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Senator Johnson Sakaja, CBS 

 Chairperson of the Senate AD HOC Committee on COVID-19 
 

 Ms. Susan Mochache, 

Chairperson of the National Taskforce on Covid-19 and Principal Secretary 

Ministry of Health 
 

Hon. Mutahi Kagwe 

Chairperson National Emergency Response Committee on Coronavirus 

Committee and Cabinet Secretary Ministry of Health 
 

Hon. Betty C. Maina, CBS 

Cabinet Secretary Ministry of Industrialization, Trade and Enterprise 

Development 
 

Dr. Patrick Njoroge, 

Governor Central Bank of Kenya 
 

Mr. Henry M. Rithaa 

Chief Executive Officer Micro and Small Enterprises Authority (MSEA) 
 

H. E Martin Wambora, 

Chairperson of the Council of Governors Trade, Industry and Investment 

Committee 
 

URGENT PROPOSALS FOR COVID RESPONSE TO CUSHION INFORMAL TRADERS 

Prepared by The Institute for Social Accountability in conjunction with the University of 

Nairobi Committee on Fiscal Studies 
 

Introduction 

The informal sector is an essential part of the social and economic fabric of daily life in Kenya. 

Eight out of every ten people in employment in Kenya works in the informal sector. The 

outbreak of corona virus disease (COVID-19) in the country is greatly impacting millions of 

small informal sector businesses and households due to the measures required to curb the 

spread of the deadly virus.  
 

Purpose of the Brief1   

Government is at various stages of enacting measures to support businesses. However, so far 

these measures announced generally benefit large and formal businesses. Whereas Government 

 
1 We acknowledge the contributions made by the Rapid Response Team at the Committee on Fiscal Studies 

comprising of Elvis Oyare, Nasri AbdiRashid, Afshin Bholim, Maina Mwaniki, Atim Joan Apuun, Mary 

Ongore, Valerie Yiega, Jane Ambuko (Prof of Food Science) and Attiya Waris (Prof Fiscal Law and Chair 

of CFS). 
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has identified the need to keep markets operational nationwide, the needs of informal 

businesses have not yet been accurately identified and addressed.  
 

Informal traders operate in a difficult often hostile working environment, and mainly rely on 

their own ingenuity and resources to survive. For instance, the informal sector mostly pays 

more than the formal for basic goods, services, and trading permits. Cartels such as water 

syndicates play a big role in pushing up the cost of services and are likely to undermine 

government efforts to cushion the sector. The sector is distrustful of government intervention 

and likely to fall foul of the law. To develop solutions for the sector it is important to understand 

them. 
 

This intervention outlines the components of a COVID-19 rapid response initiative for the 

informal sector. It seeks to achieve a country response to informal trade that is responsive to 

sector needs and provides a human rights-based approach. This brief is informed by 

consultations with experts,2 interviews with informal trade association representatives3 and 

expert inputs by the University of Nairobi Committee on Fiscal Studies. 
 

A Human Rights Based Approach  

According to the United Nations Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights 

(OHCHR), the human rights-based approach is a conceptual framework for the process of 

human development that is normatively based on international human rights standards and 

operationally directed to promoting human rights.4 Kenya is signatory to the convention. A 

human rights approach is undergirded by principles of participation, accountability and 

transparency, non-discrimination and equality, empowerment and linkage to human rights 

norms/normativity.5 These principles are reflected in Article 10 of the Constitution and are 

considered as critical in achieving sustainable development.  
 

This intervention proposes the following key priorities: 
 

1. Support Continuous Operation of Priority Sectors 

Taxation data on Kenya shows that only 30% of Kenyans are on the tax base and these are 

predominantly found in government and corporations in urban areas.6 The agriculture and 

wholesale/retail are not only the biggest employers in the country, they also have the largest 

number of informal workers. During the Covid-19 period, together with the health sector, they 

constitute the most critical sectors for the country’s survival. The food chain and its supportive 

sectors should therefore be prioritized for Covid-19 intervention. Enabling sectors are 

transportation and tourism (restaurants) and so informal traders in those sectors should also be 

prioritized for support to keep them afloat.  
 

Recommendation: Government needs to clearly identify essential sectors in its Covid 

mitigation and recovery strategy to ensure their continuous operation.  
 

