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Introduction
For centuries, indigenous cultures within the African continent have abided by principles of
preservation and reuse. Traditional indigenous knowledge illustrates understanding and respect of the
unique ecosystems in the continent. People within Africa understood their existence in terms of the
social belief system and cultural constructs to which each belonged 1. The basic principle was this,
nothing would be taken from the earth that could not be repurposed and returned.
Today parts of Africa have become dilapidated wastelands, flooded with toxic and non-recyclable
plastic waste. In countries like Ghana, masses of electronic waste are imported into the country every
year 2. High mass consumption, which has operated under the guise of economic development, has
motivated African countries to abandon traditional indigenous knowledge and open their borders to
trade agreements that facilitate the entry of transnational corporations, which has escalated the
waste management problem in the region. This has consequently altered the relationships that people
have formed with each other and the earth. Despite strong plastic legislation in more than 34 African
countries, waste disposal is still a significant challenge that requires lasting solutions. Governments
are often presented with false solutions like “waste to energy” incineration and other harmful, waste
burning technologies to deal with the waste problems within the region.
This technology is not made for the African context; they are imported systems that are being shipped
into the continent as green and efficient technology, led by companies looking to expand into new
markets. Furthermore, these expensive waste management systems have high environmental impacts.
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It would also not be a feasible option for the
continent considering that Africa has on
average 50-60% organic materials making up
the waste stream, and an incinerator relies on
the dry, flammable waste to be profitable to
operate 3.

Zero waste is defined as the "conservation of all
resources by means of responsible production,
consumption, reuse, and recovery of products,
packaging, and materials without burning and
with no discharges to land, water, or air that
threaten the environment or human health" 4.

Instead of investing in these false solutions,
African governments need to uphold existing
legislation to prevent hazardous and municipal
waste being transferred into countries and to
rehabilitate society by implementing zero waste
practices that are rooted in the local context
and strengthen the local expertise.

Implementing strategies like the separation of
organic waste at a national level can prevent
the cross-contamination of materials and
increase the number of recycled products. This
transition to zero waste can be driven by
creating partnerships with waste pickers, also
known as 'reclaimers', 'informal recyclers' or
'waste workers', who are the cornerstone of
recycling in many Global South cities 5.
Waste pickers recycle materials such as plastic,
cardboard, paper and metals and prevent them
from remaining in landfills. They also play a key
role towards achieving environmental justice
and mitigating climate change by collecting and
selling waste as a livelihood strategy. In
countries like South Africa, statistics show that
waste pickers recover between 80 to 90% of
the post-consumption packaging and paper 6.
However, despite their critical social,
environmental and economic role, waste
pickers across the continent are faced with
many challenges. This ranges from social
stigmas, abuse from municipal or security
officials on landfill sites and the privatisation of
waste which prevents them from having access
to certain waste to make their livelihood. Waste
pickers have rights, and through forming
alliances with each other they can ensure that
their work is respected and their contributions
to society are acknowledged.

©Sepp Friedhuber/ iStock
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Forming alliances will allow for their
voices to be heard at local, national
and regional levels, in a unified call to
improve working conditions and to be
provided with safe spaces to sort,
collect and sell their recyclable
materials.
There are successful ways that waste
pickers have formed alliances and
integrated themselves into municipal
systems to adopt zero waste
approaches. These experiences can
act as a roadmap to implement these
strategies in different parts of the
continent.

Extending lifespan of landfills by diverting
recyclable materials away.

Job creation
potential .

Increased
recycling rates
by reentering
materials into
the economy.

