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Introduction

This report presents the findings of a rapid assessment conducted on 24th April 2020, with a 
view to inform interventions needed in the informal sector. The informal sector is an essential part 
of the social and economic fabric of daily life in Kenya. Eight out of ten people in employment in 
Kenya work in the informal sector. The outbreak of corona virus disease in the country is greatly 
impacting millions of informal sector businesses due to the stringent measures required to curb 
the spread of the deadly virus. TISA spoke to informal trade association representatives in 10 
counties, with a view to establish how the informal traders are responding to the COVID-19 
outbreak, what measures they have taken to cushion themselves and what more needs to be 
done. This brief seeks to inform government interventions in this crucial sector.

Preparation of this brief 

TISA relied on the Kenya National Alliance of Street Vendors and Informal Traders (KENASVIT) 
and the Kenya National Chambers of Commerce and Industry (KNCCI) networks to identify  
respondents. All the respondents were representatives of informal trade associations and 
provided informed answers on the situation and vulnerabilities of members of the informal trade 
associations they represent across 10 counties namely Nairobi, Embu, Nakuru, Thika, Nyeri, 
Kiambu, Mombasa, Busia, Kisii and Machakos. Nonetheless, we have treated the membership 
numbers given as indicative estimates, and the views given as perceptions of the respondents. 
The data was collected through phone interviews by TISA staff using an informal question guide. 
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All the 34 respondents are leaders of informal trade association and informal traders, therefore 
conversant with informal trade context. They are involved in informal sector activities majorly in the 
trade (retail) and service sector as follows: hotel, salon, barber shops, mechanics, money transfer 
(MPESA), printing, shoe repair, secondhand clothes, shoes, electrical appliances, new clothes, 
cereals, fish, vegetable, fruit, motor vehicle spare parts, making and selling beaded jewelry, making 
and selling handicrafts, plastic buckets and basins, street vendors handling general goods. Only 3 
businesses were light manufacturers dealing in metal works, furniture and liquid soap. 18 of these 
activities are unlicensed while 16 are licensed. The youngest business has been in operation for 2 
years while the oldest business has been in operation for 40 years.

16 activities 
L I C E N S E D  

18 activities 
U N L I C E N S E D  
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1). Effects of COVID-19 pandemic and shutdown on informal sector businesses
Low demand, low sales, low income

 34  respondents 
reported that all businesses 
under their associations (totaling 
to 26,250) are experiencing low 
demand for goods and services, 
diminished sales and decline in 
revenue.

33 respondents 
reported that more than half of 
businesses under the informal 
sector associations they 
represent (totaling to 15,600) 
are still operating, but not at full 
capacity.

34 respondents 
reported a total of 10,650 
businesses have been forced to 
shut down.

Small informal business that are still 
open are not operating at full capacity

Shut down of some small informal 
businesses

 E�ects of COVID-19 pandemic and shutdown on informal sector businesses

 

 � Low demand, low sales, low income: All the respondents reported that all businesses 
under their associations are experiencing low demand for goods and services, diminished 
sales and decline in revenue. 3 respondents reported that low demand has led to loss of 
perishable goods. Maintaining business costs such as paying rent, electricity, servicing 
loans, restocking fast moving products, wages has become a challenge for many small 
informal businesses due to drop in income. 1 respondent reported that he has had to 
reduce working days of 2 employees from 7 days a week to 3 days a week.
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Low demand, low sales, low income

 34  respondents 
reported that all businesses 
under their associations (totaling 
to 26,250) are experiencing low 
demand for goods and services, 
diminished sales and decline in 
revenue.

33 respondents 
reported that more than half of 
businesses under the informal 
sector associations they 
represent (totaling to 15,600) 
are still operating, but not at full 
capacity.

34 respondents 
reported a total of 10,650 
businesses have been forced to 
shut down.

