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ABSTRACT 

Due to high levels of unemployment many people in South Africa have sought work in the 

informal sector of the country‟s economy. The activities of landfill waste pickers therefore 

came about because of this. Landfill waste pickers recover recyclables on mountains of waste 

and sell to different Buy Back Centers (BBCs) in their areas. Despite the hardships, working 

on unbearable working conditions and poor income, landfill waste pickers have managed to 

sustain their livelihoods. The aim of the study was to conduct an analysis of the livelihoods of 

landfill waste pickers in South Africa using the sustainable livelihood framework. The study 

adopted both qualitative and quantitative research approach using multiple case study strategy 

of inquiry. The population of the study was the landfill waste pickers at the selected landfill 

sites and material recovery facility. Convenient sampling was used to select the research 

sample. Data was gathered through observations, semi-structured one-on-one interviews, 

focus groups, questionnaires, and document analysis to involve multiple sources of data. The 

research study took place in the following provinces of South Africa namely Western Cape, 

North West, and Eastern Cape. Out of these provinces the following municipalities were 

selected for the study Stellenbosch and Oudtshoorn (Western Cape), Potchefstroom and 

Vryburg (North West) and Graaff Reinet (Eastern Cape). Themes were identified using the 

elements of sustainable livelihood framework (SLF) and thematic analysis. SLF was used to 

analyse and present findings under the following elements of SLF vulnerability context, 

livelihood assets, transforming structures and processes, livelihood strategies and livelihood 

outcomes. After using a robust approach in analyzing the livelihoods of waste pickers the 

main outcome was that waste pickers are trying to make a living and they are entrepreneurs. 

The study also showed that it is important that waste pickers need to be integrated into the 

waste management system but not to formalize or regulate them. But ultimately give them 

support so that they continue to do their work better in better conditions. 
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 1 

CHAPTER 1: 

 

BACKGROUND TO THE RESEARCH 

1.1 INTRODUCTION 

Waste pickers all over the world are working independently with the same goal of earning a 

better living; they are entrepreneurs. Globally, there has been much interest recently in waste 

pickers (Chikarmane, 2012; Nzeadibe & Mbah, 2015) and in South Africa (Langenhoven & 

Dyssel, 2007; Samson, 2009; Chvatal, 2010; Schenck & Blaauw, 2011; Amegah & Jaakkola, 

2016). The interest in waste pickers is a direct result of unemployment and unemployability 

of some people; therefore, people see waste picking as a livelihood and an opportunity to 

make a living as it is readily available and with limited barriers. This thesis is concerned with 

the analysis of the livelihoods of landfill waste pickers in South Africa. In this opening 

chapter a brief introduction of the following will be given context information, research 

questions, aims and objectives of the study, and definition of the key studies that will be 

presented in the thesis.  

A waste picker is a person who repossesses recyclable materials from what others have 

thrown away as waste material (Samson, 2009). The definition also includes those who do 

waste picking in order to find food and even clothes. Worldwide, waste pickers have been 

given derogative names, for example, “vultures”, “parasites” and “scavengers” (Visser & 

Theron, 2009; Chvatal, 2010). In South Africa the terms used for waste pickers are, for 

example, “skarrellaar”, “dromgrawer” “scutler” or a “digger”, “grab grab”, “mining” and 

“minza” (Schenck & Blaauw, 2011; Sentime, 2011). In this thesis they will be referred to as 

waste pickers, as the name explains what they are doing and does not reflect on the person. 

The next section provides contextual information. 

1.2 CONTEXTUAL INFORMATION 

Waste pickers are known world-wide, the first conference for waste pickers was held in 

March 2008 in Bogota Colombia. A total of thirty-four countries from Latin America, Asia, 

Europe, North America, and Africa were represented at the conference (Women in Informal 

Employment: Globalizing and Organizing, 2008). Around the world waste pickers are said to 

depend largely on the policies and practices of municipal government and they are seldom 
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recognised for the vital work that they do (Chen & Ijjasz-Vasques, 2016). Brazil was the first 

country to integrate waste pickers into the municipal waste management system through their 

cooperatives and the first to adopt a National Waste Policy (Chen & Ijjasz-Vasques, 2016).  

Waste pickers are found in both developed and developing countries. In South Africa waste 

pickers are self-employed and in the informal economy, they work in landfill sites and in 

streets recovering different forms of waste. Most municipalities in South Africa are reported 

not to understand the value and the economics of waste as the waste pickers appear to be 

undervalued and unrecognized (Bell, 2018). A crucial, but unrecognized role in promoting 

recycling are the efforts by an estimated 60,000 to 90,000 South African waste pickers who 

make a living from recycling mainline recyclables, either on the streets or on landfill sites. 

The waste pickers‟ recycling activities are at the lower end of the recycling value chain and 

yet, over the years, have played a key role in the recycling process (Viljoen, 2014; Chvatal & 

de Smit, 2015; Samson, 2015). The waste pickers‟ activities enabled municipalities to save 

between R309.2 and R748.8 million on air space in 2014 (Godfrey, Strydom & Phukubye, 

2016), but the financial importance of their contribution to municipalities has yet to be valued 

and supported by the recycling sector. 

Waste pickers are mostly people who have little to no education due to various factors which 

mainly point to poverty and family problems making it difficult to access the formal labour 

market (Schenck & Blaauw, 2011). Some people are capitalizing on the opportunity and the 

value of waste they have identified on the streets and landfill sites and manage to sustain 

themselves and the waste has become their livelihood. Factors such as easy access to waste, 

space to store the waste and limiting the health risks can increase the sustainability of their 

livelihood, their income and well-being. Therefore, there is a need to look at how to enhance 

their livelihoods in a sustainable way (Viljoen, Schenck & Blaauw, 2012; Schenck, Blaauw & 

Viljoen, 2016). Hugel (2012) however believes policy makers have little understanding of the 

extent of waste picking and waste as a livelihood for the unemployed. He further argues that 

policies are not designed to include the poor to earn a living and policy makers and 

government officials ignore South African realities.  

Most studies conducted on waste pickers in South Africa focus on profiling the socio-

economic circumstances of the waste pickers (Langenhoven, Dyssel & Samson, 2012; 

Viljoen, 2014; Schenck, Blaauw & Viljoen 2012; Schenck et al., 2016). Furthermore, the 
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study is part of a research project hosted in the DST/NRF funded Centre of Excellence for 

Food Security on the food security of landfill waste pickers in South Africa. 

1.3 PROBLEM STATEMENT  

With the unemployment rate in South Africa at 27.1% (Statistics South Africa, 2018), 

research has found that waste picking has created a source of income or livelihood for many 

people in South Africa and around the world (Godfrey et al., 2010; Schenck et al., 2016).  

It is estimated that 88,000 South Africans earn a living through waste picking (Institute of 

Waste Management of Southern Africa, 2011). Two ethnographic studies have been 

conducted indicating the dynamics on selected landfill sites (Reyneke, 2012; Samson, 2012). 

Landfill sites are communities and the dynamics on these sites, as well as the management of 

them are some of the complex factors which enhance or hamper the collection of waste 

(Schenck et al., 2019). For many waste pickers, waste is their only source of income (Viljoen, 

2014).  

No study could be found analysing the livelihoods of waste pickers or where the sustainable 

livelihood framework SLF has been implemented on waste pickers, therefore our knowledge 

is limited in this area. This study attempts to fill this research gap. It explores the livelihoods 

of waste pickers to generate a deeper understanding on the threats to their livelihoods and 

what can be put in place to enhance their livelihoods. Waste pickers are vulnerable as they are 

dependent on and affected by factors such as waste disposals that bypasses waste pickers and 

management of landfill sites. It is hoped that this study will inform policy makers, landfill 

managers and the government‟s waste management sector about the vulnerabilities of waste 

pickers and the need to recognise and dignify the work that they do. This study is the first of 

its kind in South Africa using the Sustainable livelihood approach (SLF) as a framework to 

critically assess the livelihoods of waste pickers on landfill sites. 

1.4 RESEARCH SETTINGS AND RESEARCH CONTEXT 

The study was part of a research project funded by the Centre of Excellence (CoE) for Food 

Security. The research questions, aims and objectives of the broader CoE study were: 
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Research questions of the broader study 

1. What is the dietary intake of the Landfill Waste Pickers (LWPS)? 

2. What is the nutritional status of LWPs? 

3. What is the socio-economic status of the LWPs? 

4. How do waste pickers survive and function on the landfill sites? 

Aims and Objectives of the broader study 

The aim of the project is to investigate the food in/security, nutritional status and socio- 

economic status of waste pickers on six landfill sites in South Africa 

The objectives of the project will be to: 

 Assess the dietary intake of people who make a living from landfill sites 

 Assess the nutritional status of people who make a living from landfill sites 

 Assess the socio-economic status of people who make a living from landfill sites  

 Explore their daily survival and functioning on the landfill sites 

In this current research, five case studies were conducted on landfill sites in ST, OU, PO, and 

VR and the GR Material Recovery Facility (MRF). The landfill sites were chosen based on 

the following criteria: 

1. This study is part of the approved broader research study Food Security, Nutrition and 

Socio-economic Status of landfill waste pickers funded by the COE for Food Security. 

