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Keywords: Over the past decade, urban India has seen the emergence and proliferation of startups that are offering on-
Platformization demand recycling services using web- and mobile-based platforms. These firms replicate the services of
Informal economy informal workers known as kabadiwalas who have historically made their livelihoods through trade in recyclable
E:;Zill;%ﬁa materials. Existing analyses of platformization in developed world contexts fail to explain the rise of platform-
Dispossession ization in India because of the particularity of the relationship between platform firms and the informal econ-

omy. This paper contextualizes the rise of platform recycling startups within a generally conducive policy
environment focused on improving sanitation, encouraging entrepreneurship, and expanding the use of infor-
mation technology in India. An examination of business models deployed by these firms reveals how and why the
structure of recycling markets does not allow for a ‘lean” model typically adopted by platform firms in other
sectors. Rather than merely connecting service providers to consumers, these startups rely on aggregating
recyclable materials and dispossessing intermediaries such as kabadiwalas in order to generate surplus value in
an otherwise saturated market. Relying on an analysis of online content about these new firms, this paper ex-
amines the strategies that firms use to legitimize themselves and delegitimize kabadiwalas in an attempt to

displace and dispossess them from the market space.

1. Introduction

Startup firms offering on-demand recycling services have prolifer-
ated in urban India over the past decade. Firms offer recyclables
collection services using online platforms such as websites and mobile
applications through which waste generators can request and schedule
pickup of recyclables. These firms are replicating services that have
historically been provided by kabadiwalas, self-employed workers who
buy recyclables from households and businesses in their informally
negotiated urban territories, and sell those onwards to larger recyclables
traders. This paper investigates the effects of this recent surge in recy-
cling start-ups, the nature of these businesses, and the significance of
their presence in contemporary urban recycling markets in India.

Much scholarly attention has been paid to wastepickers, one set of
workers in urban informal recycling economies around the world, who
make a living by extracting recyclables from the waste stream at various
points in waste’s urban journey from the point of production, such as a
household, to its final resting place such as a landfill (Dias, 2016). In the
Indian context, for instance, much has been written about displacement
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and dispossession of wastepickers as a result of the changing landscape
of municipal waste service provision, and the organization of workers in
response to these changes (Chaturvedi and Gidwani, 2010; Chikarmane,
2016; Demaria and Schindler, 2016; Wittmer, 2022). By contrast, less
attention has been paid to kabadiwalas, who differ from wastepickers
not only in the nature of their work but also in their socio-economic
positions (for exceptions, see Doron and Jeffrey, 2018; Gill, 2009;
Hayami et al., 2006). In general, the distinction between the two could
be thought of as a distinction between kabadiwalas as those who pur-
chase high-value recyclables versus wastepickers as those who extract
low-value recyclables from waste (Luthra, 2021). And these distinctions
follow dominant social stratifications intersecting class, caste and
gender: kabadiwalas tend to be from relatively higher socio-economic
positions compared to wastepickers who are typically poorer, lower
caste, and more often are women (Gill, 2009; Hayami et al., 2006).
Much like the two groups have garnered different degrees of schol-
arly attention, they have also been treated differently in policy. The
difference in the nature of their work and their socio-economic positions
can partly explain the difference in policy attention. While wastepickers
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extract low-value recyclables from municipal solid waste that falls
squarely within the ambit of municipal responsibility, the high-value
materials kabadiwalas trade in, are a part of a parallel market that
does not ever enter the municipal waste stream, and therefore has been
largely outside the domain of municipal regulation. For instance, while
the national rules governing the management of municipal solid waste
in India (Solid Waste Rules 2016) stipulate municipal responsibility for
waste management service provision, markets in high-value recyclables
are largely unregulated. Consequently, while wastepicker organizations
have been able to lobby for changes in regulations to protect their
livelihoods, kabadiwala livelihoods are subject to the vagaries of an
open market. Until now, this lack of market regulation hasn’t posed a
problem for kabadiwalas so they haven’t needed to organize to protect
their market share. However, on-demand recycling firms are emerging
as formidable competitors against traditional kabadiwalas in the high-
value recyclables market. Drawing on an analysis of how on-demand
recycling startups attempt to carve out a space for themselves in the
urban recycling market landscape, this paper explores the potential
consequences of their emergence on the existing informal recycling
economy.

In what follows, we first contextualize this phenomenon within the
existing scholarly literature in geography and allied disciplines.
Following a brief description of the methods, we situate the rise of these
firms within an enabling policy and economic environment. Next, we
examine how startup firms frame themselves in contrast to the work and
workers in the existing informal recycling economy. The final section
predicts and analyzes the potential outcomes of the rise of startups on
kabadiwalas. We conclude by considering the limitations of our methods
and recommending policies to protect the livelihoods of kabadiwalas in
this fast-changing landscape of recycling service provision in urban
India.

