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Abstract
Urban poor are engaged in waste picking in the city areas of Bangladesh, as it requires no skills and
experience. Though several studies have been conducted on waste management, the livelihood of
waste pickers remains unexplored. So, this study has been undertaken to investigate the livelihood
and health status of the informal waste pickers living in the Sylhet City Corporation, Bangladesh
using the five capitals of the sustainable livelihood framework. To achieve the study objectives, at
first, purposively selected one hundred waste pickers were surveyed. Then, to substantiate
quantitative data gathered by the survey, ten in-depth interviews and a focus group discussion
(FGD) were conducted. This study found that the vulnerabilities of waste pickers in the city area are
the consequences of their poor education and lack of skills, lower earnings, miserable living and
working conditions, lower social status, and no access to social services. In addition, they face
chronic injuries and occupational health risks, but they are not aware of this. As a result, they cannot
maintain a standard of living through their efforts. So, Government and non-government
organisations should recognise their contribution and take necessary steps for improving their
livelihood and health status.
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Introduction
Due to rapid urbanisation and industrialisation,
a staggering amount of waste are produced
throughout the world (Ashikuzzaman and
Howlader, 2020). To be precise, on average, 3.5
million tons of plastic and other solid wastes are
on a day by the living planet, which is ten times
higher when compared to a century ago (Leahy,
2018). But different waste management systems
are found in developed and developing
countries. Developed countries adopted modern
waste management systems, while many
developing countries are grappling with trash
disposal (Guerrero et al., 2013,). In most
developing countries, many people are
dependent on garbage to earn their livelihood;
this group of people is called waste pickers.
Throwing substances became valuable resources
for this group of people (Kaza et al., 2018;
Schenck et al., 2019). Although this waste
recovery system is labour intensive, it provides
many new immigrants and poor people in urban
areas with a livelihood (Ojeda-Benitez et al.,
2002). Bangladesh is a developing country where
the population growth rate is 1.37% (Bangladesh
Bureau of Statistics, 2019); this vast population
is considered a prime reason for producing a
large volume of waste (Rahman, 2017). Despite
the Government of Bangladesh’s and nongovernmental organisations’ (NGOs) efforts,
vast amounts of rubbish remain uncollected in
urban areas (Ahsan et al., 2014). So, many poor
people migrate from rural areas to urban areas
to engage in waste collection activities
informally (Yasmin and Rahman, 2017). But the
waste collection is considered inhumane and
shameful in Bangladesh, and waste pickers
belong to the bottom layer of the waste
management system (Uddin et al., 2020).
The waste collection scenario is the same in
every city of Bangladesh. Sylhet is the largest city
in the northeast of Bangladesh, which has more
than half a million people (Ahmed and Rahman,
2000). The usable secondary disposal sites and
one final disposal site in Sylhet City Corporation
have been marked by inadequate health and
safety measures. Waste pickers are engaged in
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collecting garbage from these sites, but local
laws do not acknowledge their contribution to
the waste management system. So they are
excluded from different facilities and services
available for city dwellers (Ahsan et al., 2014).
Though a significant number of studies highlights
the solid waste management system (notably
Ashikuzzama and Howlader, 2020; Yasmin and
Rahman, 2017; Ahsan et al., 2014), there has
been a very little focus on the human part of
waste management, particularly in the context
of Bangladesh (Uddin et al., 2020). The present
study has been taken based on the above
context. Furthermore, achieving one of the
Sustainable Development Goals(SDGs) titled
sustainable cities and communities and moving
forward the country’s economy requires
bringing about all informal workers, including
waste pickers, into the mainstream of the
development process. It can only be done by
recognising them as a part of the formal
economy and improving their living standard
after studying their livelihood and health
condition. Therefore, the study aims to explore
waste pickers’ livelihood and health status
working informally in the Sylhet City
Corporation, Bangladesh.
To achieve the aim, the study focuses on:
▪
▪

▪

To find out the socio-demographic
condition of waste pickers’ life,
To describe the livelihood assets and
livelihood strategies of waste pickers
living in Sylhet City Corporation,
To analyse the health status of waste
pickers.

