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SEDI staff with Peter, a waste picker at SEDI’s Organic Resource Facility, Otofure 

More than half of the world’s population presently resides in urban areas, a figure that is rising 

rapidly in highly dense cities. This is true of Benin City, a vibrant city located in the heart of Edo 

State, Nigeria. This rise in urbanization has been shown to be a major contributor to the heightened 

volume of waste in the city. Amid the day-to-day affairs of urban life, a certain group of people 

are often overlooked, even though they play a crucial role in the city’s informal recycling economy: 

waste pickers. These marginalized individuals work under strenuous conditions and are the 

uncelebrated heroes who carefully sift through heaps of waste materials, retrieving essential 

resources and, in doing so, contribute greatly to environmental conservation. They are proof of 

https://ourworldindata.org/urbanization
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41598-020-79688-y


human resilience, resourcefulness, and an unshakable commitment to thriving despite prevalent 

disregard and ill-treatment. 

This write-up conducted by the Sustainable Environment Development Initiative, seeks to 

highlight a typical day in the life of a waste picker in Otofure, a community on the outskirts of 

Benin City. It aims to shed light on the vital role they play, the challenges they face, and the wider 

implications of their efforts in relation to global plastic waste management and the ongoing UN 

Plastics Treaty. 

The Start of a Rough Day: An Appeal for Acceptance 

Long before people go about their daily business, the waste pickers in Otofure begin their day at 

the dumpsite. For many, like Peter, who has been picking waste for eight years, their day starts as 

early as 7 a.m., just in time for the arrival of the waste trucks or to sort through waste dumped the 

previous night. The morning ritual is swift and purposeful. They dress in ordinary clothes, though 

they occasionally add boots and gloves for protection. Most, however, still cannot afford essential 

safety gear, a stark contrast to the occupational health and safety measures outlined in Nigeria's 

National Policy on Solid Waste Management, which supports the education of waste handlers and 

provision of necessary equipment. Near the Otofure dumpsite, a small makeshift structure and the 

shade of a nearby tree serve as their “office.” Pickers like Peter transport collected waste from the 

dumpsite to this area, where they further sort it. Despite the lack of protective equipment, Peter 

and his coworkers show remarkable resilience, confronting each day with little more than a large 

sack, a hooked metal rod for rummaging, and an unrelenting attitude. 

 

Sorting Makeshift shade  
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Tree shade where sorting is done 

Unfair Fee on Essential Labour 

A significant injustice waste pickers face is accessing the dumpsite itself. Peter recounted, “To 

access the site, we pay the government and also the community.” This unregistered double taxation 

is both significant and unfair. It directly depletes their already low income, yet it remains an 

unavoidable expense. A day's essential livelihood is effectively taken away when entry is denied 

due to non-payment. Waste pickers are forced into an unjust transactional relationship with entities 

that, by all ethical standards, should be safeguarding and officially recognizing them. This 

unofficial system of levies starkly illustrates the deplorable lack of formal recognition and support. 

It also highlights a serious and intolerable divergence from the National Policy on Plastic Waste 

Management’s “User Pays Principle,” which stipulates that the cost of a resource to a user must 

https://faolex.fao.org/docs/pdf/nig214338.pdf
https://faolex.fao.org/docs/pdf/nig214338.pdf


reflect all environmental impacts. In this case, those who provide a crucial environmental service 

are being forced to pay for it. 

Otofure Dumpsite: A Call for Humane Practices 

When one enters the dumpsite, the entire, dangerous, and overwhelming reality of the location is 

revealed. It is a huge area that is wavy with layers of organic waste that has decomposed, broken 

glass, abandoned gadgets, and, most obviously an unending flow of plastics. Occasionally, the 

distant buzz of flies and the cry of scavenger birds break up the dense odour of burning waste and 

rot. This is the situation at Otofure, one of the main official disposal locations in Benin City, where 

residential waste, industrial waste, and municipal waste all mix. As stated in Nigeria's National 

Policy on Solid Waste Management, effective segregation, storage, and collection are key 

objectives. However, in reality, the great majority of waste is delivered unsorted, resulting in a 

dangerous and unregulated environment that waste pickers must traverse with ease and risk. Peter 

and the other pickers soon spread out, each looking over a portion of the recently discarded waste. 