2. Platformization and the informal recycling economy

The informal economy of waste and recycling consists of a complex
network of actors who valorize urban discards. Conceptualized as a hi-
erarchical pyramid, this network comprises of wastepickers (those who
extract low-value recyclable materials from waste) and kabadiwalas
(those who buy high-value recyclables) at the bottom, and reprocessors
(those who transform recyclables into new commodities) at the top, with
several levels of intermediaries in the middle (Agarwal et al., 2005;
Chaturvedi and Gidwani, 2010). Although the term kabadiwala (also
sometimes referred to as raddiwala referring to collectors of raddi or
used paper, and pheriwala referring to the itinerant nature of their
work) is used to denote a range of actors in the informal recycling
economy including small and large scrap trading intermediaries, in this
paper, we use the term to refer specifically to those who purchase re-
cyclables directly from waste generators such as households. Often using
bicycles and rickshaws, kabadiwalas travel through urban neighbor-
hoods, announcing themselves using distinctive calls to alert potential
clients of their presence (Doron and Jeffrey, 2018; Gill, 2009; Hayami
et al., 2006). If a sufficient quantity of recyclables has accumulated in a
home, householder women or their domestic servants respond to the call
of the kabadiwala to whom the materials are sold typically after
perfunctory arguments over their prices and weights (Luthra, 2021). In
addition to high-value recyclables such as paper, cardboard, metals,
glass and plastics, kabadiwalas also purchase larger items such as
furniture and appliances. Many of these larger items find second lives
once repaired and refurbished. Although their work is not regulated
directly by local governments, some have permits issued to them by
neighborhood associations in the localities where they purchase re-
cyclables from residents and many bribe the local police in order to
conduct their daily business (Chintan, 2003; Gill, 2010). New platform
recycling startups emulate the kabadiwala business model offering cli-
ents the additional convenience of scheduling pick-ups rather than
waiting for the kabadiwala’s call in the neighborhood.
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Kabadiwalas could be thought of as ‘subsistence entrepreneurs’
(Viswanathan et al., 2014), operating within the ‘need economy’
(Sanyal, 2007), occupying the space of ‘non-corporate’ capital (Chat-
terjee, 2008). By contrast platform firms represent corporate capital
within an ‘accumulation economy’ (Chatterjee, 2008; Sanyal, 2007).
Drawing on ethnographic fieldwork in scrap markets in Hyderabad,
Gidwani and Maringanti (2016: 122) contest such dualistic representa-
tions, and instead call our attention to a “porous continuum that is
sectorally heterogeneous, and that workers ... differentially traverse
over the course of their working lives.” Much like mobility platforms
such as Uber, recycling platforms are also spatially embedded, and
therefore must articulate with localized configurations of existing eco-
nomic activity (Stehlin et al., 2020). The labor of workers such as
kabadiwalas in the informal recycling economy has been described as
infrastructural labor, part of the an urban “infra-economy” that is “vital
to the production of urban space such that it is conductive to capital
accumulation” yet remains unrecognized (Gidwani and Maringanti
2016: 113). Scholars of platform urbanism have alerted us to the
deepening of geospatial dimensions of the platform economy, particu-
larly the reconfiguration of urban space through the articulation of
platforms with existing infrastructural scales (Stehlin et al., 2020). In a
market that is saturated in the sense that most or all sellers already have
buyers, platform firms’ articulation with, and attempts to disrupt,
reorganize and rescale existing recycling markets, and the consequences
of these reconfigurations for kabadiwalas, are poorly understood.

Critical scholarship on platform capitalism in India situates it as an
extension of long-term politico-economic strategies of modernization
and development construed primarily in technocratic terms where the
state is a “key interest in incubating the platform economy” (Athique
and Parthasarathi, 2020: 2). While such an ethos reflects dominant in-
ternational trends, these scholars suggest that existing analyses of plat-
form business models in developed world contexts (e.g. Srnicek 2017)
are not able to fully explain why different types of platform firms pro-
liferate in developing countries such as India (Rai, 2020; Surie and
Koduganti, 2016). In contrast to the so-called ‘sharing economy’ para-
digm in developed countries such as the U.S. which mobilizes private
spare capacity (labor and resources), platform startups in developing
countries such as India aim to disrupt and capture informal economic
activity (Athique and Parthasarathi, 2020). For instance, Uber’s busi-
ness model in developed countries such as the US depends on people
who have spare time and a car. By contrast, a platform firm such as
Urban Company in India relies on capturing the economic activity of
existing informal service providers such as barbers, beauticians and
house cleaners. While platformization of informal economies has been
examined in a range of sites and sectors, the rise of platform startups in
the recycling sector, and its consequences on the existing informal
economy, thus far remains largely unexamined, barring a brief critical
discussion by Gidwani and Corwin (2017) and a few scattered celebra-
tory accounts of their emergence (Ahmed et al., 2022; Bhadra and
Mishra, 2021). Further, while scholars have paid attention to how
platform firms have both enabled and benefitted from a conducive
policy environment (Athique and Parthasarathi, 2020; Attoh et al.,
2019; Davies et al., 2022; Kaye-Essien, 2020), the specific policy context
within which on-demand recycling firms have emerged in India, is less
well understood.

Platform firms in India capture informal activity by converting pre-
viously informal workers into legible gig-workers who not only offer
new kinds of convenience but are also more palatable to a “security-
crazed” urban consumer (Rai, 2020: 310; Athique, 2020; Athique and
Parthasarathi, 2020). Tactics of legibility include bringing informal
workers into the ambit of transactional record, the professionalization of
work and workers through training in customer service protocols, and
the imposition of surveillance through processes of vetting and verifi-
cation (Athique, 2020; Raval and Pal, 2019; Ticona and Mateescu, 2018;
Surie, 2020). These tactics however need to be read within longer his-
tories of attempts to control urban informality as part of recurring
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world-city remaking projects, processes that have been described as
disciplinary technologies of formalization (Luthra and Monteith, 2021).
If platformization is associated with a trend of increasing informaliza-
tion in the Global North, then often the very same platforms are said to
increase formalization in the Global South, albeit not in terms of
transforming the labor-capital relation into a standard employment
relationship but by standardizing work and work processes (Stehlin
et al., 2020; Ticona and Mateescu, 2018). In doing so however, service
standardization through platformization displaces the “situated knowl-
edge and networks that informally employed service workers use”
(Surie, 2020: 96). This paper explores how these processes play out in
the context of the informal recycling economy in urban India.

Some scholars have urged that platform firms, as “accelerants of
precarity,” be seen as a continuation of longer-term structural trends of
labor flexibilization, and thus provide a way for those firms to achieve
accumulation by dispossession (Vallas and Schor, 2020: 280). The
emergence of recycling startups can thus be conceptualized as part of a
longer history of the structural devaluation of informal waste work
through processes of privatization, mechanization, and an enclosure of
the urban commons of waste (Gidwani, 2013; Gidwani and Corwin,
2017; Samson, 2015). To the extent that platformization is associated
with a certain (limited) kind of formalization of previously informal
workers in the Global South, then, as some scholars have argued, we
need to critically attend to the processes of “dispossession by formal-
ization,” that is the ways in which formalization can increase exploita-
tion, engender new class cleavages among workers, destabilize existing
forms of recognition, and reduce their collective power (Tucker, 2017:
90; Anantharaman, 2019; Millar, 2018; O’Hare, 2020; Tucker and
Anantharaman, 2020). An examination of the specific ways through
which platform firms attempt to extract surplus value through inter-
linked processes of formalization and dispossession, can inform the
identification of political strategies that aid in building alternative urban
futures.