2. The landfill sites were also chosen because they are each managed differently, which 

may influence the waste collection process and the livelihood of the waste pickers. 

3.  GR was included in as its approach to site management was different to the ST, OU, 

PO and VR landfill sites. At GR, waste is accessed by the waste pickers at the multiple 

recovery station before it is taken to the landfill sites.  

A summary of each site follows, and more information will be given in the methodology and 

research findings section. 

The ST landfill site is a well-managed site in the Western Cape Province, 50km to the east of 

Cape Town (Statistics South Africa, 2011).  

The OU landfill site is a less managed site and is situated in the OU municipality, which is in 

the Eden District Municipality in the Western Cape Province.  
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The PO landfill site in the North West Province (Tlokwe Municipality) is a site managed by a 

private waste company. This company attempts to integrate the waste collectors into the waste 

system (Blaauw et al., 2015).  

The VR landfill site in the North West Province is managed by the Naledi municipality. A 

different system exists on this landfill site as the waste pickers are “working” for one of the 

four BBCs in the town. They do not earn a fixed income, are paid for their collections, but 

only sell to a BBC (Blaauw et al., 2015).  

The GR Material Recovery Facility (MRF) is situated in the Camdeboo municipality, Eastern 

Cape Province. GR provides a different model where waste is taken to an MRF for sorting 

before the wet waste is transported to the landfill. The municipality does not allow people on 

the landfill site.  

1.5 RESEARCH QUESTIONS  

1.5.1 Primary research question 

The primary research question that this thesis addresses is: How sustainable are the 

livelihoods of landfill waste pickers in South Africa? 

1.5.2 Secondary research questions 

The secondary research questions are as follows: 

 What is the vulnerability context of the waste pickers? 

 What are the livelihood assets of the waste pickers? 

 How do the policies, processes and institutions affect the livelihoods of the waste 

pickers? 

 What are the livelihood strategies of the waste pickers? 

 What are the livelihood outcomes of the waste pickers? 

1.6 THE AIM OF THIS RESEARCH 

The aim of this research is to analyse the livelihoods of landfill waste pickers in South Africa. 
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1.6.1 Research objectives 

The objectives of the study were to: 

 Explore the vulnerability context of the waste pickers. 

 Explore the livelihood assets of the waste pickers. 

 Identify and explore the policies, institutions and processes affecting the waste 

pickers‟ livelihood. 

 Explore and observe the livelihood strategies of the waste pickers.  

 Explore and analyse the livelihood outcomes of the waste pickers. 

1.7 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK  

1.7.1 Sustainable Livelihood Framework  

The study used the Sustainable Livelihood Framework (SLF) as the theoretical framework. 

The aim of the SLF is to enhance understanding of the livelihoods of poor people (Allison & 

Horemans, 2006). It orders the complexity and makes clear the factors that affect livelihoods 

(Kébé & Muir, 2015).  

The framework is mostly valued in providing a list of important issues and shows how these 

relate to each other. Furthermore, it draws attention to core influences and processes as well 

as emphasizing the multiple interactions between the various factors that affect one‟s 

livelihood. The SLF therefore offers an appropriate framework to holistically explore the 

complex livelihood context of waste pickers. It further provides a realistic framework for 

measuring the direct and indirect effects of waste pickers‟ working and living conditions 

(Krantz, 2001). A detail description of the SLF will be provided in Chapter 3. 

1.8 REASON FOR A SOCIAL WORKER RESEARCHING THE LIVELIHOODS 

OF WASTE PICKERS 

One of the main roles of social workers is to be advocates, to represent or influence the 

interest of the public and provide required material for decision making (Thompson, 2015). 

The researcher is from a social work background and has brought value to the study of waste 

pickers through analyzing their livelihoods as well as making the municipalities, waste 
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management system and policy makers aware of the need to recognize waste pickers and their 

fight for their work to be dignified. 

Social workers promote human rights and wellbeing of waste pickers through providing 

advice and support to find solutions to their challenges which comes with them being 

informal workers. 

Social workers are community change agents, through understanding the waste picker‟s 

livelihoods they would be able to form cooperatives were waste pickers would share their 

voice, their wishes and feelings about their work. With this information social workers would 

be able to help them with supporting their families, linking them to resources within their 

community and act as mediators between waste pickers and the municipalities.  

Social work is generic/multifaceted in nature and it is important that social workers are 

involved in supporting the waste pickers journey of wanting to be valued and recognized 

within communities and by the local governing bodies. 

1.9 CONCEPT CLARIFICATION  

1.9.1 Waste  

“Any substance, material or object, that is unwanted, rejected, abandoned, discarded or 

disposed of, by the holder of the substance, material or object, whether or not that substance, 

material or object can be re-used, recycled or recovered” (The National Environmental 

Management Waste Amendment Act No 26, 2014).  

1.9.2 Waste picker  

People who repossess recyclable materials from what others have thrown away as waste 

material (Samson, 2009).  

1.9.3 Transfer station  

Facilities where municipal solid waste is unloaded from collection vehicles and briefly held 

while it is reloaded onto larger long-distance transport vehicles for shipment to landfills or 

other treatment or disposal facilities (Wastemart, 2015).  
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1.9.4 Landfill site  

Land that is used to dump rubbish, either openly on the ground or filling an unwanted hole in 

the ground (East Sussex County Council, 2015). 

1.9.5 Informal economy  

A sector which involves all jobs which are not acknowledged as normal income sources and 

on which taxes are not paid (Business Dictionary, 2015).  

1.9.6 Poverty  

Defined by the World Health Organisation (2012) as the absolute terms of low income, 

earning for instance less than US$2 a day, also undermining a range of crucial human traits 

including health.  

1.9.7 Sustainable livelihood  

“A livelihood comprises the capabilities, assets and activities required for a means of living. 

A livelihood is sustainable when it can cope with and recover from stresses and shocks and 

maintain or enhance its capabilities and assets both now and in the future, while not 

undermining the natural resource base” (DFID, 2000). 

1.10 STRUCTURE OF THE THESIS 

Chapter l introduced the research study, its background information, contextual information, 

and indicated what the researcher set out to achieve in the study. The remaining chapters are 

organized as follows.  

Chapter 2 contextualizes the study in relation to relevant literature.  

Chapter 3 provides a detailed description of the theoretical framework used in the research. 

Chapter 4 provides an account of the research methodology  

Chapter 5 presents the research findings in the form of case studies. 

Chapter 6 links the research findings to previous research and literature. 

Chapter 7 provides conclusions and recommendations for policy and practice. 
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CHAPTER 2:  

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1 INTRODUCTION 

Quazi (2012) stated that waste picking is a source of livelihood for the poorest urban people 

and it is accessible to the most marginalized individuals of the community because of lower 

barriers to entry in terms of skills, educational levels and limited capital requirements. Waste 

is therefore seen as providing the livelihoods for waste pickers. Waste picking is reported to 

be beneficial to municipality waste management and it provides a livelihood to around 0.5% 

of the global urban population (Scheinberg, Spies, Simpson & Mol, 2010; Wilson, Rodic, 

Scheinberg, Velis & Alabaster, 2012). Miller (2012) identifies some of the general benefits of 

waste picking to municipalities and the environment as follows: 

 Recycling helps preserve the environment and its natural resources, for example 

deforestation is reduced when paper is used again, as most paper comes from trees and 

trees are cut daily to supply paper. Thus, it limits the use of virgin products. 

 Recycling diverts the amount of waste going to landfill sites, thus enhancing the 

lifespan of the landfills. 

Furthermore, waste picking is a skill people can learn which only requires the ability to pick 

and sort waste on the street or at a landfill site and be able to sell it at buy-back centers 

(BBCs) (Viljoen et al., 2012). There are limited entry barriers to waste picking and earning a 

living for the unemployed. 

This chapter will also enable the reader to gain an overall understanding of landfill waste 

pickers, the importance of waste management, waste pickers on landfill sites and their 

livelihood, both in in South Africa and globally. This chapter provides the policy context for 

the functioning of waste pickers and their livelihoods. Although economies seem to be 

developing across the world, the margin of inequality has significantly grown relegating the 

poor to resort to low income jobs like waste picking and criminal activities (World Bank, 

2014). The barriers to entering informal waste picking are low; however, various other 

barriers hindering waste pickers‟ access to, and collection and selling of recyclable waste 

(Viljoen, 2014). Inclusionary policies and practices towards waste pickers in the waste 
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management plans of municipalities are critical. The United Nations Research Institute for 

Social Development (2016) clearly states that no development can be regarded as sustainable 

if it is not inclusive and participatory and if the affected stakeholders are unable to make 

decisions on aspects that affect their lives. The responsibility of managing landfill sites was 

given to local municipalities under the Municipal Systems Act (Act 32, 2000). The focus of 

the waste management strategy includes the three „Rs‟, i.e. reduce (waste minimization), re-

use and recycle (Garner, 2009; Chvatal & de Smit, 2015). Given the municipalities‟ position 

in the legislative hierarchy, much of the policies, laws and regulations they create have a 

direct impact on the livelihoods of waste pickers and waste management sector/stakeholders. 

In the next section an overview of the informal economy and informal employment in South 

Africa will be discussed.  