The rest of this paper is organised in the
following structure. The study begins with a
review of the literature relevant to the life and
livelihood of waste pickers. Then, it describes the
methodology and research findings, followed by
a discussion. Finally, before concluding, the
study includes a description of the noble
contribution of the current study.
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Literature Review
The presence of the informal sector is a
significant part of the waste recovery and
recycling system in developing countries (OjedaBenitez et al., 2002). The expenditure of a city’s
solid waste management (SWM) system is
minimised by informal waste picking (Medina,
2000). According to Carenbauer (2021), waste
picking is a human part of the waste that
includes people irrespective of sex and age
engaged in the activities.
Informal waste collection is a vital source of
livelihood for the urban poor (Dias, 2016). Waste
pickers who work informally belong to the lower
class in society and the recycling network
(Gutberlet and Baeder, 2008). They could not sell
their product directly and are dependent on
mediators who paid a minimal amount to them
(WIEGO, 2013). Medina (2005) also found that
many
municipalities in
Mexico
have
unfavourable attitudes toward waste pickers.
Kagan and Scott-Roberts (2002) stated that
marginalised people have very little control over
their lives and the possessions available to them;
they may be stigmatised and often have negative
public opinions regarding themselves.
Medina (2000) found that the waste pickers
from Asia, Africa and Latin America are the most
vulnerable
and
unrecognised
workers.
Carenbauer (2021) finds similar findings in his
recent study that waste pickers are the victims
of unfair treatment and hazardous working
conditions. Taking into account their precarious
conditions, Rahman et al. (2017) explained how
waste picking becomes accessible for the urban
poor; they found that there are lower barriers to
entry; education and capital requirements are
not mandatory, so many of them choose waste
picking as their way of living. Similarly, Wilson et
al. (2006) examined the general nature of
informal recycling, and they argued that the
health and social problems are connected with
informal recycling. In the Gaza strip and other
countries, including South Africa, waste pickers’
occupational health and safety mostly decline
because of the informal nature of their jobs (AlKhatib et al., 2020; Dias, 2012; Kistan et al., 2020;
Omotoso, 2017; Ojeda-Benitez et al.,2002).
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These studies show that the local decisionmakers take short-term and long-term steps to
improve the disadvantaged social community’s
health and safety status in the waste
management sector. These studies also unveil
that people who work in the informal economy
are usually unable to organise and resolve their
problems through an organisation and cannot
save money. The findings bear resonance to the
observation of Mothiba et al. (2017) at the
landfill sites in the Tshwane Metropolitan
Municipality, who argues that no association at
the landfill sites are working to improve the
working conditions of the waste pickers and
raise awareness of their health status despite
their significant contribution to the recovery and
recycling process.
We argue that although many researchers have
focused on various aspects of waste pickers’ life
and livelihood conditions, very few emphasise
the livelihood strategies (notably Uddin et al.,
2020 and Schenck et al., 2018).
There are various techniques to describe
livelihood strategies; among these, the
Sustainable Living Approach (SLA) is vital. The
five types of SLA capital assets are financial,
physical, natural, social and human (Department
for International Development, 1999). It also
incorporates critical facets of poverty, such as
insecurity and social exclusion, reflects on the
livelihoods of the disadvantaged or weak, and
begins to examine the existing livelihood
processes of people to recognise and develop
effective interventions relevant to the context of
the issue at hand (Krantz, 2001). Livelihood
strategies are the diversity of practices and
choices people make to achieve their livelihood
objectives (Krantz, 2001). Tobin et al. (1989)
identified eight strategies to cope with one's
livelihood situation: problem-solving, cognitive
restructuring, emotional expression, social
support, problem avoidance, wishful thinking,
self-criticism, and social withdrawal.
Plugging of Previous SLF Research Gap
Uddin et al. (2020) conducted a study on waste
pickers in Dhaka city of Bangladesh by adopting
the SLF. They found that the waste collectors
