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On average 42 000 refuse removal service points are

serviced weekly. Furthermore, 84 150 tons of solid

waste is disposed of at the Wellington solid waste

disposal site¹.

Context
The town of Wellington, in the Drakenstein municipality, is

located in the Western Cape of South Africa. According to

the Drakenstein municipality:

Municipalities within South Africa continue to face

increasing waste management challenges. “Population

growth, urbanisation, and income growth have resulted in

increased waste generation, thereby increasing pressure

on municipalities in terms of service delivery and waste

management infrastructure, including landfills”². In the

midst of these challenges, municipalities are often

presented with false solutions to the waste management

crisis; that are end-of-pipe solutions, which do not

address the issue at the source³. One of these

technological quick fixes is Waste-To-Energy (WTE)

incineration. Incineration burns discarded materials–

including paper, plastics, metals, and food scraps, all of

which could be collected for reuse; recycling, or compost

into toxic bottom ash, fly ash, combustion gases, air

pollutants, greenhouse gases, wastewater, wastewater

treatment sludge, and heat. It is important to note that

burning waste does not make it disappear. 

Rather, it enables unsustainable consumption of

resources, contributes to climate change, releases

outputs that pose hazards to public health, and diverts

funds from cheaper, sustainable zero-waste solutions.

In 2012, the Drakenstein municipality signed a

Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) with Interwaste, a

waste management company, to construct a municipal

waste incinerator as an attempt to deal with the

municipalities waste issues⁴.

The U.S. Trade and Development Agency (USTDA) was the

primary grant funder of the project. Furthermore, this

came at an opportune time when South Africa had just

made amendments waste management laws, specifically

on the definitions on constituted toxic and hazardous

waste⁵. The total projection of the project was estimated

at R433 Million (25,094,463.56 USD)⁶.

¹Drakenstein Municipality.  Solid Waste and landfill Management. Available: http://www.drakenstein.gov.za/municipal-services/solid-waste-and-landfill-management.
² UNEP. 2020. South African Municipal Waste Management Systems: Challenges and Solutions. Available: https://www.unep.org/ietc/resources/publication/south-african-municipal-waste-
management-systems-challenges-and-solutions.
³ GAIA. 2020. False Solution to the Plastic Pollution Crisis. https://www.no-burn.org/resources/false-solutions-to-the-plastic-pollution-crisis/.
⁴ Interwaste. 2015. Scoping Report. Available: http://www.drakenstein.gov.za/docs/Documents/Interwaste_FSR.pdf.
⁵ National Environmental Management: Waste Amendment. 2014. Available: https://cer.org.za/wp-content/uploads/2010/03/Waste-Amenment-Act-2014.pdf 
⁶Drakenstein Municipality. Introductory Information. Available: http://www.drakenstein.gov.za/about-us/administration/engineering-services/civil-engineering/waste-to-
energy/introductory-information. 
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We believe the decision to terminate the project addresses

the public concerns that have repeatedly been raised against

the project. It also liberates us from a project that was

started by a previous administration in 2008. It further gives

Drakenstein Municipality the opportunity to take a fresh

approach and start a new process - ensuring the best,

innovative and environmentally safe waste management

solution for our community.The resistance of this municipal incinerator involved several

key actors, this included the Drakenstein Environmental Watch

(DEW), Wellington Association Against the Incinerator (WAAI),

groundWork (gW), South African Waste Pickers Association

(SAWPA), GAIA, community residents, vulnerable groups that

would have been affected by the project, water experts,

engineers and legal clinics were just some of the agents that

supported the resistance of the municipal waste incinerator. 

Community
Resistance 

Initially, the project was presented to the community as

something positive. Residents say that the municipality sent

out flyers promoting the project. However, after a bit of

research was done by some of the individuals who were part of

the resistance group, they realised the negative health, social,

environmental and financial implications of incineration. One of

the first actions which they undertook was to educate the

community about why this project was a bad idea, and to

mobilise them to fight back. 

The community implemented a number of tactics in their

resistance campaign such as social media, emailing and calling

town officials, petitions, television and radio interviews, asking

for solidarity from multiple organisations, postcard campaigns,

organised protests, community meetings for education,

songwriting, involving vulnerable groups and identifying

legislative violations from the service provider.

On the 31st of May 2017, the mayor of Drakenstein Municipality,

Alderman Conrad Poole, made a public statement announcing

that they could not proceed and knowingly impede upon human

rights. 

Today Chairperson of DEW, Caron Potocnik describes the

waste management of the Drakenstein Municipality as an

improvement compared to previous years. 