2.2 UNEMPLOYMENT IN SOUTH AFRICA 

In South Africa there are different sectors that provide job opportunities in the informal 

economy like building, arts, crafts, entertainment and transport, waste picking and personal 

services, such as hair dressing. This is mostly the result of escalating unemployment rates in 

South Africa, which in 2016 was 26.6% in the fourth quarter of 2017 this increased to 26.7% 

and increased further to 27.1% in the last quarter of 2018 (Stat SA, 2018). 

2.3 THE INFORMAL ECONOMY AND INFORMAL EMPLOYMENT IN SOUTH 

AFRICA 

The term informal economy was originally coined by Professor Keith Hart in an International 

Labour Organisation (ILO) study of urban labour markets in Ghana (Hart, 1973; Godfrey et 

al., 2010; Skinner, 2018). Sindzingre (2004) describes the informal economy as non-observed, 

irregular, unofficial, informal, cash economy, black market, unmeasured, unrecorded and 

untaxed. Most people in this sector are those who could not secure employment in the formal 

sector, as well as those who want to avoid paying taxes and do not want to register their 

businesses and avoid minimum wage legislation requirements (Chen, 2004; Kutywayo, 2015). 

Waste pickers are one of the group of people who make a living in the informal economy 

through picking waste on the streets or at the landfill sites throughout developing countries 

including South Africa (Samson, 2009; Schenck et al., 2016). 
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According to Gallin (2001), the informal economy should not be viewed as unusual. He 

argues that 80% of low-income countries have an informal sector, 40% of medium income 

countries and 15% of high-income countries have a growing informal sector. The rise of the 

informal sector is attributed to the decline in formal employment and rise in unemployment, 

linked to unequal demographic explosion in relation to industrial growth in the developing 

world (Godfrey et al., 2010; Skinner, 2018). As a middle-income country, the South African 

informal economy is relatively small (12%+) in comparison with others (Gallin, 2001; Devey, 

Skinner & Valodia, 2008). By comparison, in India nearly 81% of the employed are in the 

informal sector (International Labour Organisation, 2018). It has also grown due to neoliberal 

government policies in the USA and UK and structural adjustment programme (SAPS) which 

call upon developing countries to liberalize trade and open their economies (Harvey, 1981; 

Webster, Benya, Dilata & Joynt, 2008). 

Kutywayo (2015) stated that globalization has also contributed to the increase in 

unemployment in South Africa through retrenchments in line with labour market reforms, 

leaving informal work as the only option for retrenched and unemployed workers. Therefore, 

it is no longer restricted to the urban poor in unregistered enterprises but in formal enterprises 

through contracting, sub-contracting and casual work which has led to an increase in people 

who are in informal work (Bieler, Lindberg & Pillay, 2008). Even though the informal 

economy is seen as organizationally disconnected from the formal economy, it is worth 

mentioning that waste pickers work with the formal waste system and the gap between the 

two economies remains in place  (Samson, 2009; Schenck, Blaauw & Vljoen, 2012; Viljoen 

et al., 2012). In the case of waste pickers being in the informal economy, they are dependent 

on the waste which mostly comes from households and formal industries such as restaurants, 

corporate companies etc. Landfill waste pickers work at landfill sites that are mostly managed 

by the municipalities and private waste companies and sell their waste to formal Buy Back 

Centers (BBCs) which are in the formal economy.  

The following section provides a detailed discussion of the four schools of thought regarding 

the informal economy. 
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2.3.1 Schools of thought on the informal economy 

There are four schools of thought on the informal economy which are the Dualist, 

Structuralist and Legalist schools and Voluntarists (Blaauw 2010; Viljoen, 2014; Skinner, 

2018).  

2.3.1.1 Dualist school 

Chen (2004) coined the Dualist school of thought which argues that there are two economies, 

the first being regulated and formal complying with legislation in terms of labour law and 

operations, to which entry is difficult for new players. The second one is unregulated and 

populated by the poor as a source of income with low barriers to entry. According to this 

school of thought the informal economy represents a phase in a country‟s development, and 

results predominantly from the lack of modern working opportunities giving the capacity to 

absorb the labour excess produced by the slow rhythm of economic growth and the rapid 

rhythm (Katalin, 2015; Skinner, 2018). At the same time the informal sector offers reasonably 

priced goods and services for less advantaged people, facilitating their social integration 

(Chelcea & Mateescu, 2004). 

2.3.1.2 Structuralist school 

The Structuralist school is vital in helping the reader to understand formal and informal 

linkages within the South African economy (Skinner, 2018). The Structuralist school (Moser, 

1979) views the informal sector as subordinate to the formal economy through a two-avenue 

supply chain with large formal sector companies. The relationship is asymmetrical and 

exploits the informal sector although this creates employment and facilitates the movement of 

goods and services (Castells & Portes, 1989, Webster et al., 2008; Godfrey, Muswema, 

Strydom, Mamafa & Mapako, 2017; Skinner, 2018). The Structuralist school shows the 

exploitation the waste pickers suffer at the hands of recycling companies, municipal officials 

and middlemen; they therefore argue that the government should address existing inequalities 

and that governments should address the unequal relationship between „big business‟ and 

subordinated producers and workers by regulating both commercial and employment 

relationships (Skinner, 2018). 
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2.3.1.3 Legalist school 

De Soto (1989) developed the Legalist school which comments on registration costs and time 

constraints as the cause for operating informally, but this is also deliberate as people want to 

pay below market wages, maximize profits and benefit from reduced responsibilities towards 

employees. The Legalist school basically does things by the book, they follow the law and 

structures set up by the government or any legal order. The main goal of the legalist is to 

release informal workers from government rules, concentrating on informal enterprises and 

the formal regulatory environment (Skinner, 2018). 

2.3.1.4 Voluntarist school 

The fourth school of thought is the Voluntarist school which argues that informal enterprises 

should be incorporated into the formal governing environment in order to increase the tax 

base and reduce unfair opposition to formal businesses (Women in Informal Employment: 

Globalizing and Organizing, 2012). Voluntarists maintain that the informal sector 

encompasses informal businesspersons who volunteer to work informally (Skinner, 2018). It 

also pays reasonably little consideration to the economic connections between informal 

initiatives and formal organizations but contributes to the view that informal initiatives form 

bigoted competition for formal enterprises because they circumvent official regulations, taxes, 

and other costs of production (Women in Informal Employment: Globalizing and Organizing, 

2012). 

Given the heterogeneity of the informal economy, each school of thought is worth explaining 

in a more simplified way as presented in the table below (Table 2.1), which summarizes the 

content of the previous paragraphs to give the reader a better understanding. The dominant 

school of thoughts will be presented in terms of who they focus on, their views of the 

informal economy, causal theory, characteristics and policy responses. 

Table 2.1: 

Dominant Schools of Thoughts of the Informal Economy 

 Dualists Structuralists Legalists Voluntarists 

 Introduced by  

ILO World 

Employment 

Mission Kenya 

Introduced by  

Manuel Castells 

and Alejandro 

Portes 1989 

Introduced by  

Hernando De Soto 

1989 

Introduced by  

William Maloney 

2004 
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 Dualists Structuralists Legalists Voluntarists 

1972 

Who they 

focus on 

those engaged in 

traditional and 

survival activities 

petty traders and 

producers; sub-

contracted 

workers; casual 

workers 

informal 

enterprises and 

entrepreneurs 

the self-employed, 

notably 

entrepreneurs 

−especially male 

entrepreneurs and 

their informal 

enterprises 

How they 

view the 

informal 

economy 

as autonomous 

activities with few 

(if any) links with 

the rest of the 

economy; 

activities provide 

income for the 

poor and a safety 

net in times of 

crisis 

as subordinated 

economic units 

(informal 

enterprises) and 

workers that serve 

to reduce input 

and labour costs 

of large capitalist 

firms and increase 

their 

competitiveness 

as comprised of 

plucky 

entrepreneurs who 

choose to avoid 

the unnecessary 

and burdensome 

costs, time and 

effort of formal 

registration and 

who need legal 

rights to convert 

assets into formal 

property 

as entrepreneurs 

who choose to 

operate informally 

in order to avoid 

taxation, 

commercial 

regulations, 

electricity and 

rental fees, and 

other costs of 

operating formally 

Causal theory Informal operators 

are excluded from 

modern economic 

opportunities due 

to a) imbalances 

between the 

growth rates of 

the population and 

of modern 

industrial 

employment; and 

b) a mismatch 

between people‟s 

skills and the 

structure of 

modern economic 

opportunities. 

Informality is due 

to the nature of 

capitalism and 

capitalist growth: 

specifically, the 

attempts by 

formal firms to 

reduce labor costs 

and increase 

competitiveness; 

the reaction of 

formal firms to 

the power of 

organized labor, 

state regulation of 

the economy 

(notably, taxes 

and social 

legislation) and 

global 

competition; and 

the process of 

industrialization 

(e.g. off-shore 

industries, sub-

contracting 

chains, flexible 

specialization). 

A hostile legal 

system leads to 

informal activities 

and informal, 

extralegal norms. 

Cumbersome 

government rules 

and procedures 

create barriers to 

formalization and 

thus stifle the 

productive 

potential of 

informal 

entrepreneurs. 

