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Introduction
The South African government recognises a green economy as providing potential to transition to a low carbon
economy, resource efficiency and the creation of pro-poor jobs.1,2 Generally, the concept of green economy is not
new but a re-emerging one, and it is gaining prominence in international and national policy debates.3-5 The United
Nations Environment Programme4 defines the green economy ‘as one that results in improved human well-being
and social equity, while significantly reducing environmental risks and ecological scarcities’. According to Death6,
there are four green economy discourses that are theoretically distinct, but which in practice tend to overlap.
These discourses are green revolution, green transformation, green resilience and green growth. Some studies in
the South African context have focused on only one of these discourses. For instance, Resnick et al.5 focused on
green growth and utilised four case studies in Southern Africa; Swilling et al.7 specified some studies that could be
classified in each of the four different discourses.
Death6 argues that these four discourses are characteristic of South Africa and that ‘large-scale structural transformation’
will be required to orient the country towards green economy. While Death’s6 view is agreeable to many, Swilling et al.7
differ with some arguments and contend that: (1) green transformation in a developing country would require some
element of growth; (2) green economy should be part of wider sustainability transition that is not about decarbonisation
and resource efficiency, but also about redistributive measures that reduce inequality and poverty.
At Rio+20, the green economy concept was further expanded to represent the social dimension of sustainable
development leading to the notion of an inclusive green economy8 as taking place ‘in the context of sustainable
development and poverty eradication’9. The implication for an inclusive green economy is that both the formal and
the informal economy need to be prioritised in green economy discussions.
It is thus within the context of finding redistributive measures as argued in Swilling et al.7 and as representing
the social dimension as per the Rio+20 outcome document, that this paper relates to, and argues the need for
connecting the green economy with the informal economy.
There are a number of definitions pertaining to the informal economy that impact on data collection and measurement
of its size and monetary value.10-13 The following definition by the International Labour Organisation14, is preferred
as it recognises the heterogeneity of activities occurring in the informal economy that cut across different sectors.
Accordingly, the informal economy is recognised as:
…economic activities by workers and economic units that are – in law or in practice – not
covered or insufficiently covered by formal arrangements. Their activities are not included
in the law, which means that they are operating outside the formal reach of the law; or
they are not covered in practice, which means that – although they are operating within
the formal reach of the law, the law is not applied or not enforced; or the law discourages
compliance because it is inappropriate, burdensome, or imposes excessive costs.14

Literature pertaining to the green economy and the informal economy indicate that the latter is generally undervalued
or ignored in discussions on the former.15,16 It is further argued that the informal economy ‘offers both opportunities
and lessons on resilience and innovation’ and that connecting the two is imperative in the context of sustainable
development and poverty eradication.15
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To the best of our knowledge, there are limited theoretical and empirical studies that connect the green economy
with the informal economy. Smit and Musango’s15 study seems to be among the initial studies providing such
an understanding in the South African context. In their paper, Smit and Musango15 critically review the macro
perspective and understanding of the green economy landscape, and how these relate to the reality of a green
economy in South Africa. They deepen this understanding by further tracing various perspectives and approaches
to ‘managing’ the informal economy and identify the role and value of the informal economy for sustainable
development and a green economy.
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Based on their critical review, Smit and Musango15 argue that an inclusive
green economy requires the conceptualisation and implementation of a
green economy that engages with the informal economy. By overlooking
the informal sector, policy and planning initiatives are not fully engaged
with the real everyday experiences and activities of those living in the
survivalist economy, leading to a narrow conception of what a green and
inclusive economy may be. The informal economy, however, is a very
real phenomenon that warrants greater inclusion and consideration in
planning for sustainable development.

•

Draft 2012 Integrated Energy Plan34

•

Bioeconomy Strategy35

•

National Water Resource Strategy36

•

Industrial Policy Action Plan 201437

In order to extract the relevant data, each key document was evaluated
on the number of times that particular terms occurred throughout each
document, referred to as evaluating the manifest content.21 These terms
were initially coded as relating to direct references to the informal
economy (Figure 1); however, through the coding process, it became
apparent that it was necessary to consider a wider formulation of the
concept of informal economy based on its defining characteristics.
Such occurrences were coded as indirect references to the informal
economy (Figure 2). The resulting data were then coded and analysed
using ATLAS.ti.

We set out to explore the range of possible connections between
the green economy and the informal economy within the context
of a developing country, taking South Africa as a case. Although the
informal economy is markedly smaller in South Africa than in the rest of
Africa,17 it is no less valuable to an expanded and contextually relevant
green economy policy environment. The need to engage the informal
economy is especially pressing given that South Africa has to consider
transitioning towards a low carbon path whilst curbing the high levels of
inequality and unemployment.18,19 Thus, in this paper, the key questions
explored, in connecting the green economy to the informal economy are:
(1) To what extent does green economy policies and plans connect with
the informal economy? (2) What ‘green’ activities are taking place within
the informal economy that contribute to sustainable livelihoods? (3) How
can these activities be supported and developed to expand the current
planning and policy environment?

