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Introduction  
In the global south, informality is the norm. Majority of workers in the informal economy have 
little or no social protection. However, there are emerging cases of informal workers organizing 
and collective initiatives in the global south but it is not clear what their role are in terms of 
provision of social protection. Researchers from three universities –the Institute for Development 
Studies (IDS) of the University of Nairobi, Roskilde University (RUC) and Mzumbe Universities 
–have developed a joint research project to explore new forms of informal worker organizations 
in Kenya and Tanzania, and their implications for social protection. The research project targets 
informal workers working in three sectors, namely: trade, transport and construction. 

It is against this background that a second workshop meeting was organized with stakeholders 
working with informal workers in the trade sector on October 10, 2017. The first workshop was a 
launch workshop held first part of the day (between 8 am and 1pm) with policy makers on the 
same date.  This second workshop aimed at providing a platform for participants in the trade 
sector to articulate trade issues in depth and to note the challenges they experience in the sector. 
The workshop meeting took place between 2pm and 5pm. It was attended by scholars from 
different universities, the Kenya National Alliance of Street Vendors and Informal Traders 
(KENASVIT), the Micro and Small Enterprise Authority (MSEA); the Kenya Federation for 
Alternative Trade (KEFAT), the Association of Informal Sector Youth Network Kenya, SITE 
organization and Micro and Small Enterprise Leaders Summit (MSEL) (Appendix).   

The workshop was chaired by Prof. Winnie Mitullah. Prof. Winnie invited Prof. Lone Riisgard to 
give a brief presentation on the research project. Prof. Lone noted that the research project seeks 
to uncover the ways in which informal workers are organizing and how effective this organizing 
is facilitating access to social protection. 

After Prof. Lone presentation, the facilitator organized the participants to sit around three tables 
in order to have meaningful discussions. Each table was to discuss four questions: (i) what is the 
extent of collective organizing in the transport sector and what is their involvement?; (ii) how do 
formal protection measures reach informal workers and what are their challenges?; (iii) what are 
the needs of informal workers?; and (iv) how best can the findings be disseminated?. This report 
gives a summary of the discussion that took place within the three groups.  

Group one 
This section focuses on responses of group one in relation to the four questions.  

What is the extent of collective organizing in the trade sector and what is their 
involvement? 

• It was noted that the trade sector is heterogeneous. The sector has people from different 
backgrounds in terms of education, finance and age.  

• It was also noted that some businesses are more informal as compared to others.  
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How do formal social protection measures reach informal workers and what are their 
challenges? 

• There are several social protection schemes which reach informal workers such as the 
NHIF and the NSSF. The participants were aware of the existing social protection 
programs in Kenya. Some had tried to join as individuals whereas some were trying to 
join as groups in order to gain a collective bargaining power and get the pocket friendly 
fee for the services.  

• It was noted organizations such as SITE targets small scale traders to sensitize them on 
importance of formal social protection schemes and benefits. According to a participant, 
SITE knows that small scale traders will not commit to monthly payment unless they are 
sensitized on the importance. It was also noted that individual traders groups are also 
using the collective bargaining approach to reduce the contribution fee toward the social 
protection programs per individual person. 

Challenges  

• It was noted that small scale traders lack information on formal social protection 
measures. According to a participant, most traders due to lack of information ask 
questions such as “when is one going to be sick so that he/she can benefit from NHIF?” 
and “How long will one save to start benefiting?”. According to the participant, it is a 
challenge to most traders to save money so that they can remit at the end of the month. 

•  Another participant noted that the informal sector is not homogeneous and is composed 
of people of different ages and people with different level of education. According to the 
participant, information should be spread in a manner that no one is left behind.  

• Monthly contribution to formal social protection schemes was noted to be challenge to 
traders. According to participant, traders rely on daily wages and sometimes they do not 
earn anything due to lack of jobs thus they are unable to remit monthly charges.    

