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The conveyor belt at the waste-sorting

facility spews out, in this enormous

warehouse, everything that needs to
go to landfill.

1'he "wonder” of waste pickers
First, we want to share more good
news: did you know South Alrica 1s
among the top recycling countries in
the world? Our input recycling rate
reached a praise-worthy 46,3% 1n 2019
— on par with that of the EU and a tad
better than the UK’s 43%.

And did you know we ship less
than 5% of all collected recyclables
to processors outside South Africa,
whereas Europe, up to 2018, shipped
the bulk of 1ts recyclables to Third
World countries?

In Europe, recycling 1s driven by
environmental principles. At least
10 European countries have landifill
restrictions in place for recyclables and
most cltizens are obliged to separate
their waste at home. They [ollow
the principle, “Because 1t 1s the right
thing to do” (although stiff fines are
cuaranteed if you don't).

This happens locally, too, but on
a much more modest scale: a shocking
40% of South African households
have no formal waste collection and
only 7,8% Iollow separation at source,
which makes one wonder why we
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count among the best in the world.

There’s a simple explanation: with
millions of people living below the
breadline, recycling here 1s mostly
based on inancial principles. When
life 1s a constant struggle for survival,
working as a waste picker collecting
“free” recyclables [rom the curbside
and landfll sites 1s only an option 1if it
1S Incentivised by money.

We met waste picker Nompumelelo
Njana from Khayelitsha during our
visit to a waste-sorting facility on the
outskirts of Kraaifontein (constructed
by the City of Cape Town and managed
by the private company Waste Plan)
and Myplas, a factory where HDPE
(high-density polyethylene), LDPE
(low-density polyethylene) and PP
(polypropylene) material 1s recycled,
in Bellville South.

Nompumelelo and thousands of
other informal waste pickers collect
about 80% of our recyclable materials
and, 1n the process, saved the govern-
ment a staggering R748,8 million 1n
2014. But their value 1s not recognised.
Seen as pariahs by most residential
communities and corporates, waste

pickers earn thelr living through
scavenging from the disposed
oo0ds, waste and general garbage
produced by formal dwellings. The
work they do daily 1s thankless, and
they lack support to do 1t efficiently
and effectively.

The way they recover the waste
1S problematic. Most waste pickers
scavenge In refuse bins and on landflls
(1llegally), and load their recovered
1tems 1Into makeshiit trolleys and bags.
They then travel many kilometres
petween supurpan areas where they
scavenge and the industrial areas
where they attempt to sell their
Items at formal and informal buy-
back centres.

The recovery and scavenging
process results in waste pickers
commonly being exposed to diseases
and injuries that require freatment.

In addition, hauling large amounts of
recovered waste back and forth can be
dangerous, arduous and unpredictable.
Waste pickers fall victim to theft,
harassment, assault and, at times,
unfalr remuneration for their hard
work 1n trying to earn a living on
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