Informal
sector
Second
economy

Informal
economy

Methods and tools
This paper was informed by grounded theory methodology; we used
multiple methods, thereby allowing for a more holistic understanding
of the problem. The initial literature analysis by Smit and Musango15
indicated a gap in terms of research that connected the informal
economy with the green economy, leading to the proposition that a
new theory would have to emerge from the study itself. In this way, the
study lent itself to the grounded theory methodology. Data collection and
data analysis tools utilised are discussed in the sections that follow. A
detailed step-by-step process can be found in Smit20.

Informal
employment

Informal
trade

The content analysis involved identifying and analysing a set of
fourteen national policies and plans in South Africa that relate to the
green economy in order to establish the extent of informal economy
coverage and to identify the informal green activities therein. According
to Babbie21(p.309), content analysis ‘is particularly well suited to the study
of communications’ in order to establish what is said, to whom, why,
how and with what effect. In the case of policies and plans relating to the
green economy in South Africa, the aim was to ascertain the level and
quality of engagement with the informal economy. The units of analysis
were appropriately identified as those documents that guide national,
regional and local interventions for a green economy as recognised by
Montmasson-Claire22, Musango et al.2 and Sustainlabour, COSATU and
TIPS23. The sampling method involved reducing the scope as per the
limitations of the study to appropriate national policies and plans created
in the period 2008–2013. These included the following:
Ten Year Innovation Plan 2008–201824

•

Framework for South Africa’s response to the international eco
nomic crisis25

•

Medium Term Strategic Framework 2009–201426

•

Integrated Resource Plan (IRP) 2010–203027

•

National Skills Development Strategy III 2011–2016

•

National Climate Change Response White Paper29

•

National Waste Management Strategy30

•

New Growth Path, Green Economy Accord31

•

National Strategy for Sustainable Development and Action Plan
(NSSD) 2011–201432

•

National Development Plan (NDP) 203033
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Figure 1:

Network view of terms considered direct references to the in
formal economy

Inclusive
economy

Subsistence

• Alternative economic
opportunity
• Township economy
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• Alternative business
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• Enterprise
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• Small and micro
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Informal livelihood
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Indigenous knowledge

• Grassroots innovation
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•Informal conservation
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Figure 2:
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Network view of terms considered indirect references to the in
formal economy.
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Ranking and frequency of direct and indirect references to the informal economy
Policy document or plan

Direct references Indirect references

Totals

Overall reference %

Placement

National Development Plan33

33

76

109

44%

1

Industrial Policy Action Plan37

3

21

24

10%

2

Bioeconomy Strategy

2

16

18

7%

3

National Water Resource Strategy36

0

16

16

7%

4

Medium-Term Strategic Framework26

2

12

14

6%

5

National Growth Path, Green Economy Accord31

1

12

13

5%

6

National Waste Management Strategy

0

11

11

4%

7

National Strategy for Sustainable Development and Action Plan32

0

11

11

4%

8

National Climate Change Response29

1

8

9

4%

9

National Skills Development Strategy28

0

9

9

4%

10

Ten-Year Innovation Plan

0

5

5

2%

11

Framework for South Africa’s Response to the Economic Crisis25

1

2

3

1%

12

Draft Integrated Energy Plan34

1

2

3

1%

13

Integrated Resource Plan

0

0

0

0%

14

44

201

245

100%

35

30

24

27

TOTALS:

Semi-structured interviews

and Non-existent. Participants were asked to only rate those policies
that they were familiar with and were given the option of choosing
‘Not Applicable’ in order to indicate the policies that they were unfamiliar
with. The valid responses per policy were presented as a frequency
table. The valid response count was calculated by deducting the number
of ‘Not Applicable’ responses from the response count per policy.

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with experts in the field of
the informal economy as well as those involved in facilitating, planning
or implementing green economy policies, plans, projects or activities.
Initially, interviewees were identified through networking opportunities
at green economy meetings or workshops and subsequent candidates
were identified from mailing lists obtained from the organisers of some
of the events. The sampling method therefore involved nonprobability
sampling, utilising purposive or judgemental sampling in combination
with snowball sampling.

Direct observation
Within this study, observations were obtained with different levels
of participation, including attendance of four green economy related
work
shops or meetings ranging from national to local level. Direct
observations were also made of green activities taking place in two
informal settlements, thereby triangulating data from the interviews and
questionnaires with observations from the field.

A list of pertinent open-ended and closed questions was formulated
and posed, yet the semi-structured nature of the questions allowed
for deeper probing and exploration (these questions are available in
Appendix 1 as online supplementary material). The responses to these
questions were recorded and coded. The coding process was both
inductive and deductive. Inductive coding related to codes and concepts
as emerging directly from the interview data, whereas deductive coding
related to codes and concepts that emerged from the survey results,
content analysis and observations and which were then searched for
reiteratively within the interview data.