Benefits of waste picking.
©Vladan Radulovic /iStock
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Reflections on waste pickers across the African region

South Africa: A decade into
democratic waste picker organising
South Africa has more than 90 000 waste pickers
collecting recyclable waste materials on the streets and
landfill sites to earn a living. The South African Waste
Pickers Association (SAWPA) is an organisation of more
than 1000 registered waste pickers from all nine
provinces of South Africa. The organised movement
started in 2007 and was constituted in 2009 during the
first national meeting of waste pickers in South Africa.
Before the organisation's inception, waste pickers faced
many challenges that come with working in isolation 7.
These challenges included waste pickers receiving varied income from middlemen in exchange for
recycled materials. Middlemen act as intermediaries between waste pickers and the formal recycling
sector by purchasing materials from waste pickers and then selling them to recyclers, usually making
a profit in the process. Since they determine the price, waste pickers have no control in addressing
this individually. Additionally, they also faced discrimination from municipal officials preventing them
from accessing landfill sites. Furthermore, waste pickers worked in dangerous and unhealthy
conditions without the necessary tools and protective equipment. Simon Mbata, National Coordinator
for SAWPA said, “waste was privatised, and contracted companies were dictating the terms. Waste
pickers were exploited and were chased out of landfills by municipal workers. They have been looked
down upon and stigmatised as being uneducated, homeless and unaware of the value of resources at
the landfill”.

©Carissa Marnce/ GAIA

In 2007, waste pickers began organising
themselves 8. This was done with the help of
groundWork (gW) and Women in Informal
Employment: Globalising and Organising
(WIEGO), who started visiting different landfill
sites across the country, motivating waste
pickers working in these spaces to organise
themselves. gW developed an organising
booklet, showcasing the benefits of collectively
organising to speak to the government to
improve working conditions. Together, waste
pickers began holding meetings, and they soon
realised that their challenges were very similar
which led to a national meeting in 2009. Waste
pickers who attended the gathering committed
to advocating for recognition and inclusion at a
national level; they also agreed on the name
South African Waste Pickers Association.

©Focalize Media/GAIA

SAWPA has grown from strength to strength
since that first meeting in 2009. The
association has been championing the
recognition of waste pickers for over a decade,
and now waste pickers are an integral
stakeholder in any national waste policy
discussions. This significant victory not only
prevents the introduction of false solutions to
waste issues but also ensures that the voices of
waste pickers are heard, especially since
technological infrastructure such as
incineration can easily displace them and
impact their livelihoods.
Apart from ensuring a voice in policy arenas,
SAWPA has been able to challenge false
solutions through practising viable systems that
demonstrate zero waste principles. If the
correct systems like separation at source and
necessary equipment are available, waste
pickers have shown the financial benefits they
have been providing to municipalities by
diverting waste from landfills.
While SAWPA continues to champion zero waste
and fight for the collective voice of waste
pickers, they have been growing the movement
by registering waste pickers across the
continent. The database of waste pickers has
been essential in managing the national
association's members and a starting point for
the distribution of Personal Protective
Equipment (PPE) and food parcels during the
early stages of the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020.
Furthermore, the registration of waste pickers
has sought to dignify the profession of waste
picking by providing members with
identification cards, which helps to unify all the
individuals contributing to the informal waste
management sector. SAWPA also dedicated its
time to improving the working conditions of
waste pickers.
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In the past, waste pickers spent hours
at landfills searching for recoverable
waste; this often exposed them to
harsh elements. The organisation
continues to advocate for the
establishment of Material Recovery
Facilities (MRF) for waste pickers in
municipalities to sort through materials
in a safer environment. They have since
established MRF's in Vaalpark of the
Free State, Mooiriver of KwaZulu-Natal
and Paarl of the Western Cape, where
waste pickers are working
collaboratively with the local
government and communities to carry
out recycling operations.

©Focalize Media/GAIA

Voices from the ground:
SAWPA members attest to the benefits of joining a waste picker
organisation.
Lefa Mononga
Before 2007, we were not allowed to work in landfills, police
harassed us to get us out of landfills and the streets. People used
to call us names like hobos, and I used to feel shame when I told
people what I did for a living.
Today, I can support my family. Through SAWPA my life is more
stable.

Mantwa Mokena
In the past, we were evicted from the dumpsites, in other cases
we were threatened to be handled by soldiers with dogs, all with
the intention of being taken out of the space, but we refused.
SAWPA taught us how to stand up for ourselves. Today we have
formulated a committee that can go to the municipality or the
police if we are being threatened to be evicted on a landfill site.
We no longer work in fear and we are able to speak out against
evictions.

