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ABSTRACT

This study examines economic benefits and the health implications associated with the scavenging in Ekiti and
Osun States, Nigeria. The research is based on data collected through multistage sampling procedures from 120
waste scavengers drawn equally from the four solid waste dumpsites in the study areas using interview schedule
and focus group discussion. These interview elicited information about scavenger’s activities, experiences,
opinions and feelings concerning their operations, economic benefits and health challenges. The data used for
the study were generated from primary and secondary sources. The Data obtained was analyzed using
descriptive statistics on SPSS software. The mean age of the research participants was 27years and majority did
not attended school or stopped at primary school level. Waste scavenging was dominated by males (77%). The
research also revealed that most of the scavengers were youths from the community and migrants from
surrounding villages. The reasons for their involvement in waste scavenging business such as picking of
recyclable products like plastics, metals and glass bottles include joblessness and economic consideration. The
study further reveals that majority of scavengers are exposed daily to a numerous life threatening health
problems which might result to death as they sort through the waste for recyclable products. The paper
concluded that most of the scavengers were exposed to environmental hazards which could lead to health
problems in the cause of their daily activities. Given the health hazards that scavengers were been exposed to in
this enterprise, policy measures that would enhance the health status of the scavengers need to be adopted by
Government and Non-Governmental Organisation.
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INTRODUCTION worldwide, most of whom are in cities in
Migration of rural dwellers to urban cities has developing countries, and it has a financial impact
led to population explosion which in turn resulted of several billions of US dollars every year
into increases in waste generation and also creates a (Medina, 2010).
large pool of unemployed and underemployed in Waste scavenging is a popular informal
the society. In the past few decades, the process of activity which depends on the quantity and quality
urbanization has accelerated mainly in cities coping of waste generated by the population. The
with informal hyper, most of which are located in proliferation of waste scavengers on the streets and
sub-Saharan Africa (UN-Habitat, 2010). These waste dumpsites in Nigeria since the early 1990s
cities are characterized by an economy heavily represents one of the most visible consequences of
dependent on the informal sector and very the deep economic crisis the country has been
extensive poverty (Owusu-Sekyere, 2014). The suffering. These scavengers play an important role
high concentration of people in the emerging urban in the process of waste recycling. Muktar (2011)
centres in the developing world has two stated that in Nigeria, like other developing
implications: it leads to increases in waste countries, scavenging among youths begins with
generation and also creates a large pool of the collection of plastic bottles and cans, and it
unemployed and underemployed residents with few mostly takes place in the informal sector. However,
alternative means of earning a living. In response to people involved sort out the useful materials like
the unemployment growth led some youths in rural paper, aluminium, glass, bottles, plastic etc. and
and urban areas to engage in waste scavenging as a sell them to the recycling industries. These serve as
mean of survival strategies. Wikipedia (2012) their source of income.
describes a waste picker (scavenger) as a person Literature as shown that scavengers working
who salvages reusable or recyclable materials under unhygienic condition which exposed them to
thrown away by others to sell or for personal health related problems. Ray ef al (2002) was of
consumption. Genemo (2010) stated that, some opinion that scavengers working in the area of fleas
families cannot survive without the contribution of and offensive odours in the waste disposal sites
every member of the family as some parents cannot along with the lack of proper protective devices
meet their basic needs, these forces their children to which have adverse effect on the life. Furthermore,
go to waste dumping sites to scavenge with the aim Eric (2007) in study conducted in Buenos Aires
of increasing family income and maintaining their Argentina find out that scavenger were exposed to
standard of living. Scavenging from the waste health hazards which comprise of infection,
stream is an important economic activity that chemical hazards, musculoskeletal damage,
provides income for over 15 million people mechanical trauma, and emotional distress.
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Most of the scholars worked on waste
scavenging examined its economic significance as
an efficient livelihood strategy (Reynals, 2002;
Schamber and Suarez, 2002). Despite a lot of
studies on scavenging as economic activities, much
attention has not been paid to the health risks
associated with it in the study area in view of the
fact that scavengers live and work in unhygienic
conditions and the nature of their occupation
exposes them to hazards that may lead to the spread
of various health challenges. Hence the study
examined waste scavenging as a source of wealth
or death?

The specific objectives of the study are to:

i. describe the socioeconomic characteristics of
scavengers;

il. examine the economic benefits of waste
scavenging; and to

iii. assess the health implications associated with
waste scavenging.

