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Project findings

Informal workers’ political leverage in Ghana and Benirt

Mayke Kaag, Tanja Hendriks, Kassim Assouma & Karin Nijenhuis

The research project ‘Increasing political leverage for informal and formal workers’ organizations for inclusive development’ |
studying trade unions and informal workers’ organizations as strategic actors for inclusive development in Ghana and Bel
The main question is: How to improve the political leverage of informal workers’ organizations and trade unions in Ghana a
Benin in order to better defend the needs of informal workers? The following are some main findings and policy messages fr
the project.

Findings:

There is a long history and wide diversity of forms of organizing in the informal economy in Ghana and Benin. Forms ¢
collective action include: trade unions expanding their membership in order to also embrace informal workers; trade unic
and informal workers’ organizations cooperating on an ad hoc basis on certain issues; informal workers’ organizatio
affiliating with trade unions; and informal workers’ organizations operating independently from trade unions.

The informal economy is increasingly acknowledged as a driver of development in Africa, but there is a lack ¢
understanding of how informal workers operate and organize. Development projects often focus on business developn
and entrepreneurship within the informal economy (frequently with an eye on formalisation), and less so on supportil
informal workers’ organizations as strategic civil society actors.

Our project shows however that trade unions and informal workers organizations can indeed be strategic actors for bette
the position of informal workers, IF they function as hubs stimulating and supporting collective action and not so much |
membership or representation organizatip@isse

The project also reveals challenges for such collective action: informal workers often lack a shared ‘worker’ identity
discrepancies exist in the motives for collective action among leaders and members of informal workers’ organizatior
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partisan politics influence the power and legitignax various workers’ organizations; and internatibdonors have a
(conflict-stimulating) impact on power hierarcheamong various groups/organizations of informal veosk

» In addition, the case studies show interestingthffices in organizational dynamics and collectotma strategies between
stratified sectors (cloth sellers) and those tlmatraore homogeneous (plastic bottle sellers, tatemdrivers); between
occupations that are fixed in one place (marketers, mechanics) and those that are mobile (taxonubrivers); between
occupations that require a form of education andelthat can be engaged in without any appreci@bfermal) training;
between female- and male-dominated occupationsydmet those who consider their occupation as a teampoin-
between-job born out of necessity and those wharssework as their profession; between GhanaBexwin, influenced
by different trade union traditions.

« In organizing, informal workers generally try to &g flexible as possible in order to navigate ttfea(ging) political and
donor landscape.

« At the same time, linkages to the political realne &ey for most organisations. These political digks bring both
opportunities and risks for collective action. Ogpaities are in the power of numbers and in theeas to resources that
are importantly distributed through political netl®. The risks are in the cleavages that partisaitiqgs induce, both
within and between organisations, and in beconiogiependent on agendas of politicians.

» There are different and shifting constellationscollaboration and competition in relation to infahworkers’ rights: for
instance, leaders of informal workers’ organizasianay unite in their blaming trade unions for nallwepresenting
informal workers’ issues in official social dialogwlatforms, but at the same time also compete gneaich other for
legitimacy, donor support (which may come througbse same trade unions), and visibility.

e It is useful to make a distinction between the tmal action and political leverage of informal Wers’ organizations.
Informal workers’ organizations may engage in jxait support for payment, not necessarily to furtheir agenda.

« Different trade union traditions and political lnises lead to different organisational strategied ehallenges in Ghana and
Benin. Workers’' organisations in Ghana are maimdguted on negotiations, making them less visibldpttential)
members. In Benin, by contrast, the focus often onsvisible protest and action, but later in thegass, political
neutralisation and encapsulation often occurs, leaimg real results for workers’ livelihoods. Thefeet appears to be
similar in both countries, though: i.e. underminthg credibility and legitimacy of workers’ orgaai®mns among (informal)
workers.

Policy messages:

» Understand that informal workers are not a homogenas group: Policymakers should realize that informal workenmes a
diverse in terms of:

- the channels and strategies they use to raise thies (e.g. traditional organizations, newly-fedanorganizations,
which are often related to donor support, and tradiens; official channels such as national diatoglatforms;
unofficial/personal links with politicians; and lboying, striking, voting support, etc.)

- their livelihood challenges, decent work deficits.gf income, health, workplace safety, social mtaie), and
willingness to participate in workers’ organizatson

* Recognize that informal workers have certain intersts and needs in commoninformal workers generally share a
preoccupation with income-generating opportunites;ess to credit, and an enabling and decent mgrémnvironment.
Therefore, a good starting point for policy andattould be informal workers’ direct preoccupation

e Strive for inclusion: Donors, in particular, should realize that the uisabn of one group/organization means the exclusion
of others and they should analyse the effectsaf fartnerships in terms of inclusion/exclusiomwHcan negative effects
be mitigated? Are other support forms possiblejrfetance supporting (ad hoc) collective actiorfptans?

e Building trust is very important, among informal workers; trad@éoms and informal workers’ organisations; locatlan
central government and informal workers. Collectagtion, starting small and over time expandingais important
building stone for this. Therefore, unity in actioather than unity in organisation appears to ke wlay forward. In
addition, follow-up in order to reach real effectgerms of improvement of informal workers’ sitigats is essential.
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Recommendations for informal workers: A
Accept that you have different (and sometimes opposed)
interests, you can still collaborate on issues of shared
concern;

Make your needs heard, unity in action makes you
strong;

Reach out to people/organisations that are responsive
to your needs;

Promises of these people/organisations do not count,
only real action!

p J

concerning those needs;

visible effective action
. A
Recommendations for local government
Invest in trust relations by being a reliable partner, as this will
also help your own agenda;
For this, broad coalitions going beyond partisan politics are
needed,;
This may create unrest in the beginning, but will in the end help
social peace;
Formalization is not a matter of only sticks but requirescarrots,
as well (informal workers should see a profit in it)
Do what you promise to do;
Trust and peaceful dialogue will make your mandate into a

Success
J

Recommendations for central government:
Similar to local government, but in addition:

social dialogue platforms

collaboration is needed there to be effective)

.

KNOWLEDGE PLATFORM ON INCLUSIVE DEVELOPMENT POLICIES

* Involve representatives of the informal economy in official
* Coherence of policies between different Ministries (also

* Formalization is not a matter of merely sticks but more so of
carrots (informal workers should see a profit in it)

» Formalization is a process built on increasing trust of workers
in the state/government, trust is built by being responsive to
informal workers’ needs, and this in the long term;

http://includeplatform.net

Recommendations for workers’ organisations:
« ldentify needs on the ground and support/organize collective action

* Do not so much focus on increasing membership but on successful action;

e Less bureaucratic and more dynamic, agile organisations tend to be more
effective in reacting to opportunities and needs for action;

* As an unintended consequence, membership may increase because of

\
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Recommendations for international partners

« Stimulate unity in action and collaborative platforms rather than unity in
organisations;

* Be also critical about the competitions you are engaged in and try not to
have this influence your actions in partner countries;

» Instead of offering technical training, rather facilitate analysis and
mutual learning (for instance concerning (un)successful collective
actions
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