Madi Koena
Before SAWPA, we didn’t have space to store materials, we had to
pick and sell items on the same day. Every day was just about
survival to buy bread, and I only made around R200 daily (USD
13.59). When you work individually you do not have a chance to
connect with others.
Now when we have problems, they can be solved collectively with
people who can advise, we all support each other. We also have a
space to sort our materials. These experiences are only possible
because we are part of this association.
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Reflections on waste pickers across the African region

Ghana: Increasing waste collection in
municipalities
The Green Youth Organisation is a Non-Governmental Organisation
(NGO), based in Accra, Ghana. As part of their advocacy for zero waste,
GAYO has a Sustainable Community Project (SCP) in Adansi South
District of Ghana, the first community-led circular economy waste
management project in Ghana.
Through this project, the organisation proposes a waste management model hinged on achieving zero
waste and reaping the economic benefits of waste recycling in local communities. This model depends
on waste workers to collect recyclables, both organic and plastics, and transport them to a materials
recovery facility where further sorting and recycling takes place.
To celebrate World Cities Day 2021, the organisation launched their "Zero Waste Strategy: Ghana",
which outlines zero waste and demonstrates how it can be implemented in municipalities and
communities across Ghana with many case studies of good practices and examples. Furthermore,
GAYO actively creates awareness on the importance of waste workers and calls for their inclusion in
waste management systems. To support their works, GAYO has been providing much-needed support
and relief for them during the peak of the COVID-19 pandemic and after.
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Waste workers, also known as ‘Borla’, in Ghana
work at landfills or dumpsites, where the cities'
solid waste is disposed of. Some move between
different places such as households, offices,
markets, factories, stores, schools, hospitals,
the streets, industries, and construction sites.
Others work at canals, rivers, and wetlands
where people dump refuse.

The inclusion of informal waste
collectors has helped increase
waste collection coverage from 75%
to 90% in the capital of Accra 9.
Waste workers have helped increase waste
management services across the 261
Metropolitan, Municipal and District Assemblies
(MMDAs) to 80%, across the country 10. The
shift towards the private sector (waste
collectors) in Ghana has effectively improved
waste collection services in major cities over
the past 10 years. After the collection, the
recyclables are cleaned and sorted before being
sold to middlemen, who transports them to
recycling plants.

Some challenges faced by waste pickers in
Ghana include not being formally recognised as
key actors in the waste management sector. As
a result, they are excluded from decisionmaking processes in Ghana's waste
management sector and waste management
policies. This has caused societal stigma, where
the public perceives them negatively, and
exploitation from middlemen.
They also do not have the necessary protective
working equipment or working space to sort
and store their collected waste. Additionally,
they lack access to decent housing and live in
poor conditions within the informal spheres in
Accra and other major cities.
They lack access to health care and often face
many health threats, including inhaling toxic
substances. Furthermore, there are risks
associated with handling mixed waste, as there
are not any policies mandating waste being
separated at the source. Ghana’s National
Environmental Sanitation Policy (ESP) dates
back from 1999 and was revised in 2010 with no
direct indication of waste segregation at the
source. This is a huge challenge as it limits the
recovery of waste and creates health problems.
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Waste collectors and pickers in Ghana have organised themselves into associations such as the Borla
Taxi and Tricycle Association (BTTA), the Kpone waste pickers Association and the La Informal waste
Pickers Association. Their contribution to the waste management sector is gradually being recognised.
In the Ga East Municipality, the BTTA are registered through a project known as 'Formalising The
Informal Waste Pickers'. This project is being championed by the Institute of Environment and
Sanitation Studies (IESS), GAYO and the Ga East Municipal Assembly. At the La Dade Kotopon Municipal
Assembly, the La Informal Waste Pickers are being formalised through the Zero Waste Accra Project
implemented by GAYO.