2. Use Evidence Based Decision Making in Informal Trade Interventions 

 
2 Charles Warria is the Chief Operations and Learning Officer at iGov Africa. He is a Development Economist and Results Expert with 

extensive experience and expertise in the Public and Private sector in Africa, as well as Civil Society performance measurement.  He has 
extensive experience in markets systems analysis and value chain transformation for sustainable development. He is a member of the TISA 

Board of Trustees.  
3 TISA undertook a rapid assessment of the Impact of Covid-19 on the Informal Trade on 24th April 2020. We spoke to 34 respondents drawn 
from the Kenya National Alliance of Street Vendors and Informal Traders (KENASVIT) and the Kenya National Chambers of Commerce 

and Industry (KNCCI) networks. We also interviewed Anthony Kwache the Chair of KENASVIT on 5th May 2020. He is also a member of 

the MSEA Board.  
4 OHCHR & United Nations, “Frequently asked questions on a human rights-based approach to development cooperation” 2006, United 

Nations: New York & Geneva, p15 
5 Ibid; these principles usually go by the acronym PANEL 
6 Waris, Financing Africa (2019) Langaa, Bamende  
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There is needed further analysis to disaggregate the data by county and business type, and to 

monitor of the status of these sectors to inform government intervention. It would inform the 

potential impact of the different suggestions on basic minimum wage as well as cash transfers 

being proposed on these specific industries. The study would also inform the post-Covid 

strategy interventions and would provide the basis for consultation with key stakeholder 

groups. 
 

Recommendation: Generate informal trade data to inform decision making: The 

University of Nairobi (CFS) is able to quickly map out the informal sector disaggregated by 

county, gender and industry as well as size.7 We propose that government collaborate with 

them in this regard.  
 

3. Set Up Specialized COVID-19 Fund for Informal Trade 

Informal traders in the targeted sectors will require support during the period of this 

pandemic through a specialized relief fund. This is a very fluid sector, that fears being 

documented/being on the government radar and so many are hard to reach. The solution 

must address this. We therefore propose that support to the sector be channelled through 

financial institutions, with the Micro and Small Enterprises Authority to provide oversight. 

The delivery mechanism should be through existing local level informal trader chamas and 

groups.  
 

Considerations for the fund 
 

a) Support to the sector 

According to government statistics,8 MSME’s account for 81.1 per cent of employment.  57.8 

per cent of which are unlicensed accounting for 14.9 million working in unlicensed enterprises.  

In 2016, there were about 1.56 million MSMEs licensed by the county governments while the 

unlicensed businesses were 5.85 million. Majority of these MSMEs are in the service sector in 

order of employment contribution: wholesale and retail trade, repair of motor vehicles and 

motorcycles, accommodation and food service activities and other service activities. Their 

GNP contribution in 2015 was Kshs. 3,371.7 billion out of a total of Kshs. 9,971.4 (33.8 per 

cent). MSME GDP contribution in the same year was Kshs. 1,780.0 billion against a total Kshs. 

5,668.2 billion (31.4 per cent). 
 

Recommendation: The MSME sector should receive 31.4 per cent of all financial support that 

goes to support business enterprises. This should be done through a specialised fund. We 

hereby make the following proposals.  
 

Regulatory: Enact special regulations for the Micro and Small Enterprises 

Development Act (section 51) to establish The Micro and Small Enterprises Emergency 

Covid Response Fund. The objective of the fund will be to support and stimulate micro, 

small and medium enterprises rendered vulnerable by COVID-19 pandemic. 
 

Administration of the Fund 

• The Micro and Small Enterprise Authority shall oversee the management of the 

fund. The Authority will establish an oversight board comprising board a 

maximum of five members.   

 
7 Waris Building State-Society Trust: Emergencies, the Self-Isolation and Quarantine and the Protection of the Economy in a Developing 

Country April 2nd 2020 

 https://uonresearch.org/blog/building-state-society-trust-emergencies-the-self-isolation-and-quarantine-and-the-protection-of-the-economy-

in-a-developing-country/  (accessed 6th May 2020) 
8 Kenya National Bureau of Statistics - MICRO, SMALL AND MEDIUM ESTABLISHMENT (MSME) SURVEY (2016) 

https://uonresearch.org/blog/building-state-society-trust-emergencies-the-self-isolation-and-quarantine-and-the-protection-of-the-economy-in-a-developing-country/
https://uonresearch.org/blog/building-state-society-trust-emergencies-the-self-isolation-and-quarantine-and-the-protection-of-the-economy-in-a-developing-country/
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• The funds shall be disbursed through financial institutions that presently hold 

most informal trader banking business, such as Cooperative Bank, Family, 

Equity and Kenya Commercial Bank. There is a need to establish which 

financial institutions presently hold majority of informal trade business. 

• Cost of administration: Place a reasonable cap on administration. Set a 

reasonable rate of interest payable within 9 to 12 months.  
 