3. Methods

This research relies on a content analysis of Indian platform recycling
firms’ web presence (websites, social media sites, and news reports),
conducted between May and October 2022. An initial set of google
searches and searches on Android and iOS application platforms yielded
about 50 firms that advertised recycling services in various Indian cities.
Upon more in-depth research, we delineated three criteria for selecting
firms for detailed analysis. First, the firms should provide on-demand
recycling services using a platform (websites and/or mobile applica-
tions). Firms that had websites that did not offer on-demand recycling
services and only provided information for potential customers were
excluded from the analysis. If a firm’s website allowed potential cus-
tomers to schedule a service, then it was included in the analysis. Sec-
ond, the firms should deal in all kinds of recyclables rather than only
specific materials such as e-waste and/or plastic waste. Recently, a
number of firms, acting as producer responsibility organizations in
support of extended producer responsibility (EPR) regulations govern-
ing plastic and e-waste, have entered the market. These firms were
excluded because their primary source of revenue is from manufacturers
who pay for collection of specific materials in order to meet their EPR
mandates, rather than from trading in existing markets like kabadiwalas
do. Third, the firms should have an identifiable online presence (e.g.
social media, news coverage etc.) beyond the platform rather than
simply a downloadable app. While some firms had apps available on
application platforms, we could not find any other information about
them, which likely means that the app was never launched. A total of 34
firms fit these three criteria.

Upon selecting the 34 firms, we conducted a detailed analysis of their
websites and mobile applications, news coverage, blogs, and their social
media sites (Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and Youtube) using Dedoose,
a cloud-based qualitative data analysis tool. Based on an initial content
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review, we developed codes and aggregated the codes into themes. The
data were iteratively recoded based on our ongoing analysis and
development of themes that are presented in the following sections of
this paper. Although we consulted firms’ social media presence, we
decided not to systematically review these because we found that that
many of their posts simply repeated information available on their
website and their posts to different social media platforms were essen-
tially identical. Accordingly, we decided to focus only on Facebook
posts, and especially in cases where a firm’s website lacked crucial
information.

The 34 firms provide on-demand recycling services in 30 cities or
metropolitan areas of varying sizes. While 25 firms only provide services
in a single city or a metropolitan area, nine firms provide services in
multiple ones ranging from two to six, with an average of four cities per
firm. Of the 30 cities, 21 cities have only a single firm servicing them
while the rest have more than one, ranging from two to ten, with an
average of four firms per city. Delhi metropolitan area which includes
Delhi, Gurgaon, Faridabad, Noida and Ghaziabad has the most firms.
Fig. 1 is a map depicting the number of firms that offer services in each
of the 30 cities.

Based on a review of available digital materials, we identified and
categorized the business models employed by these 34 firms. We were
particularly interested in what services firms offer and how they use the
platform to deliver those services, and found three main business models
in use: (1) direct service provider: the firm provides recyclables collec-
tion services directly; here the platform is used as a way for the waste
generator to request pick-up services; (2) intermediary: the firm serves
as an intermediary connecting waste generators to collection service
providers through the platform—this corresponds to the classic ‘lean’
business model typically employed by platform firms; and (3) interme-
diary aggregator: the firm serves as an intermediary and an aggregator;
here the firm not only connects service providers to waste generators, it
also buys recyclables from service providers. In the first and third case,
firms buy recyclable materials either directly from waste generators or
from service providers in order to aggregate larger quantities of re-
cyclables to then sell upwards in the aforementioned recycling pyramid.
Based on our analysis, 21 firms are direct service providers only, four are
intermediaries only, and six are intermediary aggregators only, while
four firms provide some combination of these services.

Of the 34 firms, 11 appeared inactive at the time of research. By
inactive we mean that they neither had an active social media presence,
nor had their websites or mobile applications been updated in 2022.
Based on this information, we identified the year when the firm
appeared to be last active. If they had any activity in 2022, we consid-
ered them currently active. The inactive firms appear to have been in
business for 3 years on average, ranging from a minimum of less than a
year to a maximum of 11 years. Fig. 2 shows the number of firms that
arrived in the market each year, the number of firms that were inactive
the previous year, and the cumulative total number of firms in the
market in a given year.

While new firms started emerging in the early 2010s, the cumulative
number of firms in the market start to show a steep increase after 2014
(Fig. 2). The following section explores some of the reasons that led to
this proliferation of on-demand recycling firms.

4. Rise of on-demand recycling services: an untapped market?

In the mid-2010 s, the ‘uberization of everything’ circulated widely
in public media, reflecting a general rise of the platform economy in
various sectors, sites, and contexts globally (Curtis, 2018; Freeman,
2015; Grabar, 2015; Graham et al., 2017; Patel, 2016). The steep rise in
the number of platform firms offering on-demand recycling services in
urban India is in line with global trends and thus is not necessarily
surprising. Other than general market trends however, a specific
concatenation of policy and programmatic interventions in India, pro-
vide a framework within which this rise can be understood.
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Fig. 1. Presence of on-demand recycling startups in urban India.
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Fig. 2. Rise of on-demand recycling startups 2010-2022.
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The notable increase in the number of firms after 2014 can be
associated directly with the Swachh Bharat Mission (Clean India
Mission, hereafter acronymized as SBM), launched that same year. Soon
after Prime Minister Narendra Modi won the national elections in 2014,
he launched SBM, a nationwide campaign whose initial highly publi-
cized focus was to end open defecation by building toilets, and volun-
teering to clean-up visible public filth. Although modernizing waste
management systems had always been on SBM’s agenda, its more recent
incarnation, SBM 2.0, launched in 2021, has an even more explicit focus
on urban waste management, with the goal of making cities garbage-free
(Prime Minister’s Office, 2021).

At a Global Business Summit in January 2015, Modi described his
vision for a “New Age India” in which SBM is to play a key role,
particularly through the encouragement of waste entrepreneurship:
“Waste management generates economic activity. It can create lakhs of
swachhata [cleanliness] entrepreneurs” (Modi, 2015). A month later, an
industry trade association was already celebrating waste management as
the “next USD 1.5 billion opportunity for Indian industry” touting how
SBM has created an “enabling environment for private sector partici-
pation” (ASSOCHAM and cKinetics, 2015, 1, 15). If, as some scholars
have argued, government programs such as SBM are about more than
just cleanliness, and are about the creation of entrepreneurial citizen
subjects (Chacko, 2019; Gudavarthy and Vijay, 2020), then how on-
demand recycling startups position themselves in relation to this pro-
gram needs to be examined.