Voices from the ground:
Reflections from the Chairperson, Lydia Bamfo of the Borlar Taxi
and Tricycle Association (BTTA)

©Focalize Media/GAIA

I have been a waste picker for more than seven years. As waste pickers, we face many
challenges during our operations at landfill sites. When it comes to our health, we inhale a
lot of toxic substances daily, which puts our lives at risk. We also struggle to get support
from health care personnel when we have an injury. They tell us to go and change how we
are dressed before they can assist us. These are stigmas that are very unfortunate,
embarrassing and dehumanising.
My hope for the future of waste picking in Ghana is that I want to see more waste pickers
supported and respected in the country. Our government needs to include us in decisionmaking processes in the waste management system, particularly at a district level. If an
incentive model is implemented, it will increase collection and provide better income for
waste pickers. We deserve to be recognised. Based on our unfortunate experiences in
accessing healthcare services, we also need a clinic to be set aside for waste pickers.
Additionally, we need MRFs to aid us in sorting waste materials.
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Reflections on waste pickers across the African region

Tanzania: A need for recognition from
government and local communities

Nipe Fagio is an environmental NGO based in
Dar es Salaam, Tanzania. They have built a
relationship with local waste pickers in Dar es
Salaam, by prioritising campaigns focused on
the valorisation of waste pickers as essential
workers and creating awareness on the need to
provide them with safe working conditions,
community recognition, and the right to be
protected in times of crisis like the COVID-19
pandemic.
The organisation has also included waste
pickers in a zero waste model in the Bonyokwa
community, which combines separation at
source, organic waste management and
recycling into a decentralised framework. In
this project, they have built collection points
intending to provide waste pickers with needed
facilities for waste segregation.

©NipeFagio

©NipeFagio
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Tanzania lacks waste collection systems in most parts of the country. Our neighbourhoods lack
waste collection systems, our communities lack education on waste segregation and our
recycling capacity is limited. The rivers and drainage channels are frequently used as waste
disposal areas and producers continuously put unmanageable products in the market
Ana Le Rocha, director of Nipe Fagio.

Waste pickers play an essential role in collecting recyclable waste that has been misplaced in the
environment and reentering it into the production chain, increasing material recovery rates. They
collect recyclable waste from the streets, drainage channels, businesses, beaches and illegal
dumpsites, as well as from Pugu, the official dumpsite in Dar es Salaam.
The challenges they encounter in the country include marginalisation from community members who
are afraid of them. They also experience a lack of recognition from the government, who are unable to
see the essential role that they play in waste management. Nipe Fagio said that a few groups have
tried to organise themselves in the country. This includes one group that works at the Pugu dumpsite,
but there have been minimal results.

We hope that their position in waste management is recognised and respected and that they can
perform their work in a mutually beneficial way for themselves and the communities they work in.
Ana Le Rocha.
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Voices from the ground:
Reflections from waste pickers in Dar es Salaam
Deogratius Felix Mgongolwa
I have been a waste picker for more than three years, and some of the
challenges I have seen is that we are not valued like other workers
who are making a living in the community. Waste pickers are seen as
thieves and beggars. We want to form a group or an association of
waste pickers, that will be recognised by the government and other
players in the waste management system. This will be the platform
that can help us get recognised and valued by our community.

Veronica Lunyali
Local governments are aware of our existence; the central
government has to somehow get involved and help push the
manufacturers who are buying the recyclable plastic bottles to buy
these plastic bottles at a reasonable price. This will help us and
benefit everyone along this value chain.

Selemani Ally Mtola
For over four years, I have worked as a waste picker. I believe that our
biggest challenge is the community’s perception of us. They think we
are thieves, and they call us names in the street. This proves that the
community is not valuing our work. We also lack protective
equipment like gloves, boots and masks, that can protect us against
diseases. I want to see waste pickers having a good life like other
workers in the future. I would also like to see an environment that is
clean and safe for everyone.