Informal operators 

who choose to 

operate informally 

– or even 

criminally – after 

weighing the costs 

and benefits of 

informality 

relative to 

formality. Unlike 

the legalist school, 

this school does 

not blame the 

cumbersome 

registration 

procedures but 

says the informal 

economy is a 

deliberate choice 

by entrepreneurs 

to enjoy benefits 

of informality. 
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 Dualists Structuralists Legalists Voluntarists 

Characteristics Seven 

Characteristics: 

 ease of entry  

 reliance on 

indigenous 

resources  

 family 

ownership of 

enterprises  

 small scale of 

operations  

 labor-intensive 

and adapted 

technology  

 skills acquired 

outside the 

formal school 

system  

 unregulated 

and 

competitive 

markets 

Focus on 

relationships of 

production + 

activities 

unregulated by the 

institutions of 

society.  

Informality seen 

as 

 universal 

 heterogeneous 

 on the rise 

 systemically 

linked to 

capitalist/form

al firms 

A hostile 

reception, 

especially from 

the legal system, 

leads to informal 

activities and 

extralegal norms. 

Costs of 

becoming formal: 

registration + 

license 

Costs of 

remaining formal: 

taxes + 

compliance with 

regulations or 

laws + higher 

rates for public 

utilities 

Costs of illegality 

to economy:  

avoidance of fees 

and penalties 

+avoidance of 

taxes and labor 

laws 

Costs of absence 

of good law to 

informal workers:  

not having 

property rights + 

not having 

enforceable 

contracts +  

not receiving 

benefits from 

formal sector 

Costs of formality 

(avoided): payroll 

taxes and social 

protection 

contributions 

Benefits of 

informality: way 

to earn income 

while avoiding 

costs of formality 

Policy 

responses 

Governments 

should create 

more formal jobs 

and provide 

financial and 

business 

development 

services to 

informal 

enterprises 

Governments 

should regulate 

both commercial 

and employment 

relations to 

address the 

unequal 

relationship 

between “big 

business” and 

subordinated 

Governments 

should introduce 

simplified 

bureaucratic 

procedures to 

encourage 

informal 

enterprises to 

register and 

extend legal 

property rights for 
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 Dualists Structuralists Legalists Voluntarists 

producers and 

workers 

the assets held by 

informal operators 

in order to unleash 

their productive 

potential and 

convert their 

assets into real 

capital 

Source: Women in Informal Employment: Globalizing and Organizing (2012) 

Perry et al. (2007) suggested a holistic model of the structure and origins of informality and 

they identified “three pairs” of economic agents. They identified diverse forms of both 

voluntary informality and involuntary informality with respects to what causes or drives 

informality. This is set out in Figure 2.1 below. 

“Three Pairs” of Economic Agents 

• Labour: 

– with insufficient human capital to get formal job 

– who quit formal employment in order to be their own boss, make more money, avoid taxes, 

and/or enjoy flexibility 

• Micro-firms: 

– with no intention or potential for growth, hence no intention of engaging with state 

– who are stymied by high barriers to entry 

• Firms: 

– who are avoiding taxation and other regulations 

– who are partially registering their workers and sales 

Causal Theory #1: Different Forms of voluntary informality  

• Opportunistic evasion: 

– tax-evasion 

– illegal activities 

– avoidance of labour codes: 

unprotected workforce 

subcontracted production 

• Defensive evasion in response to … 

– burdensome state 

– captured state 

– weak state 
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• Passive evasion and state irrelevance: 

– pre-modern or bazaar economy 

– informal or non-state institutions 

Causal Theory #2: Different Forms of involuntary informality 

• Labour market segmentation − prevents workers from getting formal jobs 

• Burdensome entry regulations − prevents enterprises from formalizing 

• Hiring practices of firms − in response to excessive tax and regulatory burdens 

Figure 2.1: World Bank 2007 Model of Informality: Composition and Causes (Source: World 

Bank, 2007) 

In relation to the above-mentioned World Bank model, waste pickers appear to comprise the 

labor category. Informal waste pickers in South Africa mostly have insufficient human capital 

to get into the formal market, and some have quit low pay formal jobs to enjoy flexibility 

(Viljoen et al., 2014). 

Webster (2010) views the South African labour market as divided into three zones, namely 

the core (formal employment), the non-core (outsourced and part-time work) and the 

periphery which includes informal work and the unemployed. Waste picking falls into the 

category of informal work. It is also for those who are not able to get a work in the formal 

sector due to a variety of factors for example insufficient schooling and not fitting into the 

labour market. 

Now that the South African informal employment has been explored, the next section 

provides an international perspective. 

2.3.2 Informal work in other countries 

Just like in South Africa many developing and developed countries have an informal 

economy. Ramirezi (2016) reported that in Latin America and the Caribbean 130 million 

workers, of whom 27 million are young people, are affected by informal employment. It 

however varies across countries in the region (from 30.7% in Costa Rica to 73.6% in 

Guatemala). These two countries are in the process of fighting informality applying different 

kinds of specific policies and strategies towards their goal, because millions of people 

working in the informal economy are deprived of social security and labour rights (Ramerezi, 

2016).  
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In India the informal economy is also called the unorganized sector which consists of 

independent private enterprises owned by individuals or households engaged in the sale and 

production of goods and services operated on a registered or business basis and with fewer 

than 10 workers (Women in Informal Employment: Globalizing and Organizing, 2005). 

Currently only 10% of India‟s more than 470 million workforce are in the formal sector. It 

was estimated that 84.7% of jobs are in the informal sector (National Sample Survey Office, 

2017).  

The following section discusses poverty in South Africa and its relationship to the informal 

sector. 

2.3.3 Poverty 

Poverty and unemployment are some of the factors that are driving people into waste picking 

both in South Africa and globally. As noted previously, the unemployment rate in South 

Africa is at 27.1%, the highest percentage since September 2005 (Stats SA, 2018). South 

Africa has the highest economic inequality in the world and poverty remains highest among 

the black and coloured population (World Bank, 2018). This contributes to poverty and 

people resorting to informal employment such as waste picking to make a living.  

Poverty is distinguished in two ways: absolute poverty measures poverty in relation to the 

total money that one needs in order to meet basic needs such as food, shelter and clothing (Le 

Bruyns & Pauw, 2004). On the other hand, relative poverty is seen to be a personal term and 

what is poverty to somebody may not be poverty to somebody else (Le Bruyns & Pauw, 

2004). Inequality in the South African economy is seen as one of the major causes of poverty, 

as there are no equal opportunities or access to benefits and opportunities for individuals 

(Zegeye & Maxted, 2002). The informal economy is distinguished by its acute shortfall in 

decent work and an inconsistent number of poor working people. Researchers have shown 

that workers in the informal economy have higher risks of poverty than those in the formal 

economy (Elsie et al., 2012). Although some activities in the informal economy provide 

reasonable livelihoods and incomes, most people engaged in the informal economy are 

exposed to poor and unsafe working conditions, and have high illiteracy levels, low skill 

levels and inadequate training opportunities. They also have less certain, less regular and 

lower incomes than those in the formal economy, suffer longer working hours, an absence of 

collective bargaining and representation rights and, often, an ambiguous or disguised 
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employment status. They are physically and financially more vulnerable because work in the 

informal economy is either excluded from, or effectively beyond, the reach of social security 

schemes and safety and health and other labour protection legislation (Medina, 2008; Losby, 

Elsie, Kingslow, Edcomb, Malm & Kao, 2012; Viljoen et al., 2012; Women in Informal 

Employment: Globalizing and Organizing, 2012; L; ILO, 2014; Devereaux, 2016). Waste 

pickers‟ lack of education or low levels of education contribute to their inability to get full 

time employment, as evident in findings of research undertaken in Pretoria reporting that only 

1% of the interviewed waste pickers completed grade 12 (Schenck & Blaauw, 2011). 

2.3.4 Social and economic disadvantages of the informal economy 

The social and economic disadvantages of the informal economy will be discussed in the 

following section and some of these identified problems are like the ones that landfill waste 

pickers face daily due to the nature of the informal sector: 

The informal sector can trap individuals and enterprises in a spiral of low productivity and 

poverty. The workers are not documented, registered, regulated or protected under labour or 

social protection legislation, and are not therefore able to enjoy, exercise or defend their 

fundamental rights (Gary, 2005; World Bank, 2008; International Labour Organization, 

2014). 

Since waste pickers are not typically structured, they have little or no collective representation 

in relation to employers or public authorities (Medina, 2008; International Labour 

Organization, 2014). They are more likely to experience distress or shocks in life such as 

disabilities, injuries and sickness and they to do not have any social/ basic protection (Oviedo, 

2009). 

Workers in the informal economy are regarded as having different level of dependency and 

vulnerability. Women, young persons, migrants and older workers are especially vulnerable to 

the most serious decent work deficits in the informal economy (Gary, 2005; Medina, 2008; 

Baura, 2009). Brata (2010) states that the vulnerability of livelihoods in the informal economy 

is often related to dominant government policies and social environmental factors over which 

people have limited or no control. 

People in the informal economy are vulnerable to violence, including sexual harassment, and 

other forms of exploitation and abuse, including corruption and bribery (Sarkar, 2015).  
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Child workers and bonded laborer “working in order to repay a debt” are also found in the 

informal economy (Freedom, 2005; Khan, Hameed & Afridi, 2007; Srivastava, 2011; 

International Labor Organization, 2014). 