METHODOLOGY

To achieve the objectives of the study, four
solid waste dumpsites were randomly selected in
Ikole-Ekiti and Ado-Ekiti in Ekiti State and
Osogbo and Ile-Ife in Osun state.

Figure 1: Photograph of dumpsites at Ado-EKkiti, EKiti State and Ile-Ife, Osun State

Purposive sampling was employed in
identifying those who were directly involved in the
process. The research is based on data collected
through multistage sampling procedures from 120
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waste scavengers drawn equally from the four solid
waste dumpsites in the study areas using interview
schedule. Focus group discussion was used to
measure quantitative data.
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The data from the questionnaire survey was
analysed using SPSS analytical programme. Waste
scavengers’ demographic characteristics that were
examined in the study include religion, age,
ethnicity, income, marital status, educational
qualification and working hours. Scavengers were
asked to mention reason for entry into a job and
some of the risks they had suffered repeatedly in
the last twelve months preceding the study in their
daily job. Lastly, three focus group discussions
were held at the three dumpsites where scavenging
takes place.

Reason for entry into the scavenging job was
measured using a 5 point Likert — type scale
comprising of strongly agreed (5 point), agreed (4
point), neutral (3 point), disagreed (2 point), and
strongly disagreed (1 point). The index was the
sum on the scores of all 7 questions which the
scavengers were asked with minimum score being
7 and maximum score being 35. Mean was used to
rank the reasons for entry into the scavenging job
in descending order of importance. Perceived
Health related problems were measured using 3
point scale comprising always occurred (2)
occasionally occurred (1) and not occurred (0). The
index was the sum on the scores of all 8 questions
which the scavengers were asked with minimum
score being 0 and maximum score being 16.Mean
was used to rank perceived health related problems
the descending order of occurrence.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Socioeconomic characteristics

The results from the table show that above
average numbers of scavengers (54.4%) were
observed in the age group 21 to 30 years and 14.5
% of scavengers were in the age group 20 year and
below. The findings imply that youths of school
age were into scavenging business despite the risks
involved in the job.

One of the participants from Osogbo in focus
group discussion said that “My parents died when I
was young. There was no one to sponsor me and 1
wanted to go to school. I used the income from

Table 1: Socioeconomic characteristics of scavengers

scavenging to fund myself through school, feeding,
buying books and clothing. The above disclose the
reasons for working in the dumpsite at such a
young age as a means for survival. Male (76.7%)
dominated the business of scavenging. In this
study, 48.3% of scavengers were married, The rest
were either single who have never been married,
separated, divorced and widowed( 51.7%) (Table
1). This is supported by the following statement
from a woman at Ado-Ekiti: “Most women working
here are either divorced or separated with no
husband to support us. We struggle on our own to
pay house rent, feed the children and send them to
school form the money we made from this business.

Nigeria has earlier been identified to comprise
of three main ethnic groups which include Hausa,
Yoruba and Igbo. The ethnic group of waste
workers is important most especially to waste
pickers/scavengers since they have in the past been
identified to be migrants who are out to make a
living in the city (Benson and Vanga-Mgijima,
2010; Hayami et al. 2006).

In this study, the Hausas who are migrants
from the northern part of Nigeria have the largest
representation among scavengers in the study area.
This findings is in line with Obadina (2015)
findings that majority of scavengers in Lagos State
were Hausas.

In this study 48.7% of waste scavengers have
no education. Despite the fact almost half were not
educated we found out that some are highly
educated up to higher institutions. One of the
identified young scavengers stated that “ suffered
with verbal abuse from my friends which made me
drop out from school and faced my work
squarely. "The mean number of scavengers on the
job working experience was 8.5years. Tablel also
revealed that, 71.8 % scavengers have been
working for between 5 to 10 years. Majority of the
scavengers had average income of 16,000 monthly.
Despite the fact the income realized was low they
claimed that they were able to take care of their
needs to certain extent.