©Sepp Friedhuber/ iStock
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Kenya: Forming associations to advocate for
waste picker rights
The Centre for Environment Justice and Development (CEJAD), is
a Kenyan NGO, based in Nairobi. As part of their commitment to
zero waste, CEJAD works with local waste pickers in Kenya. The
organisation facilitates and trains individuals on the benefits of
self-organising, workers’ rights, legal provisions, and
opportunities associated with their line of work. They have been
mobilising waste pickers in Kisumu, Nakuru, Nairobi and
Mombasa, to advocate for their rights and recognition in the
waste management economy, including waste collection,
recycling and safe disposal.
In Kenya, waste pickers play a crucial role in solid waste management by reducing the amount of waste
sent to landfills and returning materials back into the economy through recycling, which promotes a
circular economy. They also contribute to cleanliness in municipalities, by collecting waste in
residential areas. Some of the challenges waste pickers face in the country include harassment and
discrimination, respiratory disorders due to prolonged and frequent exposure to smoke from the fires
at the dumpsite, poor working conditions, and injuries from sharp and heavy waste materials in the
dumpsites.
Strengthening Waste Picker Organising in Africa 14
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The lack of proper sanitation and PPE
frequently puts them at risk of touching
hazardous, toxic and infectious waste. Waste
pickers also receive low incomes as a result of
unregulated markets and brokers (middlemen).
Waste pickers low income is due to both the low
value of the materials and the market structure,
which affect the waste pickers at different
levels. At most, the formal recycling sector will
pay 60 Kenyan Shillings (0.53 USD) per Kilogram
of plastic. For waste pickers to receive the total
amount, some value addition to the plastics has
to have occurred in the form of sorting,
cleaning and baling, or shredding. However, the
waste pickers do not have the infrastructure for
value addition, forcing them to sell the plastics
to a broker, who will set the fee that they will
pay for the materials.
Furthermore, the market for materials varies
depending on the availability of recoverable
materials. In some areas where plastics are
scarce due to low scattered populations, the
price will be higher than in areas where plastics
can be found everywhere.
The amount is usually lower due to the gap
between waste pickers and the formal recycling
sector, as well as the lack of regulated prices. In
some cases, waste pickers who are in need of
money go to the brokers for a loan and have to
continue supplying the broker with materials
until they have paid off the debt. Sadly, even
when the market value for plastics increases,
brokers do not inform the waste picker.

Additionally, there is a lack of national
policies that implement separation at the
source, which is a system that would
increase the number of recyclable materials
from which waste pickers can make an
income.
With the support of CEJAD, waste pickers
from Kisumu, Nairobi, Mombasa, and Nakuru
have formed associations. They have been
undergoing waste picker leadership training
on how to use media to amplify their voice
and be included in the country’s formal
waste management system.

We hope that through formalisation,
waste pickers will have a unified voice to
advocate for their rights, and that they
will get improved working conditions like
working in material recovery centres.
Waste picking should be recognised as
any other job, and its players should be
involved in policy and other decisionmaking forums through their
associations. This will provide waste
pickers with a collective voice to claim
their rights and air their views in these
decision-making forums
Griffins Ochieng, director of CEJAD.
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Voices from the ground:
Reflections from waste pickers at the Dandora Dumpsite and
Giotto Dumpsite in Nakuru

Solomon
In the Dandora Dumpsite, I have experienced harassment by the general public and fellow waste
pickers. I have also experienced poor working conditions, like working in an open space which is
unfavourable, especially during the colder seasons. I hope to see waste pickers being more
organised, recognised and appreciated by the general public in the future. I hope that our work
will be guided by a constitution like any other profession, where waste pickers will have a seat at
the table, and we will be recipients of tenders from the local and national governments for waste
management projects. To achieve this, the government needs to integrate waste pickers in their
formal waste management plans and formally recognise them as waste warriors! Waste pickers
need to be trained on their rights, and some basic health and hygienic ways to protect
themselves in their work areas, to avoid injury and contracting diseases.

James Githae
Since 2000, I have worked as a waste picker. In this work, we are exposed to smoke because
some waste pickers burn waste to enable them to recover metals. There are also price
fluctuations of collected waste, which leads to low income and increased poverty levels. We
lack personal protective equipment and washrooms near the dumpsites. Additionally, there is a
lack of unity amongst waste pickers, as they see each other as competitors for recyclable
materials.
We need waste pickers to be organised, legally recognised and aware of their rights.
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Reflections on waste pickers across the African region