To find valuable items before others do, or, more importantly, before the bulldozers 

indiscriminately shove waste into further, harder-to-reach mounds, there is an implicit 

competition, an unwritten race against time and the other person. 

They can swiftly identify the glitter of metal cans among rotting food, the unique texture of PET 

bottles, and the hues of plastic that are more expensive thanks to years of rigorous practice. This 

innate ability, acquired out of necessity, requires official recognition and just compensation. 

Without a doubt, the pickers are truly the main collectors, carefully removing enormous amounts 

of waste from overflowing landfills and actively keeping them from poisoning our very air, 

important streams, and valuable soil. Even though it is difficult and frequently unfair, this 

unofficial system is a vital part of garbage management in a city like Benin. According to the 

Nigerian National Policy on Plastic Waste Management, around 1.5 million tonnes of plastic waste 

are generated in Nigeria each year. Less than 30% of this type of garbage is gathered for recycling. 

Waste pickers are responsible for a major, and largely unappreciated, percentage of that vital 30%. 

Their tireless efforts immediately contribute to mitigating the disastrous environmental impact. By 

courageously removing plastics, metals, and paper, they actively reduce the release of damaging 

greenhouse gas emissions that would otherwise come from open burning, which is illegal under 

the National Policy on Solid Waste Management but persists because there are no effective 

substitutes and enforcement against it. They are, in essence, unknowingly subsidizing the massive 

environmental costs that would otherwise fall squarely and unjustly on the government and private 

industry, a contribution that demands immediate and equitable recognition. 

Beyond Plastics 

Despite the fact that plastics, especially PET and HDPE, are valuable commodities with quick 

financial returns, waste pickers deliberately vary their collections to increase their profits and 

influence. Peter also looks for cardboard, copper wires that have been thrown, and valuable 

aluminium pieces. The range of products collected is a significant reflection of the various and 

frequently disorganized garbage streams that reach Otofure. More significantly, it highlights the 

exceptional inventiveness and entrepreneurial spirit of the pickers themselves. Every kind of 

substance has its own market and a buyer and middleman network that is frequently exploitative. 



The enormous amount of waste they handle on a daily basis is startling and shows the enormous 

unrealized economic potential that is sadly left unrealized, underappreciated, and all too frequently 

taken advantage of. 

The Ordeal of Challenges: Health, Safety, and Stigma—A Demand for Justice 

Unfortunately, the life of a refuse picker is marked by danger and injustice. Like many other 

landfills around the world, the Otofure dumpsite is a hazardous, disease-breeding area. It is a 

painful reality to be exposed daily to sharp objects, biohazards, and dangerous waste. Occupational 

hazards frequently encountered by waste pickers, often without proper protection, include 

respiratory issues from inhaling toxic fumes, debilitating skin conditions from direct contact with 

unsegregated waste, and serious injuries from sharp materials. The obvious lack of adequate 

sanitary facilities at the dumpsite only worsens these grave health risks. This tragic reality blatantly 

defies the "Environmental Right" principle contained in the National Policy on Plastic Waste 

Management, which declares clearly that every Nigerian has a right to a clean and healthy 

environment, a right that is often denied to these vital workers. 

In addition to the severe physical risks, waste pickers face severe and unjustified societal shame. 

Instead of being praised as vital service providers who are actively advancing the common good, 

they are unfairly perceived as filthy, uneducated, and a public nuisance. Tragically, this demeaning 

view exacerbates their structural marginalization and makes it much more difficult for them to 

band together and fight for official recognition or much-needed improved working conditions. 

Even though the informal sector is acknowledged by the Nigerian National Policy on Solid Waste 

Management, which calls waste pickers "scavengers," this terminology highlights the urgent need 

for thorough formalization and true integration, going beyond recognition to active empowerment. 

The Unseen Weight of Labor/Challenging Exploitation 

By midday, the relentless sun beats down, intensifying both the oppressive heat and the pervasive 

stench. Peter’s sack grows heavier with each valuable piece he carefully adds. The work is 

physically demanding beyond measure, requiring constant bending, lifting, and precise sorting. 

Breaks are brief, often just a moment to rehydrate with water painstakingly carried from home. 