Results and discussion
Extent of engagement with the informal economy
Policies and plans relating to the green economy ‘set the tone’, so
to speak, for understanding the extent of engagement between the
green economy and the informal economy. Table 1 represents the
results from the content analysis. The categories ‘Direct references’
and ‘Indirect references’ were considered to be indicative of the level
and quality of engagement between a particular policy or plan and the
informal economy.

Surveys
An online questionnaire was circulated to a number of potential informants
ranging from academics, to NGO practitioners and national, provincial
and municipal level government officials (the questionnaire is available
in Appendix 2 as online supplementary material). The questionnaire was
designed to extract data relevant to each of the three research questions
and therefore consisted of multiple question types. A number of questions
lent themselves to quantitative data analysis through descriptive
statistics, such as frequency tables and bar graphs, whilst the openended questions were considered to constitute qualitative data requiring
computer-assisted qualitative data analysis using ATLAS.ti and were
presented either as matrices or, where appropriate, as direct quotations.

Based on the combined direct and indirect references to the informal
economy, the policies and plans were ranked in terms of their
comparative level of engagement. The results indicate the National
Development Plan33 as the plan with the most overall references and the
Integrated Resource Plan27 as the plan with the fewest references to the
informal economy.
Table 1 further illustrates that there are significantly fewer direct than
indirect references to the informal economy, which may be indicative of
a lack of conceptual or definitional understanding of what the informal
economy is. Alternatively, it may signal that the informal economy
is not recognised as having value within the green economy. For
example, the Green Economy Accord31, ranked sixth, made only one

Respondents were also asked to rate the level of engagement between
a list of policies and plans relating to the green economy and the infor
mal economy on a scale including Very High, High, Moderate, Low
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direct reference to the informal economy, even though the Economic
Development Department has a mandate in terms of developing the
‘second economy’.

the informal economy. This finding supports the results from the content
analysis, which found the National Development Plan33 to have the
highest number of direct and indirect references to the informal economy
as compared to the other policies in the sample. Data from the semistructured interviews, however, rate the National Development Plan33
at a moderate level of engagement. Interviewee 1 explained that on
first reading, the National Development Plan33 seemed to have little
engagement with the informal economy but on more detailed reading
and considering more ‘holistic comments’, the level of engagement
was more moderate. Interviewee 1 also indicated that the National
Development Plan33 seemed to designate responsibility for the informal
economy at local government level.

Assuming that direct references are preferable to indirect references in
terms of recognising and engaging with the informal economy, several
policies were found to be problematic, in particular the National Strategy
for Sustainable Development32, which ranked eighth yet aims to build
sustainable communities and work towards a green economy. The
Ten-Year Innovation Plan24 was ranked 11th and made several indirect
references, yet all of the references pertained to indigenous knowledge
systems only, and therefore this plan does not explore other possibilities
within the informal economy.

A conflicting result, however, relates to the National Strategy for
Sustainable Development32, which was found in the content analysis
to have a surprisingly low number of references to the informal
economy, whereas the survey indicated that more than half of the
respondents (7 out of 11 or 63%) rated it as having ‘High’ (36%) to
‘Very High’ (27%) engagement.

There also seems to be an overall disconnect between policies and
plans that drive the green economy and the informal economy. The low
level of engagement is evidenced by the lack of overall reference to the
informal economy (that is either direct or indirect). In contrast to the
majority of the policies and plans, however, the National Development
Plan33 ranked first and stands out as recognising and engaging with
the informal economy. The quality of its engagement is also evidenced
by its identification of challenges and opportunities relating to the
informal economy as well as its recognition of the need for a more
inclusive economy.

In terms of the Integrated Resource Plan27, the content analysis
indicated that there were no references to the informal economy, and
although more respondents (5 out of 11 or 45%) rated it as having
‘Low’ (36%) to ‘Non-existent’’ (9%) engagement, there were some
respondents (4 out of 11 or 36%) who considered it to have ‘High’
(27%) to ‘Very High’ (9%) engagement.

In order to triangulate the findings from the content analysis process, par
ticipants in the online questionnaire were asked to rate a set of policies and
plans in terms of each policy’s engagement with the informal economy
(Table 2). Respondents were asked to rate only those policies that they
were familiar with. The valid response count therefore took into account
the number of people who responded to each question less those who
were unfamiliar with the particular policy. The results therefore pertain to
the rating by respondents who were familiar with each policy.