contributed to building a healthy city but are in
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deep poverty and neglect. This study was based
only on the health of these workers and
considered health as the key to achieving
sustainable livelihoods. But it did not consider
other important factors of sustainable
livelihoods, such as education, knowledge, skill,
social relationship and environment. Schenck et
al. (2018) conducted a study using the SLF of the
livelihoods of landfill waste pickers in South
Africa. He found that the high levels of
unemployment in South Africa have engaged
many people to work in the informal sector.
Despite the difficulties of living in unbearable
working conditions and low income, landfill
waste pickers have maintained their livelihoods.
The study recommended that it is crucial to
incorporate waste pickers into the waste
management system but not formalise or
control them because formal structure depends
only on documentation and process rather than
working independently. But the main limitation
of this study was that it only focused on landfill
workers in South Africa and did not consider
other categories of waste pickers. We argue that
in Bangladesh, a study on waste pickers
deploying SLF can present many aspects of waste
pickers. Hence, our study attempts to fill in the
literature gap by including waste pickers working
in landfills and other dumping sites. In addition,
the study analyses the livelihood and health
conditions of the waste pickers.
Methodology
This is an exploratory study based on a
qualitative interpretation. The qualitative
research aims to present the participants’ reallife situations in the form of narratives (Ahmmed
and Hossain, 2016). For this study, which was
conducted in the Sylhet city corporation area, we
have used two stages (2-Stage) sampling method
to draw the sample.
In the first Stage, Sylhet city was divided into five
clusters based on incinerator and landfill,
namely Shahi Eidgah point, Tilagarh point,
Rikabibajar point, Uposhohor point (main road),
and South Surma landfill site where the
concentration of waste pickers was supposed to
be high. Then, twenty respondents were
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selected from each cluster (totalling 100) using
an accidental sampling procedure to survey
waste pickers’ socio-demographic conditions.
In the second stage, two respondents from each
cluster (ten respondents) were selected
purposively for in-depth interviews, and a Focus
Group Discussion (FGD) was held with different
stakeholders of waste picking activities.
Interviews and FGD were conducted using two
different checklists. The time and place for each
interview were chosen based on respondents'
consent. Bangla language was used during data
collection and then translated into English for
analysis (Das et al.,2016).
Survey data were analysed using simple
statistical techniques. Data from in-depth
interviews and FGDs were analysed thematically
according to the SLF. At first, codes were
developed— vulnerabilities, natural capital,
social capital, human capital, physical capital and
financial capital, livelihood strategies. Then, five
themes were developed using these codes,
where the narratives of the waste pickers were
presented and critically analysed.
Major Findings
Socio-demographic Profile of the Waste Pickers
The socio-demographic profile of the waste
pickers is presented in Table 1. The study found
that the male population has dominated the
waste picking occupation as more than twothirds (70%) of the participants are male. In
addition, they belong to different age categories,
though about half of them (40%) are between
the 35-44 age group. The study has also revealed
that most waste pickers (65%) have no
education, which compelled them to choose the
occupation. Almost all the waste pickers (98%)
are migrants from rural areas where poverty is
high. However, only two waste pickers are found
to have been born in the Sylhet district. Their
earnings vary from one hundred takas to five
hundred takas and more per day. Most of the
respondents (70%) are married, and 79% have a
nuclear family. In terms of religion, waste pickers
are unevenly distributed between Muslims and
Hindus.
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Table 1: Socio-demographic Profile of the Waste Pickers
Socio-demographic Features
Sex
Male
Female
Age(years)
15-24
25-34
35-44
45-54
55-64
Educational Qualification
Illiterate
Completed primary education
Completed Secondary education
Earnings per day (BDT.)
100-199
200-299
300-399
400-499
500-500+
Marital Status
Married
Unmarried
Divorced
Patterns of family
Nuclear
Joint
Place of origin
Kishorganj
Sirajganj
Netrokona
Barishal
Faridpur
Sylhet
Source: Field Survey