In their promotional materials, 15 of the 34 firms explicitly articulate
their work in terms of supporting and drawing inspiration from SBM.
Raddi Dedo, for instance, notes, “Being a responsible native of this
country, we pledge to support Swachh Bharat Abhiyan by recycling the
scrap” (RaddiDedo, 2021). Recykal suggests that SBM’s launch “acted as
a catalyst for [its] business, creating awareness about waste disposal”
(Meghani, 2021). Even more pointedly, Extra Carbon says, “We started
this endeavour three years ago with one target in our mind, Swachh
Bharat. Fortunately, our honourable Prime Minister Narendra Modi has
now made this a mission of our country” (Joshi, 2016). Responding to
industry-wide celebrations of the market opportunities that SBM has
opened up, startup firms often use the size of the recycling market as a
way to describe the need for corporate entrepreneurship in this market
space. Abhishek Deshpande, a co-founder and CEO of Recykal, says,
“Waste management or w-commerce is 5x bigger than ecommerce and
10x bigger than m-commerce. India’s 1.3 billion people consume
products and generate waste every single day. Waste never stops. It is a
pandemic-free, recession-free business” (quoted in Meghani, 2021).
Another firm, Book My Scrap, notes, “Today, India’s annual scrap con-
sumption is INR 750 billion (20.40 million tons) and it imports 6.48
million tons of scrap at an estimated value of INR 390 billion to become
the world’s third largest importer of scrap. With a CAGR [compound
annual growth rate] of 11.4%, the sector is poised to take the con-
sumption to 30.03 million tons by 2020 (BookMyScrap, 2021).

In order to justify their entry in this market, firms cast this economic
potential as unrealized, and the lack of its realization as environmentally
harmful, thus aligning themselves with SBM goals. Matthew Jose of
Paperman says, “India has industries to recycle 42 different kinds of
waste material, like paper, plastic, glass and various types of metal. It is
estimated that if all of India’s recycle-able [sic] waste were given for
recycling to these industries, it would amount to an industry of INR
20,000 crore (US $4 billion)” (Ashoka, 2015). Recykal articulates its
vision to manage three million metric tonnes by 2025 in the following
way: “That’s approximately 10-15 percent of India’s waste that will
flow through our system rather than end up in a landfill or ocean. Ten
more companies like ours can exist in the space. It’s that big a market.
It’s not about building an app, it’s about building an ecosystem”
(Meghani, 2021).

In addition to SBM, Startup India, launched in 2015 to “catalyse
startup culture and build a strong and inclusive ecosystem for innova-
tion and entrepreneurship in India,” has provided further impetus for
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entrepreneurship in general, and in the recycling sector more specif-
ically (Ministry of Commerce and Industry, 2022). Startup India prom-
ises eligible companies “a host of tax benefits, easier compliance, IPR
[intellectual property rights] fast-tracking & more” (Ministry of Com-
merce and Industry, 2022). Government efforts have proved successful;
the number of startups has grown almost 20-fold over a five period
between 2016 and 2021, and India is now the world’s third highest
producer of startups with unicorn status (Sridharan, 2022). Some
scholars have argued that funding disbursed through this program has
contributed to reducing regional entrepreneurial disparities between
small and large cities in India (Tiwari, Hogan and O’Gorman, 2021).
This might explain the emergence of on-demand recycling startups in
smaller cities and not just the larger metropolitan areas (Fig. 1). To
further encourage entrepreneurship in this sector, in January 2022, the
Ministry of Housing and Urban Affairs (MoHUA) launched the Swach-
hata Startup Challenge in order to “support 10 startups working at the
nexus of technology and social innovation to solve India’s waste man-
agement challenges by improving efficiency of waste management,
increasing social impact, improving transparency of waste value chain
and reducing the use of single use plastic” (MoHUA, 2022). Two of the
ten winners of the Challenge are firms studied in this paper.

But StartUp India is merely one program within a larger ecosystem of
government initiatives that have enabled the rise of such startups:
Digital India, Make in India, and Invest India’s Waste to Wealth Mission
together provide a conducive policy environment for emerging private
investment in this sector. For instance, the president of the Material
Recycling Association of India, notes, “Recycling has the innate capacity
to play the role of a catalyst to nation building if it is aligned to
announced national priorities of the government like Swachh Bharat,
Make in India, and development of smart cities” (Basu 2020). One
startup’s founder explains, “A huge component involves generating data
that’s never existed before and building technology for foot soldiers who
can’t read English and don’t know how to navigate a smartphone. We’re
literally ‘Making in India’ for a Swachh Bharat through Digital India”
(Vignesh, 2016).

Unlike platform firms such as Uber which have sought governmental
policy support after they had already launched (Pelzer et al., 2019), the
case of on-demand recycling startups shows that a conducive policy
environment was already in the making. A host of government programs
focused on seemingly disparate goals of sanitation improvement, inno-
vation using digital technology, and the inculcation of entrepreneurship,
provide a frame that calls forth a particular kind of response: new in-
vestments in on-demand recycling startups. While certain governmental
initiatives are designed to spur digital innovation in order to meet a
market need, here an ersatz need itself must be crafted: the need to
realize the unrealized economic and environmental potential of recy-
cling. As described earlier, the economic potential of recycling is far
from unrealized in reality; thousands of kabadiwalas and other actors in
the informal recycling economy derive their livelihoods from it. This
behooves an examination of the relationship between firms and workers
in the informal recycling economy whose economic activity they
attempt to capture.

5. Divergent framings of kabadiwalas

To claim urban India’s recycling potential as unrealized in an eco-
nomic and an environmental sense, startup firms frame the existing
system as unable to realize that potential. Such a claim is in line with the
long history of the structural devaluation of traditional forms of waste
and recycling labor by the state and private capital vying to invest and
extract surpluses from that business (Dias and Samson, 2016; Gidwani
and Corwin, 2017; Wittmer, 2022). Paperman’s Matthew Jose, for
instance, asks “what’s stopping us?” from recycling “all of the country’s
recyclable waste” and proposes two factors—*“lack of a strong reason for
people to recycle” and “lack of an organised waste-collection market”
(Vitta, 2016). Recykal similarly complains that the existing waste
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management industry in India is “cash-driven, largely informal and
fragmented with multiple middlemen” (Meghani, 2021). RaddiConnect
says, “When we began our ground research in 2014, the ecosystem was
in disarray. It involved several players, from garbage collectors to the
municipal workers, from raddiwalas (scrap dealers) to rag pickers.
Worldwide reports on mounting wastes warned of an imminent catas-
trophe, but they continued to work at their own pace and without much
interaction” (TheCityFix Labs India, 2019). ScrapUncle describes the
same problem in the following way, “While traditional Kabadiwalas play
the role of collecting scraps in Indian neighbourhoods, the majority of
these traditional workers cherry-pick useful material and throw away
the remaining waste to landfills—a hidden element of traditional
Kabadiwalas that, in fact, perpetuate India’s environmental predica-
ment” (Swapeco 2021).