The Green Economy Accord31 was rated by more than half of the
survey respondents (7 out of 12 or 58%) as having ‘High’ (33%) to
‘Very High’ (25%) engagement. This accord was rated ‘Moderate’
by 25% of the respondents and only 16% rated it as ‘Low’ (8%) to
‘Non-existent’ (8%). In comparison, the content analysis indicated that
the Accord made only 13 overall references to the informal economy,
which placed it sixth in the overall ranking of policies. This discrepancy
in the comparison between the respondents’ perception and the results
from the content analysis may be indicative of the divide between the
expectations and the reality of an inclusive green economy.

From Table 2, the following observations are pertinent. The National
Development Plan33, which most participants (12 out of 14) were familiar
with, was rated by the majority of respondents (8 out of 12, or 67%) as
having a ‘High’’ (25%) to ‘Very High’ (42%) level of engagement with
Table 2:

Results for question 16 on rating green economy policies’ engagement with the informal economy

Question 16: The following is a sample of national policies and plans related to the green economy in South Africa. How would you rate each policy or plan in
terms of its level of engagement with the informal economy? Please only rate the policies and plans that you are familiar with.
Answer options

Very high

High

Moderate

0%

22%

22%

44%

11%

9

Ten-Year Innovation and Global Research Plan

11%

11%

22%

44%

11%

9

Framework for South Africa’s response to the International Economic Crisis

10%

30%

30%

20%

10%

10

Medium-Term Strategic Framework 2009–2014 and 12 Outcomes

11%

44%

22%

11%

11%

9

Industrial Policy Action Plan

27%

18%

27%

18%

9%

11

New Growth Path, Green Economy Accord and Green Jobs Report

25%

33%

25%

8%

8%

12

Integrated Resource Plan 2010–2030

9%

27%

18%

36%

9%

11

Draft Integrated Energy Plan

9%

27%

9%

45%

9%

11

National Water Resource Strategy

10%

30%

20%

30%

10%

10

National Climate Change Response

30%

10%

40%

10%

10%

10

National Strategy for Sustainable Development

27%

36%

18%

9%

9%

11

National Skills Development Strategy III: 2011–2016

18%

27%

36%

9%

9%

11

National Development Plan

42%

25%

17%

8%

8%

12

Framework for Environmental Fiscal Reform
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Green activities in the informal economy

recycling business. The level of recycling however varies with community
cooperation and is therefore both sporadic and small-scale in nature.
From the issues pertaining to the level and quality of recycling in informal
settlements, there may be a need for greater incentives and support for those
individuals and communities that want to expand their efforts.

From the second question, we aimed to identify ‘green’ activities taking
place in the informal economy and to gauge the range of possible
connections of the green economy to the informal economy.
An overwhelming majority of survey participants (15 of 17) and all
interviewees (9 of 9) agreed that there are green activities taking place
in the informal economy. These activities are described as mainly
being driven by NGOs, and researchers or community organisations
(Interviewee 3, 4 and 6). Although a number of projects have been initiated
by different levels of government, Interviewees 3, 4 and 6 indicated that
the level of commitment and dedication to such government-run projects
is less than desirable. Regardless of outside intervention, Interviewee 5
suggested that some informal economy activities may even be ‘greener’
than their formal counterparts.

A further connection could also be made between recycling activities
and the craft sector. The Industrial Policy Action Plan37 makes no explicit
connection between the craft industry and the green economy, however,
it does place emphasis on the benefits of localisation. The craft industry
is described as being predominantly small-scale and informal, thus
linking it to the informal economy. The potential here lies in connecting it
with recycling activities, by using recycled materials to create marketable
artefacts. For example projects such as Trashback and the Waste to
Art Market (Respondent 6), which connect to the informal economy,
localisation and the green economy.

However, the notion that green activities occur in the informal economy is
not uncontested. From the survey, 88% (15 of 17) of respondents agreed
that there are green activities taking place in the informal economy,
whereas 12% (2 of 17) disagreed. One such contestation revolved
around the lack of regulation whereas another related to the motivation
or intent of informal workers to be green. In contrast to this view,
Interviewee 3 suggested that there is willingness and an understanding
by some informal actors to participate in green activities. Interviewee 9,
an informal settlement resident, demonstrated this willingness and
understanding by describing the problems with ‘earth and air pollution’
and suggesting ‘we need to do something about it ourselves’.

Small-scale and subsistence farming
Along with several survey respondents (Respondent 1, 6, 7), Interviewees 1
and 2 described subsistence farming as green activities taking place in the
informal economy. The connection between subsistence or small-scale
farming and climate change is also made explicit by the National Climate
Change Response Paper29(p.23), which proposes the following response:
Educate subsistence and small-scale farmers on
the potential risks of climate change, and support
them to develop adaptation strategies with on-farm
demonstration and experimentation. Adaptation
strategies will include conservation agriculture
practices including water harvesting and crop
rotation, and will prioritise indigenous knowledge
and local adaptive responses.