 Mayor of Drakenstein Municipality, Alderman Conrad Poole-

“We still have private recycling companies which mainly

operate in commercial areas of Wellington. We also have

two big centres in Paarl where local communities can drop

off recycling materials. There is organised collection of

green waste. But we needed to look at how we can minimise

waste to landfill while looking at employment opportunities,

integration into schools, encouraging people to grow more

vegetables at home, and reduce plastics in supermarkets,”

Chairperson of DEW, Caron Potocnik. 

⁷Communication and Marketing, Drakenstein Municipality. 2018. Drakenstein Municipality terminates waste-to-energy project. Available: http://www.drakenstein.gov.za/drakenstein-
municipality-terminates-waste-to-energy-project
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1. Ensure a thorough understanding of all the approval processes

from the start of the project to its implementation.

2. Identify all the legislation triggered by the waste incinerator

project.

3. Identify all the government departments, directly and

indirectly, involved in the approval process and have the

authority to halt the project for non-compliance regarding

particular legislation.

4. Identify all the likely parties involved with the service

provision. In our case, besides the relevant government

departments, the key parties included a private sector

consortium led by Interwaste (Pty) Ltd. and the U.S. Trade and

Development Agency (USTDA) which was the primary grant

funder of the project. One of our objections was that Interwaste’s

core business is waste transportation and that Interwaste has no

Waste Incinerator experience. It was apparent that Interwaste’s

key role in the project was as a middleman and facilitator for

international waste incinerator conglomerates. All the Waste

Incinerator equipment, parts, and expertise would have been

imported from overseas.

 The key parties included a private sector consortium led by Interwaste (Pty) Ltd. and the
U.S. Trade and Development Agency (USTDA), which was the primary grant funder of the
project.
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By Keith Roman, Director of Zero Waste
Association of South Africa, Formarly
with Wellington Association Against the
Incinerator (WAAI). 

Tips for successful
community organising 
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5. Identify the weakest link within the approval process in order to utilise this information to

develop a winnable legal case.

6. Identify the low-hanging fruit. For example, it is legally less costly and quicker to win a case

based on legislative violations than on Environmental Health and Human Rights violations.

7. Start the advocacy work as early as possible. Most regulations require that objections and

appeals are lodged within a specific time period. It becomes increasingly difficult to stop the

project once the objection or appeal periods have expired and the relevant authorities have

already spent vast resources on the project. For example, challenge the relevant authorities on

whether there has been sufficient meaningful engagement with all affected parties in the

feasibility studies undertaken and decisions made.

8. Ensure that your activist organisation has sufficient internal institutional capacity

(leadership, relevant skills, structure; administration; funding; partnerships and teamwork, etc.)

in order to sustain the fight against the Incinerator project. Generally, the biggest constraint to

most advocacy organisations is sufficient funding for legal actions. The Waste Incinerator lobby

groups are usually aware of this fact – hence the reason why they are usually prepared to fight

the matter in a court of law, in the hope that the activist group will not be able to afford the legal

fees. Therefore, it is important to have a strong fund-raising capability and/or ability to find

attorneys who are prepared to provide legal advice on a pro bono basis.

9. Apply constant pressure on the relevant authorities through media exposure, community

mobilisation and activism. Target the key decision-makers.

10. Apply pressure on the (potential) service providers and their backers to ensure that they

understand the consequence of getting involved with a hazardous business venture.

11. Implement zero waste projects which are the best antidotes and sustainable alternatives to

waste incineration and landfills.

12. Undertake ongoing education and awareness campaigns to counter the Waste Incinerator

lobby narratives. A waste characterisation and brand audit study undertaken by WAAI found that

most of the waste produced can safely and economically be composted, reduced, reused,

repaired, recycled and diverted from the landfill (and incinerators). 
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Don’t neglect to challenge the legal aspect of an incineration resistance project. Protest actions on their

own are usually not enough to terminate the project. In the case of the Drakenstein Municipality, officials

only started listening and responding after legal action is taken. 

Avoid taking on too much if your organisation has insufficient capacity to challenge the local

municipality and the false narratives they may be generating widely.

Don’t neglect to generate enough awareness and education about the problem in the community.

Avoid the expensive route. Mobilise as many resources from within the community and ally groups as

possible. Try creative ways of fundraising, like asking for donations on the street. Or rely on the

knowledge and volunteerism within the community, which means you don’t have to outsource. 

By Caron Potocnik, DEW Chairperson 

Pitfalls to avoid during a resistance
campaign

DEW
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