Morocco: Waste pickers, integral for a
circular economy
Zero Zbel is a zero waste NGO dedicated to
creating a change in how waste is managed in
Morocco. They have conducted several studies
and interviews with waste pickers in Morocco to
understand their work better. The organisation
has plans to begin working with waste pickers
directly through a program that will facilitate
partnerships between waste pickers and
neighbourhood associations. This program aims
to demonstrate the potential of zero waste
management models for a circular economy
and job creation.
According to Zero Zbel, most waste pickers
work at the bottom chain of the recycling
industry. There are about 34 000 waste pickers
in the country. It is estimated that each one
collects about 50 kilograms of recyclable waste
a day. The Moroccan plastic recycling market is
characterised by a major production in the
informal sector, which generates 85% of
turnover. The overall turnover of the Moroccan
recycling sector is 850 million Moroccan
dirhams (USD 95 million).
Despite some waste pickers organising
themselves, they are still faced with challenges
such as poor working conditions, lack of social
recognition and exploitation by intermediaries
(middlemen).
Through waste collection companies’ corporate
social responsibility programmes, Morocco is
trying to regulate and control dumpsites. When
municipalities in Morocco want to build new
landfills, they call on waste management
companies.

As part of their contract, these companies then
help organise waste pickers working on existing
landfills into cooperatives to sort some waste in an
MRF built on the site. This is part of their corporate
social responsibility programmes. There are
currently MRFs established in the landfills of Rabat
and Marrakesh. There is also an MRF in Meknes;
however, it is not functional. This waste
segregation is done by waste pickers at the end of
the chain and still requires them to sort through
the mixed waste to recover materials. Some
cooperatives have declared that they are only able
to process about 5% of the truckloads of mixed
solid waste coming into the landfill.

©Taha Sayeh / iStock
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Zambia: Formalising waste pickers in
national waste management plans
Citizens Environmental and Social Concern (CESCo) is an NGO dedicated
to improving working conditions for waste pickers in Zambia. They have
established a department in their organisation, which they named
'Platform for Waste Pickers', which will assist waste pickers in
negotiating for better working conditions and pay. Through this
initiative, they have identified one hundred vulnerable women, elderly
people and youths. In August of 2021, they supported waste pickers
based at Chunga dumpsite in Lusaka, through GAIA’s COVID-19 relief and
advocacy funds. They distributed face masks, boots, gloves, reflector
vests, and hand sanitisers to the vulnerable individuals. Furthermore, the
organisation has started engaging with recycling firms to buy waste
materials from waste pickers.
Environmental NGO Centre for Zero Waste and Development in Africa (CZWDA), based in Zambia, has
also been working closely with Zambian waste pickers to organise them to form co-operatives and
educate them on the environmental and economic value of their work.

Strengthening Waste Picker Organising in Africa 18
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Through their Sustainable Livelihood
Empowerment Project (SLEP), they have
empowered waste pickers by sharing recycling
skills and facilitating the creation of green jobs in
waste management. This includes information on
reducing waste, reusing goods, composting and
recycling items to improve total waste
management and build sustainable and more
resilient communities.
Waste pickers play a significant role in Zambia’s
waste management and the environment at
large. They help separate waste by ensuring that
recyclable materials are removed from the
general waste and sent to the recycling plants.
They collect waste from the dumpsite, landfills,
along the streets, waterways and street
drainages, which subsequently mitigates
community flooding caused by plastic clogged
drainages during the rainy seasons.
In Zambia, waste pickers face many challenges,
such as access to waste and the privatisation of
waste, which are key issues that impact waste
pickers’ livelihoods. Waste pickers face low
social status, deplorable living and working
conditions, and little local government support.
They also face the challenge of shelter and
adequate space for sorting and storing collected
materials. Without storage, the material cannot
be held, and the weather can degrade or ruin
unsheltered materials. Furthermore, handling
waste poses many health risks. Waste pickers
are exposed to contaminants and hazardous
materials.