When asked to describe green activities taking place in the informal economy,
online survey respondents identified the following: (1) subsistence farming;
(2) bio-processing, management and trade; (3) recycling; (4) waste
picking; (5) waste to compost activities; (6) use of renewable energy and
other fuel saving innovations; and (7) rainwater harvesting.

In the context of climate change, the National Development Plan33(p.89)
emphasises the need for innovative responses whilst also referring to
the role of subsistence farmers:

Green economy activities in national policies and plans
A number of the green activities taking place in the informal economy
were also recognised by national policies and plans related to the
green economy as well as by green economy and informal economy
practitioners who were interviewed.

The Alliance for a Green Revolution in Africa,
for example, is working to achieve food security
for Africa by promoting sustainable agricultural
growth through smallholder farmers. Recognising
that smallholders – mostly women – produce most
of Africa’s food today with minimal resources and
little government support...

Bioprospecting and biotrade
The Bioeconomy Strategy35 makes several references to bioprospecting
as connected to indigenous knowledge systems, whilst the Ten
Year Innovation Plan24(p.11) illustrates the connection as an ‘interface
between biodiversity heritage, indigenous knowledge systems and
new development in genomics’. The advantages of bio-composites are
described in the Industrial Policy Action Plan37(p.128) as including ‘a reduced
environmental footprint, reduced energy consumption in production, and
health and safety benefits’ as well as offering ‘potential for new enterprise
development and job creation, including in rural communities’.

As noted by the final point above, there is a disconnect between
agricultural policies and the informal economy. Interviewee 1 describes
the food system in South Africa as being ‘managed and driven in a
very entrepreneurial way, [and] the State is very absent from any of
those structures’. The implication is that there are ‘very few policies
structurally that seek to enable the informal economy’.

Waste collection and recycling was recognised by the majority of survey
respondents (7 of 11) and all interviewees (9 of 9) as providing ‘informal
green jobs’ making it the most recognisable of the activities. There is
also much potential for further exploration, for example, through waste to
compost activities and waste to fuel projects (Respondent 3). Interviewee
2 also suggested that within the value-chain for the recycling of waste in
South Africa, certain levels of activity are already taking place within the
informal economy with much scope for expansion.

Interviewee 2 suggested that a lack of support for small-scale farmers
may have an impact on food security, and therefore have wider
repercussions. In order to address the disconnect from the informal
economy and to promote wider food security, Interviewee 1 proposed
that the city formally adopts a food strategy that engages with the food
system across all of its complexity; and that it adapts and adopts a citylevel mandate from the bottom up. This strategy may involve alternative
processes where citizens come together to assert a different kind of
agency in terms of city governance. A third component revolved around
the criminalisation of certain activities, but which are not necessarily
acted upon or enforced, because it is recognised that action could have
negative effects on the wider and often impoverished communities they
serve. As indicated by Interviewee 1, there are, however, numerous
repercussions and complications associated with this final point that
should also be acknowledged.

Field observations indicated that some recycling activities are taking place
within informal settlements. The recycling project at Site B is driven by a
single member of the community. The recyclable material is collected from
the individual households and then stored until it can be collected by a formal

Small-scale and subsistence farming activities were observed in both the
informal settlements (Site A and Site B) (Figures 3 to 5). The type, quantity
and quality of produce varied according to plot size and aspect, season, soil
quality, access to tools, and individual and financial constraints. In general, all

Recycling and waste picking
Within the waste sector, recycling and waste picking activities are recognised
as contributing to the green economy and as involving the informal economy.
The National Waste Management Act, for example, aims to ‘stimulate job
creation and broaden participation by SMEs [small and medium enterprises]
and marginalised communities in the waste sector’.30(p.27)
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food was grown for personal consumption by the individual households and
the surplus then either sold or donated to the community members.

The difficulties associated with green projects in informal settlements
reiterate the need for greater and better quality engagement with
informal actors and entities. Nonetheless, if handled well, such
projects may produce several social and economic gains in addition
to environmental benefits. A number of interviewees indicated that
green projects have the potential to create informal green jobs and
also to assist municipalities with their infrastructure and resource
constraints (Interviewees 4, 6 and 7). ‘Decentralised infrastructure is
about a completely different model of management and ownership’
(Interviewee 7), and contains a variety of opportunities in relation to
‘upcycling’; creating economic opportunities and assets that the poor
can capitalise on; and can positively impact people’s living conditions
(Interviewees 4, 6 and 7).
It is felt that there is much scope for the informal economy in the green
economy ‘due to the number of sectors of work that could be included
beyond just the construction industry’ (Interviewee 2) and in terms of
‘unlocking new value streams’ (Interviewee 4). The job creating potential
of green infrastructure may therefore be a topic for future study as
well as a descriptive study of the number of informal worker groups in
the green economy, their make-up, and the social, environmental and
economic impact that these technologies have for those working and
living in informal conditions.

Photo: Suzanne Smit

Figure 3:

Household level food production (Site A).