• It was noted that the process of registration for formal social protection schemes is too 
formal and hence does not favor those who never went to school or dropped out at lower 
levels. The points of registrations were also noted to be far away from the target group. 
According to a participant, officials of social protection schemes take too long before 
they visit the grassroots to register people.  

• It was also noted that NHIF and NSSF schemes do not release registration forms through 
organizations such as SITE which work with informal traders.  

• It was noted that, for some of the people who contribute via group, there has been a 
problem of mistrust between the leaders of various groups and the group members in 
handling of their contributions.  
 

What are the needs of informal workers? 
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Participant of group one noted the needs of informal workers as: 

• Information 
• Electricity 
• Good roads 
• Labour laws enforcement 
• Engagement of the county government in terms of licensing 
• Access to credit services 

 

How best can the findings be disseminated? 

It was noted that best way to disseminate findings to traders is though use of:  

• Barazas to ensure that information reaches the grassroots 
• Public participation forums 
• Friendly channels such as radio talks and TVs to spread the information 
• Social media platform even though not all of them are connected. 

Group Two 
This section focuses on group two discussion and responses in regard to the four questions. 

What is the extent of collective organizing in the trade sector and what is their 
involvement? 

• The participant noted there are collective organizations working with informal workers in 
the trade sector as associations including SACCOs, community based organizations 
(CBOs) and self-help groups. The Micro and Small Enterprise Authority (MSEA) was 
noted to have regulate micro and small enterprises associations, while the SACCO 
Societies and Regulatory Authority (SASARA) regulated Saving and Credit Cooperative 
Organizations (SACCOs).   

• It was noted that the Micro and Small Enterprise Act classifies associations into four 
categories depending on sector: service, agribusiness, manufacturing and trade. The 
associations also vary depending on gender (e.g. women only, men or mix) and age (e.g. 
youth).  MSEA was noted to have county enterprise officers who were involved in 
registration of associations at the County level.  

• It was noted some informal worker organizations are well structured with members at 
village level, district level, sub-county and county level. Others groups are quite small 
with about 10 to 20 members. Through the groups, members are able to save weekly, take 
loans and support each other in case of illness and emergencies. In order to access to 
benefit from government programmes such as Women Enterprise Fund or Youth Fund, 
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groups have to register with the department of gender and social services at the County 
offices. In the words of one participant, “…there are benefits that come with group 
registration. You get recognition from the government”.  

• Another participant noted that the post-election violence affected groups because 
members moved to different locations. New groups were thus formed to assist members 
through challenges such as fees. In her words, “…we save for January because of school 
fees”. 

 

How do formal social protection measures reach informal workers and what are their 
challenges? 

• It was also noted that some traders had registered with NHIF and NSSF through own 
initiative or through their groups. According to a participant, credit institutions such as 
Jamii Bora and Faulu require groups to enlist themselves to NHIF and NSSF before they 
issue loans to them.  

• One participant who is a group leader noted that she had organized for NHIF officials to 
come and educate her members on NHIF benefits. In her words, “…if you want them to 
come to your group they will come and teach your members”.  It was noted that group 
members were told that they could also visit Huduma Centres to register for NHIF and 
NSSF schemes. 

• Another participant noted that the ‘Jua Kali Federation’ came up with the idea of Mbao 
Pension Plan which helps members to save at least ksh20 per day. According to him, 
there are no limits to the amount one can save through the Plan. In his words, “…you can 
even pay for a whole year if you want”.  

Challenges 

• According to one participant, small scale traders have a challenge remitting monthly 
payment because of work challenges such as harassment of city county officials. In her 
words, “…the city county officials come today they harass you and take everything from 
you. Sometimes you have to move to another location. This makes it hard to make 
payment consistently”. Another participant noted that remitting Ksh500 was a challenge 
for families with children.  

• Another participant noted that people would abandon scheme if they see no benefit. In his 
words, “…since 1993, I have not been sick. I have never received any benefit”.  