©CESCO

©CESCO
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As an organisation that works closely with waste pickers, we hope that they are formally recognised
by the local government, provided with good working conditions, as well as social protection and
organised to form waste pickers co-operatives that will have representatives. We also hope that in
the near future, there will be localised collection centres that will act as storage where all the waste
materials will be gathered and sold at a good price, and will cut the expenses of rentals and
transportation.
Billy Lombe, director of CZWDA

CZWDA and CESCo organised a joint national symposium for waste pickers on plastic pollution. The
event, held on 22 October 2021, was the first national symposium for waste pickers in Lusaka. The
objective of the symposium was to advocate for waste picker rights, promote plastic reduction,
advocate for a total ban on single-use plastic bags, promote separation of waste from source and zero
waste, as well as to demand ambitious plastic policy through national alliance-building.
The meeting brought together different actors in the waste management sector, such as the local
government, the Zambia Environmental Agency, local waste pickers from the Lusaka and Serenje
region, and the South African Waste Pickers Association (SAWPA), who joined the meeting to share
experiences on waste picker organising in South Africa.
During the gathering, speakers highlighted the role that waste pickers play in recycling and achieving a
circular economy. Speakers also addressed the importance of recognising and formalising them in the
country’s waste management plans, and engaging them in policy formulation in the waste sector.

We hope for better policies that will protect the well being of waste pickers in Zambia, like reenforcing and strengthening the Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR) to compel the
manufacturers of products with single-use and disposable plastic packaging, to buy back their
disposable plastic packaging from waste pickers at a good and sustainable price
Conwell Hakapya, director of CESCO.
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Voices from the ground:
Reflections from waste pickers in Zambia
Justine Kalota
I have been in waste picking for 13 years, and some of the challenges we have encountered is a lack of
protective equipment, transport, and finances. My hope for the future is to grow the business of waste
picking at a large scale and have access to equipment like digital scales. I also hope for buyers to
increase their rates for the materials. We need unity amongst waste pickers to achieve this.
Morgan Chama
I have been a waste picker for 17 years; I have found that buyers tend to change the buying price
during the rainy season; they stop weighing the products and buy per bag of collected recyclables,
which means it will come at a low price. It becomes like slavery and not a job. We need the government
and organisations to hold buyers accountable and ensure transparency. We also need waste pickers to
have a union to speak on our behalf.
Sarah Ngosa
I have been waste picking since 2014. We face many challenges as waste pickers, such as inadequate
storage for the waste materials we collect before taking them to the recycling points. The price rates at
the recycling markets are too low compared to the labour we endure to collect the waste. There are
higher transport expenses to move the waste to recycling companies in Lusaka and Copperbelt area.
We need to form a strong association with proper management so that we get recognised by the local
government. To achieve this we need proactive leadership and active associations to advocate for the
rights of waste pickers in the country.
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Partnering with national government
The inclusion of informal recyclers and the zero waste systems they advance results in greater
economic and social justice for an important percentage of the population performing an essential
service 11. Through the work of organisations like SAWPA and gW, the national Government of South
Africa has acknowledged the critical role of waste pickers in the country. It has taken notable steps to
enable them to be fully integrated, with safe working conditions across various municipalities.

The South African Department of Forestry, Fisheries and the Environment (DFFE) acknowledges
the significance of waste pickers in the value chain of waste management. It is estimated that
there are between sixty and ninety thousand informal waste pickers working at the heart of South
Africa’s recycling economy, recovering mostly paper and packaging waste from the service chain
and introducing secondary resources into the country’s value chain. Waste pickers are experts in
their trade, and we need to acknowledge their skills and ingenuity.
Peter Mbelengwa, Acting Chief Director: Communications and Advocacy, DFFE

While there is still a considerable need for more support for the work of waste pickers in the country,
the government has put the following measures to protect and advocate for their rights in
municipalities; this includes national Waste Picker Integration Guidelines, which was developed in
2020. These guidelines guide municipalities and industries on measures to improve the working
conditions of waste pickers through their integration into formal waste management and recycling
structures 12.

©Carissa Marnce / GAIA
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The Guidelines is designed to support the move beyond the charity approach and ensure that
waste picker integration in South Africa is meaningful and achieves all of the environmental,
economic, and social benefits of working with waste pickers.
Waste Picker Integration Guidelines, 2020 13

Other critical areas government and municipalities are working on for the successful waste picker
integration include implementing policies like EPR. This can be defined as "A policy principle to
promote total life cycle environmental improvements of product systems by extending the
responsibilities of the manufacturer of the product to various parts of the entire life cycle of the
product, and especially to the take-back, recycling and final disposal of the product" 14. These
regulations were established to ensure that producers take responsibility for reducing their nonrecyclable waste. The regulations apply to electrical, electronic, lighting, paper, packaging and certain
single-use product sectors and recognise the mechanisms of waste pickers' role in collecting
recyclables.
The guidelines were developed for municipalities and focus on separating different types of postconsumer waste materials at the site where they are generated as a component of an integrated waste
management system of solid waste 15.