Mechanisms to improve current planning and
policy environment
The third research question aimed at recognising the ways in which
the current planning and policy environment could improve. Therefore,
it was deemed necessary to first explore both the challenges and the
opportunities associated with connecting the green economy to the
informal economy. Combining results from the online survey and the semistructured interviews, the following SWOT analysis (Table 3) identifies the
range of strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats pertaining to
connecting the green economy to the informal economy in South Africa.

Photo:Shanelle de Villiers

Figure 4:

Marginally larger scale food production (Site B).

The SWOT analysis considered a range of factors or conditions that
may either help or hinder such connections (Table 3). The strengths and
weaknesses relate to conditions within government or organisational
control, whereas the opportunities and threats relate to factors outside
or external to direct control.
From Table 3 it may be surmised that there are two types of conditions
that negatively affect connections between the green economy and the
informal economy. These connections may be considered as either
related to organisational processes, structures and procedures, which
fall within the purview of an organisation; or to individual and cultural
differences, which fall outside the scope of organisational control.
Table 3 also indicates that the benefits of connecting the green economy
to the informal economy may be considered as intentional objectives,
whereas the opportunities relate to indirect or unintended consequences.

Photo: Shanelle de Villiers

Figure 5:

Community level food production (Site B).

Green infrastructure, technology and construction

Many of these benefits and opportunities are interconnected and cut
across the three pillars of sustainable development, that is, the social,
economic and environmental spheres. These benefits and opportunities
align with international4 and national28 definitions of green economy
and, it may be argued, echo the ideals of an inclusive green economy.
Connecting the green economy to the informal economy in South Africa
is recognised by participants as contributing to an inclusive green
economy and therefore warrants the call for greater engagement
between the informal economy and the green economy in the context of
sustainable development and poverty eradication.

One way of connecting the green economy with the informal economy
is through the introduction of green infrastructure and technologies. The
use of renewable energy, rainwater harvesters, bio digesters, construction
through eco-design, and bio-mimicry for solid and waste water treatment
were recognised as projects taking place in a number of informal
settlements (Interviewees 4, 6, 7 and 9). Small-scale solar installations
were observed as being promoted and trialled in both informal settlements
in order to help address the lack of access to energy.
Another energy related project observed at both sites incorporated the
use of a bio-digester. Principally, the gas emissions from human waste
are captured and transformed into gas for cooking, thereby creating
a more sustainable form of energy. This project may provide several
social, economic and environmental benefits, but community buy-in
at Site B was problematic. Observations before and after installation
indicated that there were certain benefits to upgrading the community
toilets and although residents were initially excited by and involved in
the upgrading process; one year later, only one toilet and bio-digester
unit remains operative, partly because of community apathy and
interpersonal conflict.
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Support for connecting green economy and
informal economy
Beyond identifying positive and negative factors associated with
connecting the green economy to the informal economy, survey
respondents and interviewees were asked to identify how informal green
activities taking place in the informal economy could be supported.
The following section describes these support mechanisms at different
levels of organisation.
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Table 3:
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SWOT analysis of connecting green economy to informal economy
Strengths (benefits)

•

•

Environmental benefits

•

Horizontal and vertical co-ordination in terms of both policies and practices

•

Shortage of funding and difficulties in accessing funds
Capacity or ability (manpower and time) to engage

––

reduction in waste

––

improved ecosystem services

•

––

resource-use efficiency

•

––

reduced carbon emissions

Power relations
––

representational issues

Socio-economic benefits

––

democratic processes

––

Decent work

––

structural issues

––

Poverty eradication

––

marginalisation

––

crony-ism

––

corruption

•

Job creation

•

Localisation

•

Food security

•

Development goals

•

Weaknesses (barriers)

•

––

Improved health and wellbeing

––

Access to basic services

––

Reduced inequality

––

Increased skills and level of education

––

lack of flexibility or adaptability

––

over/under emphasis on regulation

•

Skills shortages in terms intellectual ability to engage

•

Competition for resources

•

Lack of mandate, or vision to engage

•

Economic benefits

Bureaucracy

Conceptual and definitional uncertainty

––

new value streams

––

regarding the informal economy and how to ‘manage’ it

––

inclusive growth

––

regarding the green economy and how to ‘achieve’ it

––

reduced welfare payments

•

Lack of models for successful engagement or modes for bridging the
informal and formal

Opportunities

Threats (challenges)
•

Interpersonal collaboration and willingness to engage

•

Alternative economic opportunities and/ or systems

•

Social economy

•

Barter system

•

Circular economy / closed loops

•

Inclusivity

•

Human dignity and empowerment

––

autocratic

•

Sustainable livelihoods

––

self-congratulatory

•

Bridging the human-nature divide

––

individualistic

•

•

•

Local government or city level

inter-group

––

intra-group

Personality, ego and attitude

Cultural differences

Organisational and procedural challenges aside, personal perceptions
and attitudes may also play an important role in the quality and level of
engagement between municipalities and informal actors. Interviewee 6
pointed out that ‘it requires a specific mind-set or attitude to make
something work in an informal settlement’, a mind-set which several
interviewees (2, 5, 6 and 7) felt was very much absent at local level.
Support mechanisms at local level were also identified as relating to
the capacity and capability of municipalities to deal with complexity;
to reconcile formality with informality; and to develop new models of
engagement (Interviewees 1, 4, 6 and 7).