Small informal business that are still 
open are not operating at full capacity

Shut down of some small informal 
businesses

 E�ects of COVID-19 pandemic and shutdown on informal sector businesses

 � Small informal businesses that are still open are not operating at full capacity. The dusk 
to dawn curfew has reduced business operation hours thus affecting number of sales. 1 
respondent who chairs a boda boda association reported that riders who were operating 
at night are now operating during the day because of the dusk to dawn curfew.

Low demand, low sales, low income

 34  respondents 
reported that all businesses 
under their associations (totaling 
to 26,250) are experiencing low 
demand for goods and services, 
diminished sales and decline in 
revenue.

33 respondents 
reported that more than half of 
businesses under the informal 
sector associations they 
represent (totaling to 15,600) 
are still operating, but not at full 
capacity.

34 respondents 
reported a total of 10,650 
businesses have been forced to 
shut down.

Small informal business that are still 
open are not operating at full capacity

Shut down of some small informal 
businesses

 E�ects of COVID-19 pandemic and shutdown on informal sector businesses

 � Shut down of some small informal businesses: For example, street vendors who used to 
sell products to patrons in clubs at night have been affected by the curfew. The ban of travel 
into and outside country had affected those who export goods abroad. 1 respondent 
who exports beaded jewelry and handicrafts to the USA and UK had his orders cancelled 
by clients. 1 representative of curio traders in Mombasa reported having to shut down 
his workshop since restriction on foreign travel came into effect mainly because ninety 
percent of his sales come from tourists. 1 respondent reported that the closure of Maasai 
market in Nairobi has affected 5,000 people who make and sell beaded jewelry and 
handicrafts. Those who have shut down their businesses have either gone upcountry or 
resorted to hawking or shift their business. 1 respondent reported that 500 members 
of the association she represents have shifted their businesses from making beaded 
jewelry to making and selling face masks to survive, but the income is low. While a few 
are subsisting on their savings and/or business stock, many are seeking assistance from 
friends and relatives. 

2). Steps taken by informal sector associations to support informal traders during COVID-19 
pandemic

i). Conducting trainings on making high quality masks and presenting them to Kenya Bureau 
of Standards for certification before selling them to the public.

ii). Contributing funds to buy water tanks, soap and setting them up at their workstations.  

iii). Supporting members who have been evicted by sharing workspace. 

iv). Associations with savings are giving dividends, soft loans, waiving loan repayments to its 
members.
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v). Advising fellow traders to comply with public health directives to ensure they stay safe.

vi). Undertaking regular checkups on each other in the spirit of solidarity. 

vii). Urging informal traders who have shut down businesses to be frugal with their meager 
resources, travel upcountry and resume when the situation normalizes. 

3). Limited awareness of government measures in support of small informal sector businesses

1Only
Out of 34 interviewed
was aware of measures 
the government has 
taken to support 
informal traders

respondents 
reported to have heard 
through media about 
government support to 
informal traders

5Only

Limited awareness of government measures in support of informal traders

4). Small informal sector business expectations from the government

Enhance engagement between informal trade associations and the government

Set up special COVID-19 fund for informal traders

Safety nets for job/income loss in informal sector

Keep essential services open and support their continuous operation specifically 

Small informal sector business expectations from the government

i). Safety nets for job/income loss in informal sector: 33 respondents were of the view 
that government should provide cash transfers to households of vulnerable informal 
traders who have had to close their businesses due to COVID-19. This should be done in 
consultation with informal trade associations leaders, community leaders (Nyumba Kumi, 
church elders) and recognized institutions that work closely with informal traders such as 
Micro Small Enterprise Authority, KNCCI, Kenya Private Sector Alliance and provincial 
administration (chief). This will ensure proper identification of affected vulnerable traders, 
ensure that the money reaches those in need and avoid corruption in the transfers. The 
respondents believe that the community, association representatives and recognized 
institutions have a clear grasp of their members. Some proposed a registration and 
verification process to be carried out first then money sent directly to individual members 
through mobile money transfer. Only 1 respondent stated that the government is under 
no obligation to come to the rescue of informal traders financially, but it should ensure 
they comply with public health directives for things to get back to normal soon.