Most economic worker in the informal economy do not enjoy secure property rights, which 

deprives them of access to both capital and credit, they struggle to access the legal and 

judicial system to apply contracts and have restricted or no access to public infrastructure and 

public markets (Gary, 2005; Losby et al., 2012). 

Informality may also prevent investment in bigger businesses and hinder trade because 

informal firms often lack the required size to exploit economies of scale fully. Company size, 

productivity growth and export opportunities are closely linked. Not only can large firms 

benefit from economies of scale, they also have easier access to high-skilled labour and 

banking (including trade) credit (International Labour Organization, 2014). 

Micro and small enterprises (SMEs) in the informal economy lack the ability to produce 

adequate transitioning from the informal to the formal economy, profits to reward innovation 

and risk taking, which are two important elements for long term economic success 

(International Labour Organization, 2014). 

Studies show that high rates of informality drive countries in the direction of the lower, more 

vulnerable end of global production chains and attract capital flows related to the existence of 

a large low-wage labour pool (Losby, Elsie, Kingslow, Edcomb, Malm & Kao, 2012; 

International Labor Organization, 2014). 

Unregistered and unregulated enterprises mostly do not pay taxes or benefits, or privileges to 

workers, which not only denies workers protection, but also means that they compete unfairly 

with other enterprises (International Labour Organization, 2014).  

The gap in tax and contribution payments, which is from time to time very important, places 

an unfair burden on registered businesses. What is more, when they are deprived of public 

revenue, governments are limited in their fiscal space and capability to extend social 

protection schemes and other systems which are important to national development, such as 

infrastructure and education and health systems (International Labour Organization, 2014). 

The International Labour Organization (2014) stated that the informal economy is further 

associated with weak institutional arrangements and poor governance structures and is 
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therefore vulnerable to corrupt practices. However, the nonexistence of law does not mean the 

absence of rules and rule enforcers. 

People who work in the informal economy generally fail to unite and address their problems 

through an association or a group and they also have poor awareness levels regarding social 

protection schemes, are unable to make savings and do not see the necessity of insuring 

themselves (Dias, 2012; Losby et al., 2012; International Labour Organization, 2014).  

Despite the negative aspects of the informal economy, it has its own advantages as income is 

not taxed, and people working in the informal sector have flexible working hours. 

The following section will explore the waste and waste management system and how it 

operates. 

2.4 WASTE AND WASTE MANAGEMENT 

The National Environmental Management Waste Amendment Act No 26, 2014 in section (a) 

defines “waste” as “any substance, material or object, that is unwanted, rejected, abandoned, 

discarded or disposed of, by the holder of the substance, material or object, whether or not 

that substance, material or object can be re-used, recycled or recovered”. Waste can also be 

described as basically something that is no longer of use and has been thrown away 

(Department of Environmental Affairs and Tourism, 2009). On the other hand, waste has 

value for some people and can make a positive change in their life by providing an income for 

disadvantaged or vulnerable people (Chvatal, 2010). General waste and hazardous waste are 

two categorizations of solid waste. General waste comprises household waste, builder‟s 

rubble, garden waste and dry industrial and commercial waste. Hazardous waste comprises 

those products that are toxic and have a greater chance of causing harm or danger to people 

and their environment (Department of Environmental Affairs and Tourism, 2009). Figure 2.2 

below shows the waste management hierarchy in South Africa and illustrates the cycle of 

waste from households to the landfill sites. 
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Figure 2.2: Waste Management Hierarchy (Source: National Waste Management Strategy 

2011) 

The hierarchy informs waste management in South Africa and it offers options for waste 

management throughout the lifecycle of waste and it is organized in downward order of 

priority (National Waste Management Strategy, 2011). All stakeholders, including local 

municipalities and their contractors, are mandated to apply the waste management hierarchy 

in making decisions on how to manage waste (National Waste Management Strategy, 2011). 

Landfill waste pickers who select waste and selling it on the recycling companies (BCCs) are 

incorporated into the stage of recycling and recovery.  

Waste is classified into different categories as explained below. 

2.5 CATEGORIES OF WASTE 

The Waste Act of 2008 in South Africa distinguishes categories of waste based on the risk it 

poses − general waste and hazardous waste.  
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2.5.1 General waste  

General waste means waste that does not pose any direct danger to health or to the 

environment, and includes: 

 Domestic waste 

 Building and demolition waste 

 Business waste and 

 Inert waste 

2.5.2 Hazardous waste  

Hazardous waste refers to waste that contains organic or inorganic elements or compounds 

that may, owing to the inherent physical, chemical or toxicological characteristics of that 

waste, have a detrimental impact on health and the environment (NEM-WA, 2008). In 

regulated landfill sites hazardous waste is not allowed and it is disposed in allocate dump 

sites. 

2.5.3 Domestic and household waste  

Domestic and household waste originates mainly from residential areas and may include 

foodstuffs, garden waste, old clothing, packaging materials such as glass, paper and 

cardboard, plastics, and, in certain cases, ash (NEM-WA, 2008). 

2.5.4 Business and commercial waste  

Business and commercial waste from offices, stores, and schools consists mainly of 

packaging materials such as glass, paper, plastics, cans, and a limited quantity of foodstuffs 

originating from hotels and restaurants. Where smaller industries are dispersed among normal 

commercial operations, regular monitoring is crucial to identify the need for special collection 

and disposal procedures (Council for Scientific and Industrial Research, 2012). 

2.5.5 Non-hazardous industrial waste  

Non-hazardous industrial waste generally consists of a combination of commercial waste and 

discarded metal, timber, plastic and textile offcuts. Since most industries are located within 

municipal boundaries, careful identification of these wastes to ensure that proper disposal 

procedures are followed is important, particularly where chemical processing is apparent 
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(Council for Scientific and Industrial Research, 2012). Waste from hospitals is generally 

separated at the hospital. The general component is collected with normal domestic refuse. 

The medical part, consisting of body tissue, used syringes, swabs and unclean material, is 

usually incinerated on site or collected by specialist private concerns. With smaller clinics and 

doctors‟ rooms, where the risk of accidents is no less, special arrangements for the collection 

and disposal of contaminated waste is essential (Council for Scientific and Industrial 

Research, 2012). 

2.5.6 Construction waste  

Construction waste usually comprises inert materials such as debris and bulky construction 

debris. If mixed with household waste it attracts rodents, which can cause a health risk, but is 

mostly considered more of an aesthetic problem. Elimination of this material can in some 

cases require specific equipment (Council for Scientific and Industrial Research, 2012). 

2.5.7 Hazardous and toxic waste  

This is waste that is that is known and tested to possess one or more of the following 

dangerous characters: toxicity, corrosivity, reactivity and ignitability (Mmereki, 2014). Due to 

the difficulty of identifying proper handling and disposal procedures, hazardous and toxic 

waste is generally the domain of specialist operators. It is, however, important that industries 

manufacturing hazardous and toxic substances are identified and monitored to ensure that 

proper procedures are followed (Council for Scientific and Industrial Research, 2012). 

2.6 WASTE PICKING 

The term waste picker refers to people who repossess recyclable materials from what others 

have thrown away as waste material (Samson, 2009). This term was adopted as the most 

suitable generic name for people who collect waste (First World Conference of Waste 

Pickers, 2008). In South Africa, waste pickers are perceived as a nuisance rather than an asset 

in municipal solid waste management and in recycling (Hugel, 2012). There are two 

categories of waste pickers in South Africa, namely landfill waste pickers who pick waste at 

landfill sites across the country and street waste pickers who are found in the neighborhoods 

and business areas etc., looking for recyclable waste. 
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In different countries waste pickers are given different names and they are often belittling, for 

example, “vultures”, “parasites” and “scavengers” (Visser & Theron, 2009; Chvatal, 2010;). 

In South Africa several terms are used for waste pickers dependent on the geographical area. 

These are for example, “scutler” or a “digger”, “grab grab”, mining and “minza” In 

Johannesburg names such as “BayaHlupheka” (struggling to make ends meet) (Sentime, 

2011). In Cape Town they are called “skarrellaar” (to scuttle). Waste pickers do not only face 

being called derogatory names, they endure humiliation, lack welfare protections and they are 

always excluded because they work with waste and informally (Scheinberg, 2011; Huegel, 

2013). 

Benjamin (2007) stated that waste pickers can be categorized into either “career” or 

“transient” waste pickers. Career waste pickers are “waste pickers who have scavenged over a 

long period of time, are knowledgeable about the activity of salvaging waste, earn a steady 

income from the activity itself and who usually belong to a close knit and organized 

community” (Schenck et al., 2012). Transient pickers are “waste pickers who come to a dump 

site in search of food clothes and/or household goods or for other considerations. They may 

be driven by for example by starvation” (Schenck, et al., 2012). 

According to Wilson, Velis and Cheeseman, (2006), informal waste picking is usually done 

by outcast and low-class people such as gypsies, rural migrants, immigrants and religious 

minorities who resort to scavenging/waste picking for income generation and some even for 

everyday survival (Medina, 2008 and Benjamin, 2007) also pointed out that waste picking is 

commonly done by vulnerable groups in society such as people who have newly migrated to a 

new country and find themselves deprived of work opportunities, women, children and the 

disabled. Waste picking is also said to offer a cushion for people who have lost jobs during 

war time, and recession and economic crises in various countries that do not have a welfare 

system (Jada, 2012). Waste picking is also associated with scarcities, fears, insecurities, fights 

and socio-political controversy for rights to garbage, tensions, and struggle for survival 

(Lindell, 2010).  

