is seen by many to 
jeopardize not just the gains already won for these select few but also the cohesion and political order 
within the trade union movement.  

Nonetheless, in the context of declining trade union membership and intense pressure from trade 
union partners, the trade unions in Kenya and Tanzania are trying to navigate the terrain by 
participating (even if at times with low engagement) in projects, trainings and discussions on how to 
include the informal economy. So far, however, the process is highly contested and neither TUCTA 
nor COTU have been able to create a coherent policy approach at the federation level. How and if to 
involve informal members is left up to the affiliated unions and a slowly increasing number of new 
and independent unions created by and for informal workers. Hence, as noted above, rather than 
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seeing large differences between the Tanzanian and Kenyan context, we see a variety of different 
approaches with some distinguishable patterns related to differences in the nature of the employment 
relations of the informal workers.  
 
In addition to navigating these different terrains, we see both more traditional and more innovative 
approaches, along with different ways of balancing the dilemmas posed by including informal 
workers into the trade union movement. One illustration of this is that at the same time as the unions 
are lobbying for recognition of different rights of informal workers, informal and formal workers are 
often not awarded equal rights within the union system. Hence, the dilemma between the need for 
inclusion and the urge to maintain separation seems to be a common dilemma within the trade union 
movement in both countries. As a result, while efforts are made to emphasize that informal workers 
are indeed workers (and hence accentuating sameness and attempting to establish if not unity then at 
least a more inclusive ‘Us’), it is at the same time also clear that informal workers are considered to 
be different and in addition a potential threat to the coherence and established order of the union 
movement.  
 
In some other national contexts such as for example in Sierra Leone or Uganda (see Spooner and 
Mwanika, 2017; ILO, 2019) trade union strategies have been much more progressive and hence 
further comparative studies are needed to explore the internal dynamics in place and in particular 
what triggers progressive versus more defensive responses from unions in the face if this major 
transitional challenge.  
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Appendix: Overview of union engagement with the informal economy in Kenya and Tanzania 

Union Active 
Membership 
formal/ 
informal 

Engagement activities and model for incorporation External partners Source of 
information 

Kenya 
KUDHEIHA 
Kenya Union of 
Domestic, 
Hotels, 
Educational 
Institutions 
Hospitals and 
Allied Workers 
(COTU affiliate) 

15,000/ 
1,000 

The union was founded in 1945 and from the beginning 
has been involved with representing domestic workers 
which are largely informal. Active (paying) informal 
and formal members have the same rights according to 
their constitution, amended in 2007. They engage in 
representing domestic workers in court (Since the new 
labour laws in 2007 recognized verbal contracts as 
guaranteeing the same rights as written contracts). 
Furthermore, a court ruling in 2012 placed domestic 
workers under the protection of the labour law, 
extending to them the national minimum wage and 
social security benefits.17 If court cases are won, then 
the union has a service charge. KUDHEIHA have 
decided to also organize amongst petty traders and have 
begun reaching out to existing associations, but at the 
time of interviews they had no actual members.  

They have two ongoing 
projects. One funded by 
Oxfam, dealing with 
women, domestic workers 
and small-scale traders 
and one with Solidarity 
Centre on Gender and the 
informal sector. They 
have previously also 
engaged in activities 
related to the informal 
economy funded by FES 

Interview with the 
industrial relations 
officer and the 
general secretary, 
September 2018 

TAWU 
Kenya Transport 
Workers Union 
(COTU affiliate) 

5,000/ 
1,000 

Established in 1946, the union has earlier been 
substantially larger. Due to splinter unions its 
membership base has reduced substantially.  
Only started to recruit in the informal sector in 2018 due 
to a project they participated in with the ITF. They are 
now recruiting amongst matatu sector and have 
managed to recruit workers from 5 saccos. For one of 
these they have been able to negotiate a CBA. At the 
time of interview, they were working on changing the 
constitution to be able to accommodate informal 
members. They are to be enrolled separately from the 
formal workers and have their own leadership, at least 
to begin with. They will therefore not be part of the same 
delegate system nor have the same voting rights as the 
formal workers. Also, membership payment is 
envisioned to be lower 

Since 2018 they have 
been involved in a project 
with the ITF on 
organizing in the informal 
sector 