Frequency
70
30
Male Female
10
5
12
5
28 12
15
4
5
4

Vulnerabilities of Waste Pickers
Insufficient Basic Service for Their Living
Most of the waste pickers live on the edge of the
city— the slums where they live have no access
to safe drinking water and proper sanitation
system; they do not have a hygienically good
place to live in and have meals; neither do they
have electricity and gas facilities for cooking. In
addition, there are no primary schools and

Percentage
70%
30%
15%
17%
40%
19%
9%

65
32
3

65%
32%
3%

20
27
25
21
7

20%
27%
25%
21%
7%

70
20
10

70%
20%
10%

79
21

79%
21%

33
22
19
17
7
2

33%
22%
19%
17%
7%
2%

primary health care centres in their slums. They
express their anger as follows:
We are not gentlemen living in high rise
buildings, so we don’t have any essential
services for our living.
We are living like wild animals. As a
result, we are useless in society.
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Waste Picking is Nothing but an Activity of the thought that their children should assist them
Struggle for Survival
during peak season instead of going to school. A
People involved in waste picking face more respondent commented:
challenges as the dumping site is full of toxic
Only education could not manage our
wastes and produces a foul smell. Waste pickers
meals three times a day. We need to
begin their work in the early morning, and after
work. We are poor, so daily earning is
taking a small lunch break in the site, they
more important than education.
continue until sunset. They work all day long We argue that poverty is the critical barrier
facing the risks of health hazards and show a lack preventing the children of the waste pickers
of concern about using protective tools while from attending school.
collecting waste. A respondent stated:
Unskilled Waste Pickers have no Scope for Skill
Purchasing preventive tools like gloves, Development
masks, and shoes needs money, but I
have no money to buy these things. What As waste picking is a quickly learned job and does
I earn every day fails to fulfil my basic not require any technical and vocational skills,
the migrants from rural areas choose waste
needs.
picking as a means of livelihood in urban areas.
Another respondent shared:
They said:
We need to work on heavy rainy days and
We applied for some other jobs, but
sunny days too. There is no shade house
employers refused us because of our lack
in the dumping site where we can stay
of skills and experience.
during unfavourable weather conditions.
There are some training centres in the
Sexual Harassment is a Regular Occurrence at
city area, but it needs a lot of money to
the Sites
be trained
Sexual abuse has been encountered on landfill Social Capital
sites as a common occurrence, particularly
among younger and middle-aged women. For Support from their Families during Waste
example, one of the respondents of the FGD Collection
said:
Waste pickers prefer to bring their family
This environment is not suitable for members to collect and sell waste as adding a
women, especially for teenage girls. They family member increases their efforts to collect
became the victims of rape and sexual more recyclable materials and securely store
harassment by different male people on them.
this site.
One of the waste pickers said:
This finding is similar to the many studies
We three members, including my wife
(notably Wittmer, 2021) where women face
and a daughter, collect, clean, and
sexual assaults at the workplace.
segregate waste in the dumping site and
store it for sale. Besides, when I go to a
Livelihood Assets
scrap dealer, my family members work in
Five capitals of SLF are described under different
the dumping site, and I can choose a
themes:
buyer who gives a better price for our
Human Capital
waste.
Poor Education and Poverty are Common Conflict among Waste Pickers’ Groups is Visible
Features of Waste Pickers
at the Work Sites
Most waste pickers are illiterate, and they are The FGD’s participants described that waste
not aware of their children’s education. They pickers form small groups based on their place of
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origin, gender, and neighbourhood. Group
members help each other at their workplace.
But intergroup conflict is common among waste
pickers at dumping and landfill sites for
competition
over
resources,
jealousy,
personality conflicts, cultural variation,
substance abuse, etc.
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Even we need to store our collected
waste in this small room.
No Vehicles for Collecting Waste