Medina, (2010) stated that, “Waste picking, is an important economic activity that provides an 

income to over 15 million people worldwide and has a financial impact of several billion US$ 

every year. Medina further states that one percent of the urban population in developing 

countries makes a living from scavenging. It is one of our oldest informal economic activities. 

The informal sector in Asia, America and Africa is mostly the one which generally carries out 
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solid waste recycling (Medina, 2007; Gutbertlet, 2010). It is seen as an activity which brings 

livelihoods to disadvantaged people in urban communities (Nzeabide & Mbah, 2015). 

Although it is seen as an entrepreneurial activity, it is not necessarily a thriving one as it is 

reported that in the poorest countries of the world like Nicaragua waste pickers are said to 

earn between $1.50 and $2 per day, just below World Bank‟s poverty line (Marello & 

Helwege, 2014). 

It is estimated that 60,000 to 90,000 South African waste pickers make their living from 

recycling mainline recyclables, either on the streets or on landfill sites (Mokoena, 2015). The 

waste pickers‟ recycling activities are at the lower end of the recycling value chain and yet, 

over the years, have played a key role in the recycling process (Viljoen, 2014; Chvatal & de 

Smit, 2015; Samson, 2015). The waste pickers‟ activities enabled municipalities to save 

between R309.2 and R748.8 million on air space in 2014 (Godfrey et al., 2016), but the 

financial importance of their contribution to municipalities has yet to be valued and supported 

by the recycling sector. It has been found that waste picking is more popular and bigger in 

more developing countries than in developed countries (Medina, 2007). This is mainly 

because of huge unemployment and they are the rich people in South Africa who waste and 

poor people would benefit from the waste.  

Waste picking is seen as a significant resource whose exploitation offers important socio-

economic benefits (Nzeabide & Mbah, 2015). Samans (2012) the Director General of the 

Global Green Growth Institute at the Global Partnership on Waste Management conference 

stated that “Waste matters …” and this clearly shows how valuable waste is to other people 

due to the benefits it has in improving their livelihood. If waste picking is managed properly it 

creates livelihoods through the creation of new business and employment opportunities. 

In South Africa, 54.425 tonnes of waste are generated per day – the 15th highest in the world 

(WorldBank, 2016). The Department of Environmental Affairs (2012) states that in South 

Africa in 2011 only approximately 10% of waste was recycled. The unrecycled balance (98 

million tonnes) ended up in landfills. It is therefore not surprising that South Africa‟s landfill 

areas are rapidly running out of space (Chvatal & de Smit, 2015). In 1998, the South African 

Government drew up the National Waste Management Strategy to achieve an integrated waste 

management solution. The responsibility of managing landfills was given to the local 

municipalities under the Municipal Systems Act (Act 32, 2000). The focus of the waste 
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management strategy includes the three „Rs‟, i.e. reduce (waste minimisation), re-use and 

recycle (Garner, 2009; Chvatal & de Smit, 2015). 

Medina (2008) also states that waste picking has economic benefits in many developing 

countries besides benefiting the waste pickers as individuals since it also improves society at 

large: through the informal recycling, there are results of enhanced industrial competitiveness 

and it can be shown in two main ways, firstly materials recovered by waste pickers are 

generally cheaper than the virgin raw materials, lowering industry‟s operating costs. Secondly 

recycling requires less energy than obtaining the virgin raw materials lowering industries‟ 

operating costs (Medina, 2008). 

In Jakarta it has been estimated that waste pickers reduce the volume of waste by 30 percent, 

saving the municipality fuel, equipment and labour costs and extending the life span of dumps 

and sanitary landfills (Chikarmane, 2012). In Pune, India, research has found that every waste 

picker in that area contributes US$5 worth of free labour to the municipality each month and 

their combined effort saved the municipality US$316,455 in municipal waste transport 

(Chikarmane, 2012). Very few studies have really calculated the worth of waste pickers to the 

waste system either globally or in South Africa. 

If waste picking is undertaken without following the correct protocol it can be detrimental to 

the lives of the waste pickers and the waste system. They act as savers to public health that is 

caused by improper waste management such as water and air pollution (United Nations 

Environmental Programme, 2012). Sometimes during waste recovery waste pickers are faced 

with hazardous waste, which is usually mixed with household waste and lead, mercury and 

infectious agents from healthcare facilities which can be harmful to the waste pickers and 

further contribute to contamination of the environment (United Nations Environmental 

Programme, 2012). 

The following table (Table 2.2) shows ways in which value can be added to collected solid 

waste material. 

Table 2.2: 

Ways of Extracting and Adding Value to Recovered Waste Materials   

Extracting and adding 

value process 

Explanation and comments 
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Collection Identification and gathering of items or collecting mixed waste 

permits the sector to obtain the waste and turn it into a resource. 

  Most primary materials recovered from refuse, such as paper, 

plastics, rags, metal, glass, and food leftovers, constitute a 

commodity as they all have a market value. 

Sorting The main process that increases the value of the waste recovered. 

The deeper the sorting differentiation, the higher the value of waste. 

For instance, if plastic is grouped into one major category, its value 

is lower than when it is further separated into sub-categories of hard 

and soft etc. Sorting according to colour, size, shape and potential 

use or re-use of the materials to meet the end-user‟s quality 

specifications. 

Accumulation of volume Extra volume adds value: higher volumes command higher per-unit 

prices. The greater the quantity, the better bargaining power the 

trader has. For small quantities, transaction costs, such as checking 

quality, organizing transport, and paying the seller, reduce the profit 

margin. Industrial feedstock is massive in volume. It follows that 

storage space is required. 

Pre-processing  For example: washing, changing in shape-cutting, granulating, 

compacting, baling. 

Small manufacturing artistry Designing of micro-enterprises that use the special skills of 

informal recyclers to convert recycled waste into articles traded 

directly to the community. 

Market Intelligence Proximity to markets where informal recyclers and traders conduct 

business allows for the flow of information which enables decisions 

to be made on accurate market prices, competitors, trading partners. 

Trading In informal or formal markets. Links to the secondary materials 

network are crucial. Traders should be financially capable to add 

and conserve the value of recycled waste. Difference between 

buying and selling should also provide a buffer against risk 

Source: Scheinberg (2001) 
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Table 2.2 provides a clear indication on how waste pickers extract and add value to waste 

material. The value is added at each of the given phases of waste recovery as follows: 

collection, sorting, accumulation of volume, pre-processing, small manufacturing 

craftsmanship, market intelligence and trading (Scheinberg, 2001). 

In the next section the classification of waste pickers will be discussed. 

2.7 CLASSIFICATIONS OF WASTE PICKERS AROUND THE WORLD 

2.7.1 Landfill waste pickers  

Landfill waste pickers are people who pick recyclable waste at the dumpsite and are the focus 

of this research.  

2.7.2 Street waste pickers  

Street waste pickers retrieve recyclables from mixed waste discarded in rubbish bags and bins 

on streets; some even have appointments with commercial buildings and may have the right to 

use previously separated material (Women in Informal Employment: Globalizing and 

Organizing, 2016). 

2.7.3 Doorstep waste pickers  

Doorstep waste pickers collect recyclables as part of door-to-door selective waste collection 

schemes run by municipalities in partnership with membership-based organizations of waste 

pickers. For example, in India were the municipality has started such an initiative, 

associations have an agreement with office buildings to collect large quantities of recyclable 

material by trucks (Women in Informal Employment: Globalizing and Organizing, 2016). 

2.7.4 On route/truck waste pickers 

On route/truck waste pickers are a recognized collection team who separate recyclables from 

household waste as an enhancement to their salaries. These people can also be labelled 

informal pickers who have approval to gather materials along with the collection crews 

(Women in Informal Employment: Globalizing and Organizing, 2016). 
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2.7.5 Itinerant buyers  

Itinerant buyers are a type of waste pickers who gather recyclables from 

households/businesses in exchange for payment or trade with something valuable to them. 

They usually work on fixed directions and use trollies or other collection vehicles (Women in 

Informal Employment: Globalizing and Organizing, 2016). 

Different waste pickers focus on recovering different types of waste material. Research 

undertaken by other scholars has identified the following main types of material that are 

collected by most waste pickers. 

2.8 MATERIAL COLLECTED BY MOST WASTE PICKERS  

Schenck and Blaauw (2011) said the material picked up by waste pickers depends on what 

they can sell to the Buyback centers (BBCs) or use at home. The authors identified plastics, 

glass, cardboard boxes, paper and metal as some of the materials that the waste pickers sell to 

the BBCs Some of these materials are also used at home in addition to household goods such 

as pots and pans, clothes, furniture and food. These materials will then be used for household 

purposes; for example, bottles and buckets will be used to store water in the home and metals 

and cupboard boxes are used as building materials. Most of the materials collected will be 

sold to BBCs as they buy cardboard boxes, plastic bottles and scarp metals. Therefore, the 

BBCs determine what the waste pickers collect (Schenck & Blaauw, 2011; Viljoen, Blaauw 

& Schenck, 2019). 