For a number of participants, recognition of and engagement with the
informal economy were key support mechanisms, particularly in terms
of inclusivity. Other support mechanisms related to infrastructure
provisioning, improved coordination, funding, and facilitating processes
for formalisation and organisation (see Table 4).
The notion of organisation was a recurring theme underlying the
process of engagement. For some, the ‘lack of organisation’ in the
informal economy was a major challenge. Several interviewees
(1, 2 and 5) however indicated that the informal economy in general
is not ‘unorganised’, as there may be a number of organisational
structures at any given time, for example, those based on gender,
seniority, and tribal or political affiliation. At the same time, however,
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inter-personal

––

it was recognised that not all forms of organisation were conducive
to wider or meaningful engagement. It would seem that both the level
and type of organisation were important factors in determining the
level and quality of engagement between green economy practitioners
and the informal economy.

A number of challenges were recognised at municipal level that
impede a supportive or enabling environment for engaging the informal
economy. These challenges included procedural and bureaucratic
processes; lack of vision or leadership; lack of long-term commitment;
lack of transparency; various forms of internal and external politics;
competition for resources; lack of capacity and/or capability; pressure
to conform and comply; and individual and interpersonal issues
(Interviewees 1 to 9).
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Politics
––

Provincial government
As previously described, some of the main barriers for connecting the
green economy to the informal economy are related to lack of capacity,
mandate and awareness at local level. Many respondents therefore
indicated that provincial level support mechanisms need to address
such challenges (Table 5).
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Table 4:
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example, Interviewee 5 explained that identifying the different worker
groups ‘helps to navigate [the complexity]’ and that ‘by understanding
it by worker group and then thinking it through per worker group’ will
improve sectoral or vertical coordination.

Local level support mechanisms that could contribute towards
a more inclusive economy

Respondent
1,6

Response
Provide infrastructure to facilitate informal green activity

1

Table 6:

Build relationship with civil society groups
Engagement and co-ordination – building connections or
partnerships among the private sector, industry, municipal
departments and informal actors

2,3,7,9

Respondent
1,6

Recognise role and value of informal sector workers in green
services and promote their involvement

4,12
10

Facilitate, recognise and support co-operatives

8,9,10,12

Facilitate formalisation and organisation

7

National level support mechanisms that could contribute towards
a more inclusive economy

Funding of projects

2,6,9

Facilitate partnerships (at various levels)

4,6,9

Improve regulatory environment

6

Supply chain contracts to procure from informal economy

6

Build capacity

6

Improve reporting and evaluation

7,8,9

Table 5:

Respondent

Facilitate co-operatives
Develop strategies that will support the informal
industry/economy

10

Provincial level support mechanisms that could contribute
towards a more inclusive economy

Response
Financial subsidies and incentives

Response

1,2

Skills development

NGOs or civil society groups

1,6

Capacity building – knowledge sharing, providing expertise

Several interviewees (1, 2, 3, 4 and 5) recognised the role of civil society
groups or NGOs in connecting the informal economy to the green
economy in South Africa. A number of support mechanisms pertaining
to NGOs were recognised by survey respondents (Table 7).

1,6,10
1,8

Network forming, facilitating partnerships at higher level
Funding

1

Piloting of new innovations

3

Create mandate

4,6
6
7,8

Table 7:

NGO level support mechanisms that could contribute towards a
more inclusive economy

Respondent

Exercise influence over industries and promote supply chain
contracts to procure from informal economy

Response

1

Skills development

Monitor and evaluation

1

Network forming

Support facilitation of formalisation, engagement and dialogue
with informal workers

1

Knowledge sharing

2

Support local initiatives

3,7

It was also suggested that provincial governments have a responsibility
to assist in bridging the gap between national policy and local practice
and to recognise and support the informal economy, particularly in
relation to facilitating partnerships and networks at a national level.

4,10,11
6

National government

7,8,11

Some of the barriers and challenges for connecting the green
economy to the informal economy at national level related to lack of
interdepartmental cooperation, lack of coordination and alignment of
policies and in some cases, lack of capacity or willingness to engage
with the informal economy (Interviewee 1, 2 and 5). Survey responses
indicated the need for improving the regulatory environment, facilitation
of partnerships at various levels (including at international level) and
facilitation of cooperatives, as key support mechanisms (Table 6).