There is no vehicle for going to the dumpsite.
The dumping site is more than three kilometres
away from the living place of waste pickers. They
generally walk to the dumping site. They
One participant described:
sometimes hire a vehicle to carry their collected
Different groups in a landfill site are often things, but it depends on the weight of the trash.
getting engaged in conflict; they use As waste pickers said:
threats and aggressive language.
We go to the landfill by walking. We hire
Sometimes they become violent and
rickshaws for taking our heavy
then use fists and stick for the attack.
accumulated products at our home.
The Public Impose Stigma on Waste Pickers Natural Capital
because of their Occupation
Waste is Detrimental to both Humans and
Waste pickers contributed to society by Nature
collecting waste from public places, market
yards, roadside areas, etc. But they have been Sylhet City Corporation has a dumping site far
neglected by the mainstream community, and from the living area. But due to the scarcity of
often they are harassed by the law enforcement modern waste management and environmental
services, gathered waste pollutes land and water
agency.
and negatively affects biodiversity. In addition,
They expressed their frustration as follows:
burned waste often contaminates the air with
Sometimes people screamed at us as toxic fumes that lead to human respiratory
‘thief’ when we entered a residential illnesses. As FGD participants said:
area to collect waste. Some waste
Waste is increasing day by day, which
collectors stole other utensils, but
covers a large area and destroys land
everybody is not a thief. Police thought
fertility.
we were drug peddlers and drug addicts.
Smoke from waste burning pollutes the
Some women of our community lost
air; it creates suffocation amongst people
their jobs as maidservants when their
employer came to know they were from Financial Capital
the waste pickers’ community.
Waste Collections Vary Seasonally, and the
Price also Varies on the Amount of Waste
Physical Capital
Collected
Struggling Life within a Single Room
Waste pickers sometimes face challenges in
Compared to their earnings, accommodation in selling the wastes. They sell the wastes to a
the slum of Sylhet City Corporation is costly. collector or a middleman appointed by the scrap
Most of them rent a single room they share with dealers. The respondents said that recyclable
their families, where maintaining privacy is waste varies seasonally, especially when the
difficult. They need to cook in this room; price goes down in the rainy season as they
sometimes they store collected waste too in the cannot store enough waste.
same room. As some participants shared:
One participant said:
We are five members, and we have only
The price of waste depends on the
one room to stay in the slum. We hang a
amount of waste collected. Whenever I
curtain to separate our bed from the
go to a scrap dealer with a small bag or a
children at night to manage our privacy.
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few bags of waste, the dealer does not
show interest in buying it but
sympathises and pays the price as he
wishes.
No Other Job Opportunities for Waste Pickers
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We cannot afford the treatment cost, so
we don’t go to the doctor for a single cut.
But, if it turns serious, we take that
person to the hospital.