The lack of infrastructure for separate
collection of recyclables and waste recycling
in some parts of the country demands that
waste pickers should become central in
municipal solid waste management.
Peter Mbelengwa, Acting Chief Director:
Communications and Advocacy, DFFE

©Focalize Media/GAIA
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Furthermore, the South African National
Environmental Management: Waste Act of
2008 includes waste pickers picking
materials on landfills. However, the road to
building stronger partnerships between
waste pickers and municipalities is still
underway. Despite the integration of waste
pickers being accepted at a national level, in
some parts of the country, municipalities
need to collectively recognise their work.
Waste pickers have established strong
representative bodies. SAWPA and the
African Reclaimers Organisation (ARO) are
noticeably present in national policy
discussions and are engaging with
municipalities to work better with waste
pickers. Like SAWPA, ARO is a membershipbased democratic organisation of reclaimers
working with reclaimers in residential areas
and landfills. They have a membership of
over 5500 reclaimers in and around the City
of Johannesburg, South Africa 16.

©Focalize Media/GAIA

Government can do more to support waste
picker Integration in the country. Some of the
issues that are under discussion include
exploring the possibility of giving contracts
for waste collection in Government buildings,
to waste pickers
Peter Mbelengwa, Acting Chief Director:
Communications and Advocacy, DFFE
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A way forward for Africa
Waste pickers showcased in this report
demonstrate the common need for official
recognition from national and municipal
governments, better working conditions, PPE,
improved payment for their recovered materials
and collection and processing service, and an
end to social stigmatisation. The experience of
organising shows that these needs are
achievable through building representative
organisations that will ensure that their voices
are heard in negotiations with governments and
demonstrate their value to society.
This requires waste pickers to work
collaboratively and embed the principles of
democracy, equality and environmental justice
in their organised structures. Furthermore,
municipalities and national governments need
to recognise the value that waste pickers play in
diverting waste from the landfills, encouraging
recycling where materials re-enter the economy
and addressing poverty by providing an income
for individuals that have been excluded from
the formal economy.

This includes allowing them to charge user fees,
develop inclusion plans, supporting them with
sorting centres and equipment, collection
routes, and paying them for the service they
provide.
National governments have to centre waste
pickers in the waste management plans,
starting with formal recognition of waste picker
organisations, prioritising mandatory
separation at source policies and supporting
municipalities with funds to implement
separate collection of recyclables and organics.
Organic waste has to be treated and managed
separately to provide waste pickers with clean,
recyclable materials to secure their livelihoods.
Effectively separating the waste streams
creates opportunities for investment into the
right types of infrastructure to ensure that
recyclable materials are sorted and processed
for recycling by waste pickers. They are a
valuable resource to our society and the cost of
integration and enablement is far less than the
cost of the linear model of waste management.

With the right support mechanisms in place by
the national government and local
municipalities to recognise and support the role
of waste pickers, their ongoing work in
championing recycling along with better
systems to manage organic waste, it makes
technologies like incineration, chemical
recycling and other false solutions to the waste
crisis irrelevant. Municipalities will benefit from
considering the waste pickers as champions of
door-to-door separate collection services for
recyclables, organics, and plan together ways to
resource this
©GAYO

©CESCO

Other approaches that national governments can take to enhance the value of this relationship is by
ensuring that EPR can be used as a tool to not only support better collection for recyclable materials
but also having the scope to phase out non-recyclable materials and others like single-use plastic
which has no market value and obliges waste pickers to spend a lot of time sorting through to separate
them from the materials that do have markets.
If we want to unlock the full potential of zero waste in Africa, we have to create enabling systems that
place waste pickers at the centre of our plans while ensuring that they will not be undermined by the
capitalist system that seeks to perpetuate overconsumption and a wasteful society.
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