While startups cast the existing informal system as deficient, they
simultaneously credit them for providing inspiration for their own
business models. Even the names of many of the startups—Urban
Kabadi, The Kabadi, The Kabadiwala, Raddi Dedo and Raddi Connect
(now Recircle)—invoke the traditional names of informal actors
(kabadiwala and raddiwala). Pom Pom “borrows its name from the
cheerful sound a kabadiwala’s squeeze horn makes” (Ganguly, 2016). Its
founder Deepak Sethi explains the choice of the firm’s name in the
following way, “Pom Pom reflects the traditional horn and sound used
by the old school kabadiwalla! We felt that the name is very unique and
quirky and would definitely stick in people’s minds” (So Delhi, 2018).
Some startups also readily acknowledge the important environmental
and economic contributions of kabadiwalas as “Green Super Heroes”
(Joshi, 2016), “micro-entrepreneurs [who have been] working towards
the vision of Reduce-Reuse-Recycle for years” (ReCircle, 2021). As
ReCircle (2021) puts it, “The crisis of waste is not that of today. It has
been around and drowning the world for decades. But little do we realise
how the situation could have been much worse had it not been for the
efforts of our waste workers. Tonnes of scrap each day is prevented from
getting in landfills by means of collecting, segregating, and recycling.”.

More importantly however, startup firms also studied or relied on
work experience in the informal market before developing their own
business models. Recykal’s founder Satish Deshpande explains, “we
spent the first two years going to the kabadiwalas’ and ragpickers’
houses to see what they do the whole day. Unless you go that deep, you
will never understand their problems. We call it a Harvard diploma in
waste management” (Meghani, 2021). Although an exception among
these startups, one firm, Kabadixpress, was started by a traditional
kabadiwala: “Manish started his career as a hawker buying scrap all over
West Delhi on his bicycle from 1997 till 2000 ... Manish did [a] lot of
hard work and didn’t [feel] any shame in doing scrap business. So, he
kept growing and opened his own scrap shop in 2001 ... in order to bring
professionalism & transparency in this field and to complete the supply
chain in [a] legitimate way, Manish Goyal joined hands with his friends

. who are also experts in same field of waste management ... [and]
decided to make Kabadixpress” (Kabadixpress, 2022).

On the one hand, existing informal systems provide the foundations
for new startup firms’ business models, on the other hand, they deploy
new space-time configurations to differentiate themselves from existing
kabadiwalas. Kabadiwalas are hyperlocal, servicing one or a few
neighborhoods within a city. By contrast, many of these firms serve
entire cities, metropolitan areas (clusters of cities), and even multiple
cities and metropolitan areas in different parts of the country. Customers
anywhere in the firm’s service area can request a pickup using the firm’s
online platform that promises just-in-time and “just-in-place” (Wells
et al., 2021) service provision. By contrast, customers have to wait for a
kabadiwala to come to their neighborhood in order to sell their re-
cyclables. Firms often cast this waiting as an inconvenience that the
customers can circumvent by using their platform. One firm, Scrap
Uncle for instance, says, “When you decide to sell your scrap you don’t
have to wait for the local Kabadiwala to come and pick the scrap from
your place. Now, you can do your chores instantly, schedule your pickup
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according to your comfort, and then you can find them near your
doorstep” (Scrapuncle blog, 2021). Scrapwale markets itself similarly,
“We understand that in this fast-paced world, time is always of the
essence, we also understand your experiences with the local Kabadi-
wala. So, stop waiting for kabadiwala to shout out!” (Scrapwale, 2022).
Time however is only one aspect of how firms market their services; the
other crucial aspect has to do with the spatiality of service delivery.

While startup firms assure customers that they can provide just-in-
time-and-place services, they simultaneously claim a sense of place-
lessness to mark their difference from the hyperlocality of the kabadi-
wala and increase the efficiency of market transactions. Scrap Uncle
says, “Especially for homemakers, it’s a task to collect all the scrap and
then take it to the nearest scrap shop. Instead of doing this, you can book
your pickup online on Scrap Uncle ... Scrap Uncle is your local scrap
dealer” (Scrapuncle blog, 2021, emphasis added). Recykal (2002), on
the one hand, claims that “waste is never a local phenomenon” and that
its platform “allows waste generators, aggregators and recyclers to
connect with thousands of entities through its online marketplace.” On
the other hand, it plans to “build hyper-local waste processing infra-
structure” (Recykal, 2022). Recircle’s “verified resource partners, who
are none other than your neighbourhood raddi waalas’’ are a crucial
part of what it describes as its “localized systems [which] invigorate the
operational aspect of resource recovery” (ReCircle, 2021, emphasis
added). Paperman hopes “to go national and have a waste entrepreneur
(not kabadiwallah) for every 2 km radius” (Vitta, 2016).

Because traditional markets are highly localized, platform firms
claim that before they entered this market, spatially restricted trans-
actions “created a form of geographical monopoly that resulted in
incorrect pricing and inefficiency” (Bhadra and Mishra, 2021). Market
inefficiencies are attributed to the abilities of existing kabadiwalas to
extract monopoly rents through the use of inaccurate weighing scales
and pricing; the claim is that kabadiwalas are able to cheat customers by
using fraudulent weighing scales that do not reflect the true weight of
items being sold, and will buy materials at lower than market prices.
Because customers had no options but to sell to the neighborhood
kabadiwalas, they had no way to address these asymmetries in trans-
actions. An online marketplace ensures that customers “are no longer
bound to transact with the few actors that exist in their proximity”
(Recykal, 2022). Further, startups offer digital weighing scales for ac-
curate weighing and transparent pricing by publishing price lists on
their apps and websites. ExtraCarbon (2018) succinctly summarizes this
proposition in the following way, “Why rely on the local raddiwalas
when you have the option to sell your kabaad to the professionals.”.