2.9 INFORMAL RECYCLING OF VALUABLE WASTE MATERIALS IN SOUTH 

AFRICA 

Recycling plays a major role in the lives of waste pickers as it creates a chance for them to 

generate an income by informally gathering and selling waste to the BBCs that in turn sell it 

to the recycling companies and contribute towards waste reduction (Schenck et al., 2016). It is 

said South Africa generates an estimated 23.21 million tonnes of municipal solid waste per 

annum and waste pickers gather recyclables out of it (UNEP, 2018). BBCs play a vital role as 

they allow the informal waste pickers to sell their recyclable waste. If there is no BBC, no 

recycling can take place for the waste pickers and no income earned. The main role of the 

BBCs is the receiving, weighing, sorting and packing the recyclable waste (Viljoen et al., 

2012). Environ-Info (2011) stated that the BBCs in turn, sell the waste products to the other 
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larger BBCs or directly to recycling companies. Therefore, BBCs are the link between formal 

and informal sector activities (Viljoen et al., 2012).  

Another pivotal role played by the BBCs is that they create employment for those who have 

the entrepreneurial skills to initiate such centers the buyback center, people who will seek the 

recyclables brought by the waste pickers to their centers. Finally, at the upper end of the 

recycling system it creates jobs for the recycling companies (Viljoen et al., 2012; Viljoen et 

al., 2019). 

For a BBC to be sustainable, it needs to ensure a plentiful supply of recyclable waste, whether 

from street waste pickers, landfill waste pickers or individual waste collectors. Langenhoven 

and Dyssel (2007) stated that the success of these centers‟ rests, amongst others, on the 

amount of material supplied to them by collectors. BBCs therefore need to have enough 

information about the type and quality of waste that the recycling companies demand (Enviro-

Info, 2011). The BBCs will therefore need to be situated close to the suppliers of recyclables, 

maybe close to the landfill sites or within the reach of street waste pickers. This is because 

recyclables like cardboard are heavy to pull by hand or in barrows for long distances. 

In most African countries waste pickers rely on the middleman instead of selling directly to 

the recycling industry as they mostly lack resources, for example, transportation to deliver the 

recyclable goods to the recycling industry (Global Strategic Workshop of Waste Pickers 

Pune, 2012).The income of the waste pickers is usually determined by global and national 

economic factors such as whether the waste is properly sorted the secondly income is also 

determined by supply and demand and factors and the BBCs who buy the recyclable materials 

have a huge influence over the price (McLean, 2000; Viljoen et al., 2012). The prices of waste 

are determined by many factors. For example, the value of waste that has not been sorted is 

significantly lower than that of correctly sorted waste (Viljoen et al., 2012). Waste pickers‟ 

income is also affected by exchange rate fluctuations for products that are exported, such as 

paper, plastic and metals (Muller & Scheinerg, 2017). Waste pickers make a significant loss 

during wet weather conditions as they pick less waste and the BBCs pay them prices for wet 

or damp waste as it weighs more (Langenhoven & Dyssel, 2007; Sentime, 2011; Viljoen, 

2014). 

Figure 2.3 provides an illustration of the informal waste recycling hierarchy. 
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Figure 2.3: Hierarchy of Informal Waste Recycling (Source: adapted from Wilson, 2006). 

The recycling network takes a form of a hierarchy as shown in Figure 2.3 above. The higher 

the secondary raw material is traded the greater the added value it possesses (Wilson, 2006). 

At the bottom of the waste trade pyramid are the waste pickers who are involved in the free 

collection of waste from municipal garbage bins, streets and dumps (Gupta, 2012). Above 

them are the roaming scrap buyers who purchase small amounts of waste. Between the waste 

collectors and reprocesses are several levels of traders comprising retailers, stockists and 

wholesalers, many of whom are not registered as business (Gupta, 2012). At the top of the 

hierarchy are the manufacturing industries were waste is organized more precisely and the 

finer the segregation the more value is added (Gupta, 2012). 

2.10 GLOBAL ISSUES ON WASTE PICKERS 

Figure 2.4 below identifies the world‟s 50 biggest active dumpsites. These were profiled by 

the Waste Atlas Partnership initiative in which data were collected from 25 countries were 

waste is currently being dumped (Global Waste Management Outlook, 2015). 

Highest Value

Lowest Value

Manufacturing industries

Brokers, wholesalers, and other processors 

Craftsmen, middlemen 

Recycling MSEs and scavenger co-operatives

Family type units involved in waste collection or scavenging/picking 

Individual waste pickers
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Figure 2.4: The World’s Biggest Dumpsites (Source: Developed from the Waste Atlas 

Partnership (2014). Waste Atlas: The World’s 50 Biggest Dumpsites, 2014 Report) 

Figure 2.4 above shows that most of the sites are in developing countries in Africa, Asia, and 

Latin America with only two sites in Europe. The largest dumpsite in the world is Jam Chakro 

in Pakistan which is reported to spread over 202 hectares. Poor waste management is 

particularly prominent in low-income countries where waste-collection rates are often below 

50 per cent (Global Waste Management Outlook, 2015). 

The World Bank (2015) stated that by 2025 there will be 1.4 billion more people living in 

cities worldwide, with everyone creating an average of 1.42kg of municipal solid waste per 

day – more than double the current daily average of 0.64kg. Figure 2.5 includes a world map 

showing how much municipal solid waste each urban dweller produces per country (Figures 

are for 2012, the latest year for which data are available) (World Bank, 2015). 
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Figure 2.5: Countries which Produce Most Waste Per Person Around the World (Source: 

World Bank, 2015) 

The top producers of municipal solid waste are small island nations, including Trinidad & 

Tobago (14.40 kg/capita/day), Antigua and Barbuda (5.5kg), St. Kitts and Nevis (5.45kg), Sri 

Lanka (5.10kg), Barbados (4.75kg), St Lucia (4.35kg) and the Solomon Islands (4.30kg). 

Guyana (5.33kg) and Kuwait (5.72kg) also scored highly. The worldwide average is 1.2kg. 

New Zealand (3.68kg), Ireland (3.58kg), Norway (2.80kg), Switzerland (2.61kg) and the 

United States (2.58kg) were the top five producers in the developed world. The countries 

producing the least urban waste were Ghana (0.09kg) and Uruguay (0.11kg) (Muggeridge, 

2015). The information shows that developed countries produce more waste than developing 

countries.  

Nigeria is at the same level as South Africa in terms of waste picking as waste picking is still 

recognised under the informal sector. As a result, the informal sector has taken up the role of 

critical but unappreciated gap filler in the waste recycling system, attaining in the process low 

but significant recycling rates (Nzeadibe & Mbah, 2015). Nzeadibe and Mbah (2013) have 
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shown that informal waste management is contributing to reducing the cost of waste 

management and protecting the environment in Nigerian municipalities, but informal waste 

management remains at the bottom of waste value chain in Nigeria. The map in Figure 2.5 

also illustrates that in Africa Nigeria and South Africa produce more waste than most African 

countries and with regards to South Africa it is mostly due to the developed and developing 

component of each nurture. 

In Brazil the National Solid Waste Policy, 2010 recognizes waste picker organizations as 

service providers and therefore institutes several organizations and municipalities that 

incorporate informal workers into solid waste systems (Dias, 2018).  

In Asia children and many women are involved in waste picking; high levels of poverty exist 

in this sector and there are very low levels of integration and high levels of discrimination 

(GSWPP, 2012). The waste pickers in this continent are facing a lot of threats of privatization 

and state control remains strong (GSWPP, 2012). 

Latin America waste pickers are unrecognized and most of the municipalities do not support 

them, most of the waste collection is done mainly from the streets and sold to the middleman. 

In some places waste pickers are not even allowed to transport waste and they face a 

challenge as they lack in the technology to handle recycling properly (Women in Informal 

Employment: Globalizing and Organizing, 2012). 

In most developed countries waste pickers are not recognized by local or national law. 

However, waste pickers are recognized in some countries, as indicated below. 

2.11 COUNTRIES RECOGNIZING WASTE PICKERS 

To improve the livelihood of waste pickers countries such as Brazil, Colombia, India and Peru 

have laws/policies that recognize the informal waste sector and a strong NGO presence 

campaigning for greater social inclusion of the sector (Nzeadibe & Mbah, 2015). 

Diaz (2008) said that Brazil has managed to improve the lives of waste pickers since 2002 by 

organizing them. This was achieved by officially recognizing them in the Brazilian 

Classification of Occupations. In this, three classifications of waste pickers are identified: 

Unorganized waste pickers who work on their own and are not attached to any cooperative, 

although they can sometimes sell materials to them. 
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Organized waste pickers who work through the cooperatives, which they have been doing for 

a long time. 

Waste pickers with a contract mainly in junk yards or in the metallurgic industrial sector, but 

also in the public municipal sector or cooperatives.  