Variables Frequency percentage Mean/STD
Age

<30 82 68.4 27.4(5.8)
31-60 24 20.0

>60 14 11.6

Sex

Male 92 76.7

Female 28 23.3

Marital status

Married 58 48.3

Single 40 30.3

Widowed 7 5.8

Separated 9 7.5
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Variables Frequency percentage Mean/STD
Divorced 6 5.0

Ethnicity

Scavengers

Hausa 68 56.7

Yoruba 31 25.8

Igbo 14 11.7

Others 7 5.8

Educational level

Never 58 48.3

1-6(primary school) 34 28.3

7-12(Secondary school) 21 17.5

13 and above 7 5.8

Income

<10,000 34 28.3 16,000(4,003)
11,000-20,000 61 50.8

>21,000 25 20.8

Reason for entry into a job at the dumpsite

This section examines the reasons for entry
into scavenging. The primary reasons are to get out
of poverty (92.6%) and unemployment (87.1%).
This necessitated their need to seek for ways of
making a living through waste scavenging. In
addition to unemployed migrants, there are also
waste workers who had been employed but due to
loss of employment had to look for a way of
getting a job. The finding indicated that some of
the scavengers were into it for economic reason so

Table 2: Reasons for Entry into a Job of scavenging

that they could satisfy their basic needs. The
implication of this is that majority were into
scavenging business not because of the interest in
the job but due the joblessness. It is also being used
as a means of getting out of poverty. These
findings corroborated Owusu-Sekyere (2014) and
Obadina (2015) their study in Ghana and Lagos
that the scavengers are in the occupation, not by
choice, but due to increased levels of
unemployment and poverty.

Reasons for scavenging Percent Rank
To get out of poverty 92.6 ™
I cannot get job in my place or state 87.1 2
Ability to take care of my family 85.2 3
No certificate to do other job 73.5 4
Loss of job due to retrenchment 58.3 5t
Inadequate access to credit facilities 56.3 6"
I can be on my own 40.6 7t

Perceived Health related problems

The study further reveals that majority (80.2%)
of scavengers are exposed daily to a numerous life
threatening health problems which might result to
death as they sort through the waste for recyclable
products, Scavenging has some detrimental effects
on the health of the scavengers in descending order
of their severity. The most prevalence was the
headaches which occurred as a result of working in
the sun (95.8%). This was followed by minor
injuries from stepping on broken bottles or sharp
objects in the refuse (90.5%), eye irritation
(89.6%); respiratory diseases which include
coughing and sneezing (87.4%) etc and backaches
from bending down most of the time.

Other infections that might associated with
waste scavenging includes skin and blood
infections resulting from direct contact with waste
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and from infected wounds,( 67.2%). These an
indication that scavengers were exposed to various
environmental hazards arising from their daily
activities such as respiratory diseases which
occurred as a result of exposure to dust and
hazardous compounds, accidental injuries that
include skeletal disorders resulting from the
handling of heavy containers, infected wounds
from contact with sharp items, poisoning and
chemical burns resulting from contact with
hazardous chemical waste mixed with general
waste; burns and other injuries from job-related
accidents at waste disposal sites. This assertion is
inline Chalin et al., (2003) who claimed that
scavengers are usually exposed to accidents and
injuries at dumpsite. Despite the seriousness of the
health hazards outline, most of the scavengers at
times over look them. This might be as a result of
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inadequate knowledge of the health related
information or cost of securing medical attention.
As waste scavengers in the study areas make a

living, they are also exposed to health problems
that have impending danger on their economic

activity.

Table 3: Perceived health related problems among waste scavengers

Health problems % Rank
Headaches from working in the sun 95.8 &
Minor injuries 90.5 2
Eye irritation 89.6 31
Respiratory diseases 87.4 4t
Minor injuries from stepping on broken bottles or 83.4 5t
sharp objects in the refuse

Backaches from bending down 78.3 6"
Skin disease and blood infections 67.2 7h
Poisoning and chemical burns 49.1 g™

Mean percentage= 80.2%

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Waste scavenging arises mainly due to the
existence of waste dumps and recycling enterprises
on one hand, and the income earned as well as
poverty on the other hand. Scavenging as an
informal activity has employed a number of
unemployed people. The reality from this study is
that as waste scavengers scavenged for wealth in
order to get out of poverty but at same time they
are also exposed to a countless number of health
related problems which might lead to death.
Exposure to environmental hazards could be
attributed to low level of education and inadequate
safety measures. This situation needs to be of
concerned to every shareholder in the areas of
occupational safety.

The paper recommends that given the
environmental hazards associated with the
enterprise, policy measures that would enhance the
health status of the scavengers such as provision of
necessary working equipment like hand gloves and
boots needs to be adopted by Government.
Training needs to be organised by government
agency and Non-Governmental Organisation on the
safety measures. Furthermore, they need to be
targeted in federal government social intervention
programmes.
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