These divergent framings of kabadiwalas—deficient and inefficient
yet indispensable repositories of knowledge and veritable heroes of In-
dia’s recycling systems—are crucial for firms’ cooptation and displace-
ment of traditional kabadiwalas in order to stake their claim to the
market space. On the one hand, such framings are designed to convince
the government and private investors that the firm is worthwhile sup-
porting financially and otherwise. On the other hand, they are also an
attempt to convince potential customers of the social, economic and
environmental worthiness of and need for the firms’ disruption in this
market. These divergent framings are also reflected in firms’ disparate
relationships with the kabadiwalas. While some firms acknowledge that
kabadiwalas served as an inspiration, and most at least acknowledge
their existence, 10 of the 34 firms analyzed made no mention of them in
any of their online content. While some firms purport to ‘integrate’
existing kabadiwalas into their operations in different ways, we found
that most firms make no such claims, and have no aspirations to do so.
As startups attempt to encroach on their market space, we identified
three possible outcomes for existing kabadiwalas—non-integration,
formalization, and quasi-formalization. In either case however, dispos-
session appears imminent.
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6. Dispossession by platformization

If firms make no attempt to integrate existing kabadiwalas, then the
most likely outcome for them is dispossession. The degree of dispos-
session however depends crucially on the ability of the firm to capture
the customer base of existing kabadiwalas. Contrary to startups’
description of the market potential as unrealized, thousands of informal
workers realize that potential through their quotidian labors. Capturing
a portion of the market necessarily implies displacing someone else from
the market space. Twenty five of the 34 firms do not claim to ‘integrate’
existing kabadiwalas into their operations. The degree to which such
dispossession has actually occurred remains to be seen however. Pre-
vious research on the impact of the introduction of formal garbage
collection services on informal collectors in Delhi has shown that the
latter managed to persist in the market by gaining and maintaining
recognition from local residents “through practices that confer practical
legitimation™ (Kornberg, 2020: 800). The extent to which kabadiwalas
manage to persist in this market through similar means can only be
discerned through ethnographic fieldwork. What is important to note
here is that startup firms can only access customers by displacing
existing kabadiwalas if they do not integrate the latter into their oper-
ational models. Thus, non-integration necessarily implies dispossession
of kabadiwalas.

Those that do purport to integrate, articulate the need for such
integration in terms of social reform. Kabadiwalas’ socio-economic po-
sition is framed as “helpless” (I Got Garbage, n.d.), “insecure and un-
dignified” (ReCircle, 2021), and their profession as “unglamorous and
unrewarding” (Mindtree, 2018). Framed as such, firms that do claim to
be “helping” them “reform their lives and gain respectability” (Mindtree,
2018), bringing ‘“stability to their jobs and life” (ReCircle, 2021),
empowering them (I Got Garbage, n.d.), and enhancing their lives “by
continuously addressing their interactions and living conditions*
(ScrapQ 2020). As Bintix describes, “our mission is to provide scheduled
recyclable collection at your doorstep while at the same time work to-
wards a zero landfill future and do it in a green way that’s inclusive of
India’s scrap dealers and waste pickers” (Bintix 2020). Such a framing of
kabadiwalas as objects of social intervention rather than as economic
subjects justifies the firm’s need for disruption in the market space. But
firms purport to integrate kabadiwalas into their business operations in
different ways.

If firms employ existing kabadiwalas as wage labour, then this is
formalization in a strict sense, that is, previously self-employed informal
workers become formal employees of the firm. Doing so involves giving
them “pay, pension and insurance” (Bintix 2020). If firms integrate them
not as formal employees but as workers who continue to be self-
employed, this is what we describe as quasi-formalization drawing on
O’Hare’s (2020: 63) definition of the term as incomplete formalization
“where informal economic activity continues to subsidise a reorganised
formal market in urban recyclables.” As Recyckal (2022) describes this
relationship, ““We have merely tied up with local kabadiwalas, aggre-
gators and recyclers and pay them for their services. We provide the tech
and logistics to enable waste to get properly disposed. We are like the
Uber for Trash.”.

Often formalized and quasi-formalized workers undergo processes of
“police verification” (ScrapBuk, 2022) and professional training on
“work ethics and customer relations” (Scrapzon, 2021) as a pre-requisite
for them to become the firm’s “verified resource partners” (Extra Car-
bon, n.d.). Scrapzon (2021) promises that its “executives [kabadiwalas]”
are “well educated, polite, friendly, and driven by [a] passion for
customer service.” Quasi-formalized workers are seen as “independent
entrepreneurs” who can deploy “innovative microbusiness models that
would enable them to deliver structured waste-management services
directly to waste generators” (Mindtree, 2018), improving their “busi-
ness practices” (Ahmed et al., 2022), and turning them into “decent
corporate citizens” (The Kabadiwala n.d.). While quasi-formalized
workers are not paid wages or fringe benefits as employees would be,

Geoforum 141 (2023) 103731

some firms promise to fulfill “basic needs of these people such as Aad-
haar card, bank accounts, insurance, safety kits, education and health-
care” through funding from their corporate social responsibility arms,
not as part of their contract with the firms (Recyckal, 2022).

Of the nine firms that do purport to ‘integrate’ kabadiwalas, two
employ them as wage labor, six engage them as quasi-formalized
workers, and one relies on a combination, employing some as wage la-
bour and engaging others as quasi-formalized workers. But firms’ re-
lationships with existing kabadiwalas vary by business model (Table 1).
The totals in Table 1 exceed the total number of firms studied in this
paper because four firms deploy a combination of business models, and
one firm integrates kabadiwalas as both formalized wage labor as well as
quasi-formalized non-employees.

Scholars of platform economies argue that the generative force of the
platform relies on practices of intermediation and the intermediary logic
of platforms relies on the creation and coordination of network effects
(Grabher and Konig, 2020; Langley and Leyshon, 2017). In a platform
business model, the marginal cost of upscaling a platform is relatively
low as compared to the capital required for achieving economies of scale
in traditional business models (Grabher and van Tuijl, 2020). Such
platform firms are ‘lean’, that is, they do not own assets and are not in
the business of ‘producing’ things themselves; instead, they connect
consumers to service providers. One would assume that on-demand
recycling start-ups in India follow a similar model, that is, connect the
generators of recyclable materials to buyers of those materials, a model
that Recykal (2022) describes as the “Uber for Trash.” In the typology
above, we would expect firms to act as intermediaries connecting quasi-
formalized kabadiwalas with customers, if indeed a ‘lean’ business
model were the norm.

Yet, such a business model appears to be least preferred by startups;
there are only two firms in our dataset that do so. By contrast, the
dominant model is direct service provision that does not rely on existing
kabadiwalas. Further, although the number of firms in this sector is too
few to draw any definitive conclusions, it appears that firms are more
likely to integrate kabadiwalas as quasi-formalized workers than as
formalized employees if they are intermediaries or intermediary
aggregators rather than if they are direct service providers. Both of these
characteristics of on-demand recycling startups—the dominant business
model and the variation in firms’ engagement with existing kabadiwalas
based on business model—can be explained by the nature of the busi-
ness. The structure of existing recycling markets constrains platform
firm’s operational model choices (Kumar, 2020).