The focus remains razor-sharp, however, as every additional kilogram directly translates into the 

bare minimum income needed for survival. 

As afternoon approaches, Peter and others head toward their shade. Here, the collected materials 

are sorted again and stored to be purchased by middlemen. The prices offered are almost always 

non-negotiable and, tragically, significantly lower than the true market value of the processed 

recyclables a clear and undeniable indication of their exploitative position within the recycling 

value chain. This is painfully accurate in the Nigerian context, where historical inequities often 

manifest in such informal economies, perpetuating cycles of poverty and injustice. 

The “negotiations,” if they can even be called that, are brief and often coercive. Money changes 

hands, and for Peter, it’s a moment of profound reckoning: assessing whether the day’s 

backbreaking labour has yielded enough to feed himself, cover the dumpsite fees, and, perhaps 

with immense struggle, save a minute amount. The transactions are almost always exclusively 



cash-based, leaving no formal record, no paper trail that could be used to advocate for fair wages, 

establish labour rights, or secure desperately needed social protections. This lack of formalization 

keeps them vulnerable and invisible. 

 

A typical wastepicker washing plastic bottle near the dumpsite 

The Broader Picture: Plastics Treaty and The Imperative of a Just Transition 

The plight of waste pickers in Otofure is linked to global attempts to tackle plastic pollution. With 

a "just transition for waste pickers" included in the draft agreement, the upcoming UN Plastics 

Treaty negotiations offer a crucial chance. Supported by the International Alliance of Waste 

Pickers, this crucial idea requires: 

● Recognition and formalization: leading to legal protections and an end to informal levies. 

● Registration: For tracking contributions and ensuring fair remuneration. 

https://globalrec.org/waw/about/
https://globalrec.org/waw/about/


● Meaningful involvement in policymaking: leveraging their expertise for effective 

solutions. 

● Social protection and fair remuneration: including healthcare, pensions, and fair 

payment. 

● Capacity building and organizational support: Empowering them with training and 

better tools. 

Both the 2020 Nigerian National Policy on Solid Waste Management and the 2020 Nigerian 

National Policy on Plastic Waste Management make clear how important recycling, resource 

recovery, and sustainable waste management are. Additionally, they draw attention to the 

"Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR)" principle (Plastic Waste Policy, Chapter 2, Section 

2.5), which appropriately holds manufacturers accountable for the full lifecycle of their goods, 

including collection, recycling, and final disposal. EPR programs might, in fact, offer the essential 

financial mechanisms to guarantee equitable compensation and better working conditions for 

waste pickers if they are implemented justly and successfully. 

Reflection and Unbroken Resilience: Call to Action 

Around 7:30 p.m., Peter leaves the dumpsite for his home, his body weary, but his spirit unscathed. 

Plans for the next day's sustenance are made after the day’s limited earnings are meticulously 

calculated. Otofure's waste pickers do more than just gather waste; they provide essential economic 

and environmental services. Their compelling stories underscore the moral and urgent need for 

national and international policies such as the Plastics Treaty and Nigeria's waste management 

regulations to move beyond rhetoric and toward true, inclusive, and strictly enforced 

implementation. 

A just transition means a swift end to exploitation, the official and respectful acknowledgment of 

their crucial role, fair and consistent compensation for their invaluable work, and a rightful seat at 

the table where decisions about their livelihoods and the future of waste management are made. 

Only then can Benin City and Nigeria rightfully claim to be working toward a future that is 

equitable and sustainable for all, leaving no one behind. 

Waste pickers provide a vital public service that is essential for a Nigeria’s health and waste 

management. This provision must go hand in hand with protecting the life, health and dignity of 

those who work to bring us these essential services. Many of the challenges waste pickers face 

stem from their lack of visibility in society. They are stigmatized, marginalized and their voices 

ignored by the people in positions of authority.  

This article hopes to improve the lives of waste pickers through outputs that will drive action from 

many different parts of society including: Governments that should formalize waste pickers’ work 

by providing them with decent working conditions and social protection, and by enforcing 

regulations; Development agencies and donors that need to ensure that the rights and welfare of 

waste pickers are embedded into all waste management programmes; Communities and the public 

that must recognize the vital work that waste pickers carry out, from which we all benefit, and 

support their struggles. 
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