• Yet another participant noted that the NHIF restriction on which hospital to visit is also a 
challenge. She also noted that NHIF does not cover eye checkup or dental checkup.  

• It was noted that traders lack water, space, security and work in dirty environments. One 
participant noted the city county officials are unable to address these challenges. In her 
words, “…if you go them and ask they will ask you what is it that you have done”.  
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What are the needs of informal workers? 

• Need for information on formal social protection schemes:  It was noted that informal 
workers in trade lack information about the formal social protection schemes. However, 
one participant noted that small scale traders are busy to visit offices of the formal 
schemes. In her words, “…let them come where we are and talk to us. Some people are 
not aware”.  

• Need for financial training: A participant noted that small scale traders need training on 
how to handle finances and make business profitable.  

 

How best can the findings be disseminated? 

The participants noted that the best channels of communication to use in order to reach them as: 

• local forums: these forums have to take place at places near where they work 
• social media such as ‘WhatsApp’ and twitter 
• Local or vernacular radio stations 
• Churches  
• Local community leaders such community workers, community health volunteers and 

elders 
• Youth groups, women groups  
• Use of role models such as people that began small and have made it in business for 

instance Chris Kirubi 

 

Group Three 
This section addresses the questions discussed by group three. 

What is the extent of collective organizing in the trade sector and what is their 
involvement? 

• Participant noted some of the informal worker organizations in the trade sector as: 
KENASVIT, JUA KALI, SITE and Micro and Small Enterprise (MSE) Associations. It was 
noted that these informal worker organizations have various means through which their members 
meet the social protection needs. 

• SITE and MSE Associations were noted to have programmes that build workers capacity as well 
as facilitate access to social protection. For instance, SITE through ‘Wezesha Jamii programme’ 
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have mobilized women domestic workers and small scale traders (who have had a challenge of 
registering for the NHIF and NSSF) and enabled them to access social protection services.   

• KENASVIT members were noted to save weekly in order to remit monthly contribution to NHIF. 
KENASVIT also works with Majani Insurance Brokers to provide social protection measures for 
its members. According to a participant, some of their members have joined this social protection 
scheme. According to him, majority of workers in the trade sector are women: women constitute 
75 percent, followed by the youths at 15 percent and men at 10 percent. It was noted that a 
number of women traders are widows thus the need to have a scheme that focus on children.  

• It was noted that there is little awareness about NHIF scheme among traders. According to a 
participant, traders are unclear about the NHIF benefits and this has implications on adoption.  

• It was also noted that the ‘Jua Kali sector’ often organize free medical aid for members.  

 

What are the needs of informal workers? 

• It was noted that there is need to have a universal health cover that would allow all 
Kenyans to access treatment from any facility in Kenya. 

• There is need for learning between the different groupings within the sector to help in the 
capacity building. 

• There is need to create awareness on rights and labour laws among informal workers.   
• The workers also need a tailor made services that suit them from service providers.  
• Need trainings for traders. According to a participant, trainings of traders need to done on 

site because of the nature of their work. According to him, some of traders can be trained 
and be used to train others so as to enhance acceptability of scheme. 

• It was noted that informal workers need descent jobs and access to social protection.  

 

Challenges 

• It was noted that majority of those working in the trade sector are single women with 
children and women whose husbands have abdicated their responsibilities.  

• It was thus noted women traders due to the limited income have difficulty remitting 
Ksh500 every month to NHIF. A participant noted that the NHIF scheme assumes that 
families stay in one place hence limit members to choose only one facility. 

• Some informal worker groups were noted to face leadership problems. According to a 
participant, the integrity of some group leaders is questionable because of allegations of 
misuse of group funds. According to him, some leaders have been accused too of using 
their positions to serve political interests. 
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• Traders were noted to experience harsh treatment from County officials who harass them 
in their work place. A participant noted that the County of Mombasa has been harassing 
traders and this has affected their incomes and ability to remit monthly payments to 
NHIF. 
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