Collection of recyclable materials rather than merely mediating
connections between buyers and sellers of those materials, appears to be
the cornerstone of firms’ business strategy in this market. Thirty one of
the 34 firms are in the business of buying, aggregating and selling
recyclable materials. As described earlier, recyclables move along the
chain from waste generators to kabadiwalas to small dealers to large
dealers to suppliers (buyers of specific types of recyclable materials) and
eventually to reprocessors that convert those materials into new com-
modities. The further along the chain one is, the better the price for the
materials being traded (Agarwal et al., 2005). The purchase and sale
price that any actor along the chain can command depends on the
number of transactions that have already occurred and the number of
future transactions expected to occur in trading those materials (Gill,
2009). In other words, the greater one’s ability to disintermediate, the

Table 1
Number of firms by business model and relationship with existing kabadiwalas.
Direct service Intermediary ~ Intermediary
provider aggregator
No integration 21 3 4
Formalization 3 0 1
Quasi- 2 2 5

formalization
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higher the profit margin. Unlike other platform firms such as Urban
Company that attempt to capture informal labor, the goal here is to
capture recyclable materials.

Disintermediation implies dispossession of intermediaries such as
kabadiwalas and small scrap dealers who typically themselves “cannot
cut out middlemen since they do not have the cash capacity to build up
adequate volumes” of recyclables” (Gill, 2009, p.17). New startup firms,
often funded by venture capital and supported by a conducive policy
environment, have vastly different resources and capacities to deploy
“different combinations of storage, time, and labour” to disintermediate
than those “at the lower levels of the chain” who are much more “con-
strained in their actual ability to cut out middlemen and sell to the
furthest end-point traders* (Gill, 2009, p.17). The lean business model
isn’t really the most profitable model for new startups in the recycling
sector where marginal returns increase with volume. By operating at a
large enough scale, firms hope to aggregate enough materials by
recruiting enough customers and selling to buyers further along the
chain in order to increase their profit margins. If they are able to do so,
they only need to be marginally price competitive with kabadiwalas but
can claim much greater profit margins as long as they can aggregate
sufficiently large quantities of recyclables. Direct service providers buy
directly from waste generators and sell to the furthest buyer along the
chain, thus cutting out the kabadiwalas and other intermediaries from
the chain. But this strategy can be costly.

Collection and transportation tend to be expensive. For instance,
collection and transportation alone account for more than 80 percent of
municipal budgets allocated to waste management in India (Luthra,
2020). For this reason, some firms such as Kabadiexpress and Junkart
demand a minimum order amount before they agree to scheduling a
pickup. Other firms, flush with venture capital, might be able to afford to
detach the price they pay for recyclables from actual collection costs
incurred. By offering cost saving promotions to users, such as omitting
the minimum weight requirement mandated by some firms, these firms
can attract new users and grow their network even as they incur losses in
the short term. Recykal, for instance, recording a net profit for the first
time in 2021, conducted an average of 1,000 loss-making orders a day
for nearly two years in its infancy (Meghani, 2021).

High collection and transportation costs can also help explain why
some firms, particularly intermediary aggregators, might choose to
quasi-formalize. Half of the intermediary aggregators in our sample
chose to quasi-formalize existing informal workers rather than hiring
their own collectors. Through quasi-formalization, these firms can out-
source collection to kabadiwalas, who then sell the materials they collect
to the firms they are affiliated with. ReCircle (2022), for instance, claims
to “procure materials from [kabadiwalas] at fair market prices.” The
discursive framing of kabadiwalas as those who need to be ‘uplifted’ or
‘empowered’ legitimizes firms’ strategy of quasi-formalized integration.
In the process, kabadiwalas who, contrary to the claims of some startups,
were already “independent entrepreneurs,” (Mindtree, 2018) might
actually be transformed into “platform-dependent entrepreneurs” with
higher levels or risk and uncertainty adding to their precarity (Cutolo
and Kenney 2021). How quasi-formalized kabadiwalas experience and
manage this platform-dependence remains to be examined through
future ethnographic fieldwork however. Athique (2020: 33) has argued
that unlike platform economies in the industrialized world, a major
opportunity for platform firms in India does not lie in “outsourcing la-
bour costs but in capturing informal economic activity, formalizing
those markets and bringing them in the ambit of transactional records.”
The case of intermediary aggregators suggests that this may not hold for
all platform recycling startups; cutting labor costs through outsourcing
collection continues to be important for some firms in this market.

But why do kabadiwalas agree to become quasi-formalized workers?
Presumably the motivations for kabadiwalas agreeing to such an
arrangement is the threat of dispossession, the use of the platform, and
thus potential access to a wider customer base and better prices. Indeed,
firms use this strategy to enroll them into their network. One scrap
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dealer working with Paperman for instance says, “My father was a rag-
picker, and my family has been in this business for over 50 years. We
have established customers, but it is always hard to find new ones”
(quoted in BBC News, 2012). A video designed by Junkart to attract
kabadiwalas into their network features a kabadiwala complaining
about being “tired of roaming around ... still unable to get sufficient
scrap” (Junkart 2016). To these tired kabadiwalas, Junkart promises “no
more roaming around” and thus a solution that allows them to “work
efficiently” (Junkart, 2016). Recyckal (2022) offers them the ability to
disintermediate: “Recykal has also onboarded small kabadiwalas on to
the system who would previously sell to larger aggregators. Through the
app, they can skip the middlemen and sell directly to recyclers, earning
an extra 10 percent ... It also helps in optimizing their operations by
providing information about nearby waste generators from whom they
can collect and also waste aggregators and recyclers that are willing to
purchase the waste.*.