Enhance engagement between informal trade associations and the government

Set up special COVID-19 fund for informal traders

Safety nets for job/income loss in informal sector

Keep essential services open and support their continuous operation specifically 

Small informal sector business expectations from the government

ii). Keep essential services open and support their continuous operation specifically 

 � Food supply chain: All food businesses both retail outlets and food transportation. 

 � All small informal sector businesses. 20 of the 34 respondents averred that all informal 
traders should form part of essential services, “this is the only source of our livelihoods”, “we 
should therefore, be facilitated to comply with the set guidelines but be left to operate”.   
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 � Keep markets open. Open air markets should be left open and be given support to ensure 
compliance with public health directives while also accommodating traders’ livelihoods.

Enhance engagement between informal trade associations and the government

Set up special COVID-19 fund for informal traders

Safety nets for job/income loss in informal sector

Keep essential services open and support their continuous operation specifically 

Small informal sector business expectations from the government

iii). Special COVID-19 fund to support small informal businesses

 � Majority of the respondents noted the need for special fund or soft loans targeting 
informal traders during the pandemic and recovery period. These will assist informal 
traders to boost or resuscitate businesses that had to close, or venture into new 
business. These funds should have below-market interest rate with grace period for 
repayment. Repayment to commence upon the end of the pandemic. The government in 
consultation with informal trader associations should establish qualifications, application 
and disbursement procedures to prevent fraud. 

Enhance engagement between informal trade associations and the government

Set up special COVID-19 fund for informal traders

Safety nets for job/income loss in informal sector

Keep essential services open and support their continuous operation specifically 

Small informal sector business expectations from the government

 

iv). Enhance engagement between informal trade associations and the government 

 � Stakeholder consultative dialogue between recognized and representative informal trade 
association such as (KNFJA) and relevant government agencies such as (MSEA, Council of 
Governors, Ministry of Trade) to deliberate appropriate measures to mitigate the impact 
of COVID-19 outbreak on informal traders.

 � Government should engage in behavior change communication, that is, sensitize traders 
on importance of maintaining hygiene post COVID-19 pandemic.

 � Advocacy capacity building of informal trade associations to enable them to push for the 
needs of informal traders to be taken up by government.

 � Training on financial literacy, for example, savings.

Policy Recommendations 

1). Support Continuous Operation of Priority Sectors: The food chain and its supportive sectors 
should be prioritized for COVID-19 intervention. Enabling sectors are transportation and 
tourism (restaurants), informal traders in those sectors should be clearly identified as essential 
sectors by the government in its COVID-19 mitigation and recovery strategy to ensure their 
continuous operation. 

2). Use Evidence Based Decision Making in Informal Trade Interventions: The government 
should map out and generate informal trade data disaggregated by county, gender and 
industry as well as size to inform decision making.
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3). Set Up Specialized COVID-19 Fund for Informal Trade: Informal traders will require support 
during the period of this pandemic through a specialized relief fund. 

The government should enact special regulations under the Micro and Small Enterprises 
Development Act (section 51) establishing a 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. 

The Micro and Small Enterprise Authority should oversee the management of the fund. 
Disbursement of the funds should be through financial institutions that presently hold most 
informal trader banking business, such as Cooperative Bank, Family, Equity and Kenya 
Commercial Bank. The fund should have a reasonable cap on administration and reasonable 
rate of interest payable within 9 to 12 months. 

Applications shall be verified by fellow informal trade groups which shall verify the bona fide 
credentials of the group and its trading history. A simple application form, proof of identify 
and 2 co-signatures to support each application. 

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 fund board.

4). Safety Nets for Income Loss in Informal Sector: Government to include informal traders who 
have had to close their business due to COVID-19 as vulnerable.

5). Keeping Markets Open: 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 and garbage collection at affordable prices 

 � Enforcement to be conducted in line with human rights-based standards (remove avenues 
of extortion and harassment) 

 � Ensure a consultative approach 

 � Government to provide a costed action plan for support of markets and provide regular 
updates. 
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