Their Living Area is the Birthplace of Infectious
Waste pickers remain busy the whole day in this Disease
work and have no weekly holidays. Our research Waste pickers live in a densely populated area
respondents had failed to start any small that is considered the home of different
business with micro-credits or loans. As some of communicable diseases. Most waste pickers and
the respondents stated:
their children who work to dispose of the
After a whole day’s tiredness, I could not garbage eat without washing their hands and
do any other jobs to support my family. often suffer from diarrhoea and illness due to
unhealthy conditions. As a result, diarrhoea,
As we are living in a slum area, the NGOs fever, cough, and skin infections are common in
do not offer any loans to us.
their community. Sometimes these diseases turn
Spending Earnings on Smoking, Drinking, and into an epidemic. They opined:
Betel Leaves
Some seasonal diseases are common in
our area. Again, our living environment is
Almost all the waste pickers either smoke or
responsible for this.
chew betel leaves. They argued that it helps
avoid the foul smell and prevent vomiting Discussion
tendency. Regarding the chewing of betel nuts,
the comments of the participants were similar: This study has unfolded that waste collection is
not a hereditary business. However, lack of skills
I cannot spend a single day without betel and jobs with poor education and migration to a
leaves.
new city coerce them to choose this occupation.
Taking food is not mandatory for me, but These findings validate the observations of
Rahman et al. (2017) and Schenck et al. (2018),
betel leaves are a must.
who also found that unemployment, lack of
Participants of the FGD said drinking is a popular education, money and skills push them in these
habit among waste pickers. They remain busy activities. Despite many barriers such as
managing alcohol for them rather than seasonal factors, clashes and harassment at the
managing foods for their families. But when they dumping sites, stigma, poor income,
were being asked about this, there were no beneficiaries’ intermediaries, occupational
responses.
health hazards (Uddin et al., 2020) they are still
doing their job. As most of them are unaware of
Health Status of Waste Pickers
their own life, the future of their next generation
Unaware of their Simple Injury, which Turns
is uncertain too. Poor health outcomes among
into a Significant Physical Threat
waste pickers explain their incapacity to clear
As the working sites for the waste pickers are environmental trash, which leads to an increase
hazardous, they generally get wounded at their in disease spread in the wider population.
worksites for various reasons— broken pieces of (Kistan et al., 2020; Uddin et al., 2020). Besides,
glasses, infected needles, and medical wastes, the city corporation authority does not recognise
but they depend on traditional self-treatment their contribution, and the Government and
methods. However, they abstain from visiting non-government organisations take no special
medical centres and doctors mainly due to facilities for them. No internal organisation is
financial problems. They said:
there to send their demands to the appropriate
authority. So, it can be argued that the livelihood
Cutting is normal in our occupation, so
outcome of waste pickers in Sylhet City
we don’t take it seriously.
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Corporation became vulnerable because of
insufficient assets. Moreno-Sanchez and
Maldonado (2006) found that informal waste
pickers are deprived of elementary social
services such as protective tools, economic
support, and health care facilities in developing
country. Dias (2012) proposed an organisation
for waste pickers that help better represent
policies. This study suggests local governments
should recognise waste pickers’ contribution and
take necessary steps to improve their
livelihoods. Because waste picking is an
occupation to deal with the trash and keep the
city clean, responsible authority can make this
sector attractive for many unemployed people
of Bangladesh.
What this study adds
Waste pickers save the massive cost of recycling
work in the city corporation, but they live in
poverty and have poor health. City dwellers also
deny their contributions that play a significant
role in making the city environment clean.
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differently, they are used to this lifestyle in
reality.
Conclusion
This study aimed at probing the livelihood status
and health conditions of the waste pickers in
Sylhet City Corporation. Despite the significant
contribution of waste pickers to the waste
management system, the study finds vulnerable
livelihood conditions and poor health status
prevailing among them in the Sylhet City
Corporation area. Though waste pickers admit
their poor conditions, they adopt a problem
avoidance strategy for their living. They have
limited or no access to mainstream communities
and their assets. Thus, assets such as learning
technical skills, getting access to social service
and financial assistance, receiving social support
from neighbouring communities, managing
standard places to live, building cooperatives for
strengthening waste picking business, and using
technology at the workplace will be helpful
strategies to improve their life. The Government
should make an appropriate policy for them, and
the City Corporation should determine adequate
salary and incentive provisions. In addition,
further comprehensive studies can be initiated
focusing on the marginalisation and social
exclusion of waste pickers as the study lacks
adequate data about their exclusion and
economic vulnerability.

They clean others’ living areas, but they remain
in unhealthy living conditions and enjoy poor
health facilities. Meeting their daily basic needs
with a minimum income is their prime focus.
They are representative of a vulnerable group in
the city area. Benjamin (2007) also found that
waste pickers are considered the most
vulnerable in Bangladesh’s poor waste
management system.
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