The degree to which quasi-formalized kabadiwalas benefit from this
relation however depends on the expansion of their customer base and/
or the prices at which firms buy materials from them. In either case
however, these benefits depend on the dispossession of non-integrated
kabadiwalas and other intermediaries along the recycling chain.
Expansion of the customer base of a quasi-formalized kabadiwala im-
plies encroaching upon and capturing the customer base of a non-
integrated kabadiwala. The ability of the firm to offer better prices
than what the quasi-formalized kabadiwalas would have received pre-
viously, depends on its ability to disintermediate, that is to skip the in-
termediaries and sell to the furthest buyer along the recycling chain.
Thus, despite startups’ claims to ‘help’ and ‘empower’ kabadiwalas,
even in the best-case scenario, where some existing kabadiwalas are
integrated into a firm’s operations, dispossession of others is part of the
same process. Platform model’s network effects can only expand the
scale of dispossession. And as it does so, it will also undercut any tem-
porary gains that quasi-formalized kabadiwalas from their integration in
the system. As has been observed in the case of ride hailing platforms,
the potential earnings of each individual worker decrease as the firm
expands the network and fills the market with new workers (von
Vocano, 2021). The dispossession of existing informal workers depends
on the extent to which new platform firms are successful in capturing
informal recycling markets, a process that can be understood then as
dispossession by platformization. The primary means through which
dispossession by platformization proceeds however is not through the
proletarianization of labor, but the corporatized commodification of
their resources or recyclable materials (Glassman, 2006; Levien, 2012).

7. Conclusion

While the rise of on-demand recycling start-up firms in urban India
can be explained partly by a general economic trend towards plat-
formization, a pre-existing enabling policy environment has been
particularly conducive to their growth. Unlike platform firms in other
sectors however, these firms use a range of business models in their
attempts to eke out profits in a well-established and structured market
that includes a number of intermediary players. A ‘lean’ business model
does not emerge as the most preferable because profits depend on
capturing recyclable materials rather than existing informal labor.
Associated with the most prevalent direct service provision model is the
non-integration of existing kabadiwalas into startups’ business opera-
tions. The outright dispossession of kabadiwalas is thus the most likely
outcome if these firms are able to gain a significant market share. Even
in the few cases where existing workers are integrated as formalized or
quasi-formalized workers, the overall likely effect is the dispossession of
non-integrated workers and increased levels of precarity for integrated
workers. Thus, the rise of on-demand recycling can be described as
dispossession by platformization, a material process that is discursively
enabled through divergent framings of informal recycling work and
workers.
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While this paper provides new insights into the heterogeneous
landscape of on-demand recycling in urban India, it relies primarily on a
content analysis of firms’ marketing strategies on their websites and
social media, and news coverage. The use of such a passive method of
data collection has limitations. First, it does not allow us to interrogate
more deeply the factors that lead firms to choose among different
business models, that more active data collection methods such as in-
terviews might allow for. Second, our methods do not allow us to get a
sense of the changing nature of work and workers in this sector. For
instance, neither do we have a clear understanding of the reasons why
kabadiwalas choose to be integrated into or partner with these new
firms, nor a sense of what kabadiwalas think of the changing landscape
of the recycling market. Likewise, we neither have a sense of the degree
to which kabadiwalas have actually been displaced, nor the practices
through which their claims to the market space might persist despite the
attempts of startups. Third, while we have a general understanding of
the growth of firms in this landscape, we do not have a clear sense of the
extent to which these firms are successful in making a dent in the
market. The extent of their customer base, the amount of materials they
channel using the platform, or the portion of the market that they have
been able to claim, remain open questions.

Limitations aside, the insights from this analysis nonetheless provide
useful cues for building a political strategy for workers whose liveli-
hoods are being threatened due to platformization. In the extant liter-
ature on the topic, much of the focus is on workers within platform firms
and the strategies for organizing and collective bargaining they are
deploying or could engage in (Graham et al., 2020; Johnston, 2020;
Jones, 2021; Cieslik, 2021), and not necessarily the non-platform
workers competing in the same market. Some scholars who have stud-
ied platformization of informal economic activities point to the creative
possibilities inherent in improvisation as a way to respond to their
dispossession (Frey, 2020; Rai, 2020). Some have suggested state
intervention in the market to protect informal workers (Arias, 2019;
Devries, 2018). Yet others have called for platform cooperativisim—
collective ownership of the platform as a post-capitalist response
(Chatterton and Pusey, 2020; Papadimitropoulos, 2021; Srnicek, 2017).

Some organizations and firms in the on-demand recycling space
could be categorized as attempting to become platform cooperatives in
the sense that the platform was intended to benefit informal workers
rather than make profits. Two of the ‘firms’ analyzed in this paper (Pick
My Trash and I Got Garbage) were started by relatively well known non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) that have been advocating for
livelihood security for informal recyclers in urban India for over two
decades. These could be thought of as platform cooperatives even
though the idea of the platform didn’t emerge from the grassroots, that is
from the informal workers themselves, thus they might not be consid-
ered platform cooperatives in a strict sense. Both of these organizations’
platforms have largely failed, or at least are currently inactive. Although
we do not know the precise reasons for their failure, the kinds of tech-
nological expertise and resources they might continually need in order
to effectively compete with startups that have much larger amounts of
capital at their disposal, puts the effectiveness of such a strategy in
question. The ability of collectives of kabariwalas, who are likely to be
able to command even fewer resources than NGOs, to build or buy and
then maintain such platforms is even more questionable. In light of this,
we are inclined to agree with scholars such as Sandoval (2020) who
question the entrepreneurial activism of platform cooperativism on the
grounds that it aligns with the very neoliberal logic it attempts to
overcome, urging that such cooperatives instead use their political voice
to demand structural reform.

But collective ownership of platforms requires collective organizing
and political mobilization as a precondition. Unlike wastepickers who
are in some cases, rather well-organized, and mobilize collectively to
lobby the state, kabadiwalas are less so, primarily because they have not
needed to be (Gill, 2009). Recall that unlike waste management that is
within the ambit of municipal responsibility, trade in high-value
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recyclables is largely a private affair. Because waste management, and
consequently the extraction of low-value recyclables, is regulated as a
municipal service, informal waste management service providers have
been able to carve a space for themselves in official policy. While we are
cognizant of the concerns that many scholars have raised related to the
adverse consequences of gaining state recognition and associated pro-
cesses of formalization (Anantharaman, 2019; Millar, 2018; O Hare,
2020; Tucker, 2017; Tucker and Anantharaman, 2020), this form of
regulatory inclusion has nonetheless provided some informal workers a
foundation from which they can wage broader struggles to make claims
in the market. Without policy intervention, kabadiwalas and associated
actors in the informal recycling economy will be forced to compete
against startups with vastly different amounts of resources and capac-
ities at their disposal. Therefore, while platform collectivisation might
be a laudable goal, we suggest that collective organization among
kabadiwalas and state intervention in the recycling sector are more
immediately necessary if kabadiwalas’ imminent struggles for their
livelihoods are to bear fruit. The nature of state intervention necessary
can only be a result of a deliberative process of collective organizing and
action however.
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