Interview with the 
general Secretary, 
September 2018 

MWU 
Kenya Matatu 
Workers Union 
(have applied for 
affiliation to 
COTU but at the 
time of interview 
they had not 
responded) 

1,000 
(informal 
only) 

Registered in 2013 and a member of the ITF, they 
organize individuals working in and in relation to the 
matatu industry such as drivers, stage clerks booking 
clerks and vendors within the bus park. They employ a 
mobile phone system to collect membership fees. At the 
time of interview, they were planning to launch a saving 
and credit scheme for the union members. The key 
service they provide to members is to represent them 
when problems occur – e.g. delayed payment from the 
employer or issues involving the police. Currently they 
do not have the capacity to represent members in court.  

Involved in a project with 
the ITF on organizing in 
the informal transport 
sector  

Interview with the 
General Secretary 
September 2018 

AUKMW 
Amalgamated 
Union of Kenya 
Metal Workers 
(COTU affiliate) 

11,000/ 
70 

Based on a context analysis conducted in 2017, since 
2018, they have identified and contacted leaders of 
relevant informal workers associations dealing with 
spray painters, panel beaters and welders with a view to 
have regular interaction and cooperation. At the time of 
interview, no informal workers were paying members of 
the union but around 70 people had registered. It had 

Their engagement with 
informal workers 
associations have taken 
place in collaboration 
with Solidarity Centre. 
Participated in a 2018 
workshop in South 

Interview with the 
General Secretary, 
February 2019 

17 https://www.ituc-csi.org/the-founding-of-a-global?lang=en 

https://www.ituc-csi.org/the-founding-of-a-global?lang=en
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been agreed that the fee would be 100 KSh for informal 
members and an electronic check off system was to be 
launched shortly. Informal members were to have their 
own representation within the union via an informal 
worker representative in the executive board. In other 
words, the system of representation is envisioned as an 
addition to the one existing for formal members. The 
services they envisioned providing to informal workers 
included representation towards authorities such as 
county governments, registration of skills (they had 
begun engaging the National Industrial Training 
Authority Kenya to work towards enabling 
examinations and certification of skills acquired 
informally) and facilitating communication with NHIF 
and NSSF. 

African organized by 
FES. Participated in 
programme by Oxfam on 
gender and informal 
economy 

KUHABWO 
Kenya union of 
hair and beauty 
workers (COTU 
affiliate since 
2016) 

1,500/ 
600 

Registered in December 2010, KUHABWO represent 
workers in the hair and beauty industry. To attract 
informal members, the union in 2015 established a 
Sacco and this is the key entry for informal members 
and also the key service for them. KUBHAWO does not 
differentiate between formal and informal workers and 
have equal voting rights and collect a fixed monthly 
membership fees from all members. 

They have received 
capacity-building by 
COTU and FES and 
cooperated on health-
related events sponsored 
by the ILO, COTU and 
FES while also receiving 
monetary help from the 
Dutch NGO Mama Cash.  

Interview with the 
General Secretary, 
the Deputy 
secretary, the 
treasurer and a 
programme officer 
in February 2019. 
Site visit and talks 
with Sacco members 
at Kariobangi 
market, February 
2019. 
Interviews with the 
Secretary of the 
SACCO, the Branch 
secretary from 
Nairobi, two Sacco 
members from 
Kariobangi market 
and one formal 
union member in 
December 2019 

Tanzania 
Tanzania Union 
of Industrial and 
Commercial 
Workers 
(TUICO) 

80,000/ 
4,000 

Established in 2000, The union organizes members 
from Industries, Commercial, Financial Institutions, 
Services and Consultancy. Amongst 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 established markets. Within TUICO, existing 
informal associations become branches at par with 
branches consisting of formal workers. Informal 
workers however decide in their branch what the 
individual member contribution will be 

Member of StreetNet 
International. have 
cooperated with FNV, 
Solidarity Center  

Based on interviews 
with two TUICO 
officials, a former 
TUICO 
representative, 
representatives from 
two TUICO 
branches and several 
branch members 
participating in 
FGDs. 