Eligibility and verification: All MSMEs in business or traders on a propose date such 

as December 31st, 2019 or before are eligible. Their applications shall be verified by 

fellow informal trade groups which shall verify the bona fide credentials of the group 

and its trading history. Groups verifying applications – should also have been in 

operation (12 months) prior to the application. Groups to include chama, table banking 

groups, societies, local level associations, etc.  

• Simple application requirements: A simple application form, proof of identify 

and 2 co-signatures to support each application.  

• Verification of funds transfers: robust reporting to be required of financial 

institutions through the provision of original transaction records including: 

Confirmation of receipt of funds, establishment of separate account/ production 

of bank statements, bulk transfer statement, mobile money transfer statement. 

Banks to provide weekly detailed reports to the MSEA oversight board and 

emergency Covid-19 fund board. 
 

4. Safety Nets for Job Loss in Informal Sector and Casual Workers 

The government has already identified the need to set up cash transfers to vulnerable 

households. Article 21(3) defines the vulnerable as including women, older members of 

society, persons with disabilities, children, youth, members of minority or marginalized 

communities, and members of ethnic, religious or cultural communities.  
 

Recommendations: Government needs to provide a definition of those considered 

vulnerable under the COVID emergency response. Government also needs to identify the 

vulnerable households. This can be verified through a triangulation of county level data 

sources including community health, county social services, county chiefs, village elders 

and local NGO’s/CBO’s. The status of household vulnerability should be closely monitored 

through the same community structures.  
 

5. Keeping Markets Open  

Government has identified the need to keep at least markets operational around the country. 

This calls for concerted national leadership and intergovernmental coordination.  There is 

need for standard guidelines on markets, worksites, and sanitation requirements and 

requisite budget requirements and allocations. These would address  

• Provision of PPE’s, fumigation and need for health standards.  

• Adequate space and worksite standards  

• Access to water and sanitation at affordable prices  

• Enforcement to be conducted in line with human rights-based standards (remove 

avenues of extortion and harassment)  

• Ensure a consultative approach  
 

Recommendation: Government to provide a costed action plan for support of markets and 

provide regular updates.  
  

6. Supporting the Food Supply Chain  
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Government has identified the need to protect the food supply chain for food security purposes. 
 

Recommendation: Government to provide a costed action plan to support the food supply 

chain and provide regular updates on the following: 

- Ensure continued food production through support to smallholder farmers – subsidies 

for inputs such as fertilizer, seeds etc.  

- Ensure that food distribution is not disrupted. Support and facilitate the informal 

transport and market systems through which majority of the small-holders transport and 

sell their produce. 

- Encourage community aggregation/collection centres in rural areas where smallholder 

farmers can sell their small volumes of produce. From these aggregation/collection 

centres equipped with the right storage facilities for dry and cold chains, traders and 

over humanitarian organizations can easily access food commodities especially fruits, 

vegetables, roots, tubers which are highly perishable and go to waste fast unless the 

farmers have a ready market. 

- National strategic reserves for stable foods should ensure appropriate storage conditions 

and should be well-managed so that the stored food remains safe – avert cases where 

strategic food reserves get contaminated due to poor storage making the stored food 

unsafe for human consumption. 

-  Support food redistribution mechanisms such as food banks where people, hotels, 

supermarkets who may have surplus/unsold food can donate and the donated food 

distributed to those in need. We cannot waste food when many are going without food. 

- Campaign to sensitize consumers against food waste and need for food donation and 

distribution to those in need. 
 

About the 2 organisations 
 

The Institute for Social Accountability (TISA) was launched in Nairobi in 2008 to 

promote citizen empowerment and participation, and government accountability, at a 

moment of promise, when Kenya was charting a path to constitutional reform and the 

formation of a multi-party democracy. Since the adoption of Kenya’s 2010 

Constitution, TISA has sought to advance the Constitution’s central tenet: transforming 

the way power in Kenya is distributed and managed, chiefly through the devolution of 

government power down from the national to the county level. 
 

The Committee on Fiscal Studies is a Multidisciplinary team of individuals that share 

similar interests in the field of taxation and include representatives from the Law 

School, School of Business, Institute of Development Studies and several other 

Institutions of Higher Learning. 
 

For further information, please contact 

 

Ms. Wanjiru Gikonyo 

National Coordinator 

The Institute for Social Accountability 

wanjiru.gikonyo@tisa.or.ke 

 

and copy 

 

Prof Attiya Waris 

Director Research and Enterprise 

Assoc Prof of Fiscal Law and Policy 

University of Nairobi 

waris@uonbi.ac.ke 
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