9
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Mobilise around value-adding activities, circular economy and
localisation and enter into environmental forums
Advocate for principles of sustainability
Formalise, organise or create co-operatives
Engage in dialogue, communication and reaching groups not
reachable by public authorities

Key support mechanisms reported by survey respondents related to
the facilitation of organisations within the informal economy and the
mobilisation of NGOs around green activities. In previous discussions on
connecting the green economy with the informal economy, the focus fell
on green economy practitioners and their role in engaging informal actors.
As indicated above, and as reiterated by Interviewee 5, there is also a need
for NGOs that represent and advocate for the informal economy to engage
with the actors and entities promoting the green economy.

As previously indicated, there is a need for greater consistency in the
interface between polices and/or practices by national government.
According to Interviewee 2, in contrast to current ‘top-down tendencies’
support mechanisms may include a ‘type of multi or inter ministerial
structure’ which is mandated to engage with the informal economy. A
second supportive measure included recognising the different informal
worker groups operating in the green economy (Interviewee 5). It
is worth noting that the former support mechanism may assist in
horizontal coordination and the latter with vertical coordination. For
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Society to be proactive and take responsibility for
its environment

Such engagements would require practitioners to reconsider the green
economy space in terms of the opportunities it may hold for informal
economy actors (Interviewee 5). NGOs can further contribute to a more
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enabling policy and planning environment by assisting in ‘mapping the
size of the opportunity to enable further interventions’ (Respondent 6);
identifying different informal worker groups that operate in the green
economy; and by participating at different levels, local to international, in
discussions on the green economy (Interviewee 5).

In terms of improving, enabling or supporting connections between the
green economy and the informal economy, the survey and interview
of several green economy and informal economy practitioners and
policy influencers revealed a number of support mechanisms. These
mechanisms were identified as addressing several barriers and
challenges at various levels of organisation, and if incorporated, may
assist in bringing about more empowering and inclusive practices or
enabling policy and planning environments.

Although NGOs may offer much assistance in connecting the green
economy to the informal economy, they may also unwittingly impede
such processes through poor representation; ideological differences;
conflicting agendas and the tendency to ‘roll-out a blueprint formula
that works in some places’ but that does not take context into account
(Interviewees 1, 3, 4 and 5). These challenges therefore also warrant
further attention if a more enabling policy and planning environment is
to ensue.

Although every effort was made to enhance the validity and reliability of
the study through triangulation, the size and quality of the sample may be
improved in terms of greater representation of informal economy actors
or entities. Greater representation would involve cutting across a greater
geographical region with varying conditions as related to climate, local
bylaws, and social and economic practices and procedures, to allow
for broader assertions and comparisons between provinces. It is further
recommended that future studies include a focus on (1) profiling informal
worker groups within the green economy; (2) exploring ‘organisation’
in the informal economy; (3) the role of NGOs and collectives in the
green economy; (4) government process and change management for
an inclusive green economy; and (5) a value chain analysis of green
economy opportunities at the bottom of the pyramid.

Private sector organisations
Finally, survey respondents were asked to consider the role of private
sector organisations in contributing to a more inclusive green economy
and several support mechanisms were identified (Table 8).
Table 8:

Private sector level support mechanisms that could contribute
towards a more inclusive economy

Respondent
1,3,6,7,11
1,6,10

Funding, investment
Skills transfer, mentoring

2,3

Infrastructure support

2,7

Start-up or incubation support

6,7,8,12

Although the list of possible future research may be infinite, the impli
cations of the study are relatively clear: for South Africa to achieve an
inclusive green economy in the context of sustainable development
and poverty eradication, it needs to engage with the actors and entities
operating in the informal economy. To do so, both informal economy and
green economy practitioners and policy advisors would need to apply a
new ‘lens’ for considering the informal economy and its contribution to
the green economy. This new lens involves a paradigm shift in terms
of how the informal economy is perceived and approached, as well as
pertaining to what an inclusive green economy entails and proposes.

Response

Partnership, value chain development

8,9

Supporting formalisation

9,10

Employ best practices and ensure informal suppliers adhere to
decent work criteria

Furthermore, a more open and enabling policy environment may greatly
assist in not only recognising current opportunities, but also in leading to an
alternative economic model. That is to say, an economic model in contrast
to the dominant neo-liberal approach and which embraces the plurality
of South African society; is open to alternative forms of development;
promotes inclusivity and diversity; and which may be more conducive to
socially equitable and environmentally sustainable development.

The most pertinent mechanisms related to formalising relationships
through partnerships and investment in small and micro enterprises
in terms of both financial support and skills transfer, as well as the
development of broader value-chains that incorporate informal actors
or entities. The notion of an expanded value-chain was also supported
by a number of interviewees. For example, Interviewee 4 pointed to
opportunities in the green infrastructure and technology sector, whereas
Interviewee 2 referred to opportunities within the waste sector.
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