Tanzania Road 
Transport 
Workers Union 
(TARWOTU) 

2,000/  
1,200 

The union was registered in 2013 and is open to trucks 
and motorbike drivers as well as bus and taxi drivers and 
conductors. Most members (around 1,100) are daladala 
drivers and most do not have a contract and for the ones 
that have it is not enforced. Around 800 are truck drivers 
and less than a 100 bodaboda riders.  
In terms of contributions and rights, formally employed 
members pay 2% of their salary through the check off 
system while members who do not have formal 
employment pay a fixed amount of 500 TSH per month. 

Interview with the 
General Secretary in 
May 2018 and 2019, 
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All members have equal rights which depends on having 
paid membership fees for six consecutive months.  
In terms of services, TAROTWU works towards 
achieving contracts for their members and enforcement 
of existing contracts. They also arrange sensitization 
campaigns around social insurance by facilitating 
meetings with NHIF and NSSF as well as lobby the 
government for changes in legislation to facilitate more 
regular employment relations in the industry. 
TARWOTU is not affiliated to TUCTA but have, 
together with four other unions, applied for the 
registration of a new federation.  

COTWU (T) The 
communication 
and transport 
workers union 
of Tanzania 
(Affiliated to 
TUCTA) 

6,000/87 Established in 2000, COTWU T represents workers in 
the transport sector. Engagement with informal 
economy workers started from 2016 due to a change in 
leadership as before that, the leadership had been 
against any involvement. At the time of interviews, they 
had active engagement with 3 informal worker 

associations.18 Women Vision is a small group of fast-
food providers at Ubungo bus terminal and they also 
organize clerks (UBT) at the same terminal. In March 
2019 COTWU signed a MOU with a group of 250 
bodaboda riders in Dar es Salaam. Of these so far 37 are 
paying union dues (2,500 TZS per person per month for 
informal members) and have been given IDs. The 
informal associations are sought incorporated as 
branches and the paying informal members are awarded 
the same rights within the union as formal members.  

They receive support in 
their engagement with the 
informal economy from 
the ITF and participate in 
their mentor union 
programme. They have 
participated in trainings 
organized by FES.  

Interview with the 
Education officer 
and the Deputy 
General Secretary 
September 2018. 
Interview with 
leader and a member 
of Woman Vision  

CHODAWU 
Conservation, 
Hotels, 
Domestic, Social 
Services and 
Consultancy 
Workers Union 
(Affiliated to 
TUCTA) 

24,000/  
8,400 

The informal members are domestic workers.  
CHODAWU lobby for the ratification of C189 and 
amendments to the labour laws in terms of minimum 
wages and social protection issues. A change to the 
legislation in 2004 paid domestic labour as ‘work like 
any other’ (Steiler, 2020) has been used by the union to 
compel employers to comply with the threat of taking 
disputes to court.   

Participated in ILO 
sponsored projects 
focusing on child 
domestic worker and in a 
project with the 
International Union of 
Food, Agricultural, Hotel, 
Restaurant, Catering, 
Tobacco and Allied 
Workers' 
Associations (IUF) on 
organizing domestic 
workers as part of the 
global campaign for the 
ILO’s Domestic Workers 
Convention. 

Presentation by the 
Regional Secretary 
at a workshop in 
2017 (LO/FTF 
Council, ILO-
ACTRAV & 
EATUC, 2017).  
Kanyoka, 2017 
Steiler, 2020 

TAMICO 
Tanzania Mines, 
Energy, 
Construction and 
Allied Workers 
Union. 
(Affiliated to 
TUCTA) 

12,000 
(formal only) 

TAMICO which organize workers in the mining, 
construction and energy sectors was registered as a trade 
union in 2000. They used to have some informal 
members who were construction workers, but they have 
not been able to retain them. At the time of interview, 
they had no informal members but allegedly they were 
in the process of approaching informal miners with a 
view to recruitment 

Interview with the 
education officer in 
September 2018 

18 They used to also have two associations of bus drivers: Umoja wa Madereva wa Tanzania WAMADA and Umoja wa 
Madereva, Tanzania WAMATA)  

http://www.iuf.org/w/
http://www.iuf.org/w/
http://www.iuf.org/w/
http://www.iuf.org/w/
http://www.iuf.org/w/
http://www.iuf.org/w/
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