The waste pickers‟ cooperatives in Brazil are said to be beneficial in helping marginalized 

workers to gain an income, social protection and a voice in policy forums at both local and 

national level (ILO, 2017; Women in Informal Employment: Globalizing and Organizing, 

2017; Dias, 2018). This was evident in Belo Horizonte, Brazil, whereby waste pickers were 

integrated as service providers into municipal source segregation schemes. Their status in a 

cooperative has allowed them to access funding available to solidarity economy enterprises 

(Dias, 2018).Gender equality has improved since female waste pickers joined the 

cooperatives as they have been running gender workshops since the late 1990s which gave 

women an opportunity to voice their issues in the workplace and in increasing their political 

contribution, significant steps towards reaching equality (ILO, 2017; Women in Informal 

Employment: Globalizing and Organizing, 2017). 

Colombia formalized waste picking in March 2013 and the government pays them $44 per ton 

of recyclable solid waste that they collect and transport to scrap dealers. This income is in 

addition to what they earn selling partially processed, clean recyclable material to the scrap 

dealers, who pay them per kilo (Vieira, 2013). They are now formalized and fall under public 

cleaning services of the country. Eighteen thousand waste pickers were registered for 

payment in Colombia at that time (Women in Informal Employment: Globalizing and 

Organizing, 2013). 

In India the municipality of Pune recognized waste pickers, validating their identity cards and 

including them in an insurance program, thus helping them to construct an identity as workers 

and service providers (Samson, 2009). Waster pickers registered under the membership of 

Solid Waste Collection and Handling Service (SWaCH) in Pune have a contract with the 

municipality providing door-to-door waste collection and segregating the waste into dry 

recyclables and wet waste; in return they get paid through a resident user fee (Women in 

Informal Employment: Globalizing and Organizing, 2013). Although waste pickers are 

recognized by the municipality they are still categorized under informal employment and they 

still work for themselves. 
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2.12 WASTE MANAGEMENT IN SOUTH AFRICA  

2.12.1 Legislative Framework for Waste Management 

South Africa‟s policy framework was formerly criticized as porous and disjointed, allowing 

for conflicting interpretation in the three arms of governance. Chvatal (2010), citing the work 

of Jenkin (1995), notes the porous environmental legislative framework that characterized the 

new South Africa in its early years of democratic rule. Funker and Neinaber (2012), Swilling 

(2014) and du Toit (2012) state that South Africa‟s policy implementation mechanisms have 

developed from a top-down approach and from donor-driven frameworks to evidence-based 

policy frameworks that are designed through representative participatory approaches soothing 

their implementation and the realization of sustainable results. This part of the research 

discusses some of the fundamental waste management and environmental legislation that has 

a bearing in this study and its intended outcomes on waste pickers‟ functioning on landfill 

sites. Some of the fundamental pieces of legislation that have been enacted in South Africa for 

waste management are listed below. Of note is the South African Constitution (Act 108 of 

1996) which stipulates access to clean and safe habitable environments through refuse 

collection and waste disposal by the local government through its municipalities. Section 32 

of the same Act dictates that everybody has the right of access to information since 

government decision making has direct or indirect significances on the environment 

(IWMSA, 2009). Hazardous Substances Act 15 of 1973 which regulates transportation and 

disposal of defined hazardous substances. 

 Environment Conversation Act 73 of 1989 which includes environmental impact 

Assessment Regulation (EIA). 

 Constitution 108 of 1996 − Bill of Rights provides for refuse removal, disposal sites 

and local Government function-governed by Provincial Government. 

 National Environment Management Act 107 of 1998 (NEMA) which provides the 

framework for the overall protection of the environment. 

 Waste Management series 1998 deals mostly with handling, classification, and 

disposal of waste. 

 National Water Act 36 of 1998 deals with pollution of water. 

 White Paper on Integrated Pollution and Waste Management South Africa of 2000 

deals with the prevention of pollution, waste minimization, impact management and 

remediation. 
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 National Waste Management Bill 2007 is the overarching waste management 

legislation. 

 National Environmental Management Waste Act of 2008 protects health, well-being, 

and the environment by providing reasonable measures and ensures people are aware 

of the impact on health, well-being, and environment.  

Of all these pieces of legislation the Waste Act of 2008 appears to acknowledge the existence 

of waste picking at landfill sites as it states that a waste management license must specify, if 

appropriate, the circumstances in terms of which recovering of waste may be undertaken. This 

implies that the owner of the landfill site, such as the municipality, must report if they are 

going to allow waste picking at the landfill as stipulated in chapter 5 of the Waste Act of 2008 

when applying for the waste management license.   

2.12.2 Policy and Strategies in Waste Management 

The conception to either regulate or control refuse collection, use and manage the possible 

health impacts of waste can be traced to the apartheid era. Nhamo (2017) asserts that the 

continued policy and strategy adjustments have not liberalized the waste management market 

economy in recycling.  

Although South Africa has improved its waste management policy and strategy it has not 

translated to accommodate players in waste recycling such as waste pickers, small and 

medium enterprises in waste recycling. It is therefore essential to assess South Africa‟s policy 

and strategies in two categories. Firstly, it will focus on what the current policies and 

strategies have achieved which will give context to the plight of waste pickers in South 

Africa. Secondly this chapter will be assessing the prevailing challenges in waste 

management policy and strategy implementation and any other regulatory impediments that 

either arise from the enactment of the policy or its lack.  

2.12.3 Policy and Strategies in Waste Management Milestones  

South Africa Constitution (Act 108 of 1996) set tone the in ensuring the right to an 

environment that is not harmful to health. Other pieces of legislation followed which included 

the National Environmental Management Act of 1998, and the Integrated Pollution and Waste 

Management 2008. In summary these Acts, and policy served to address waste collection, 

disposal and recycling while ensuring environmental safety and the health of the citizens of 

https://etd.uwc.ac.za/



 

 39 

South Africa. According to Muzenda, Ntuli and Pulesa (2012) the policy initiatives allowed 

for: 

 Waste collection in residential areas 

 Management of landfill sites  

 Emergence of waste recycling in urban zones  

 Environmental health and safety management  

 Awareness of waste management by the populace.  

 Budgetary allocation and financing of waste management initiatives 

According to Savage (2009) the government implemented a paradigm shift in how waste 

management ought to be looked at; this included participatory approaches in the drafting and 

implementation of waste management policies and strategies, in contrast to the early post-

apartheid years. Nhamo (2003) notes that South African waste management policies in the 

early post-apartheid years was characterized by top down approaches, an example of which 

are the Plastic Carrier Bags and Plastics Flat Bags Regulations which failed to yield results as 

players in the plastics industry and consumers criticized their lack of involvement in devising 

the regulations.  

2.12.4 Challenges  

According to Oelofse and Godfrey (2017) South Africa‟s efforts in waste management have 

not translated to benefit players in the waste management industry. The lack of policy clarity 

in waste collection, waste picking, selling and recycling creates inconsistencies in waste 

management disposal; treatment; recovery and recycling; avoidance and reduction. In relation 

to this study, waste pickers form part of the value chain of waste management. Studies 

undertaken by the Council for Scientific and Industrial Research (CSIR) show that waste 

pickers of all forms in South Africa contribute ZAR 750 million a year in savings to 

municipalities and each waste picker moves 24 tonnes of waste a year. 

Waste pickers access to waste is a challenge. About 73% of waste pickers indicated that they 

do not have formal permission/permits from the cities/municipalities to mine for waste at 

landfill sites (Tuwizana, 2012; Mkize, 2014). The plight of waste pickers is exacerbated by 

the lack of a sound and crystal-clear legislative framework or guidelines that governs waste 

picking and selling of the collected proceeds (Mampitha, 2012; Dhlamini, 2016; Godfrey, 
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2017). Waste pickers are exposed to abuse from law enforcement agents and other industry 

players (Mampitha, 2012). 

Landfill sites have been found to use different permitting systems, with some requiring direct 

negotiating with waste pickers and some requiring waste pickers to negotiate indirectly with 

landfill operators who offer very few permits. The latter practice is mainly the result of some 

municipalities outsourcing the operation and management of landfill sites to private 

companies. These companies are given tenders by the municipalities. Arrangements differ 

between municipalities, so it is therefore difficult to have a standardized permit system. As 

such there is a lack of consistency in policy and this allows for the mistreatment of waste 

pickers, thereby hindering efforts for the successful growth of waste picking into a 

meaningful industry. There are no clear guidelines on how waste pickers should be integrated 

into the waste management system. So, they can do as they want from banning them to full 

integration. 

Lack of policy support and recognition has manifested itself in police mistreatment of waste 

pickers and a lack of security and infrastructure such as toilets or shelter at dump sites. It is 

the perception of waste pickers that they only experience government through harassment and 

fines at the hands of the police (Sibongile & Mkhize, 2014).  

2.12.5 Proposed Policies and Their Impact on Waste Pickers 

The Department of Environmental Affairs (DEAT) through the NEMW Act (No.59 of 2008) 

has made legal provisions for the implementation of Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR) 

in South Africa. EPR was implemented in South Africa with the aim of supporting source 

reduction, recycling and materials reuse (Palm, 2017). The EPR program is already 

implemented in some sectors of the South African waste value chain. The EPR places 

financial and operational responsibility for waste after-use in the hands of the producers of 

goods and services. Mandatory EPR is already in place in the tyre sector, voluntary EPR has 

been in place in paper, plastic, and cans materials organizations for 5-10 years. EPR is being 

lobbied on the basis that it would shift the cost of solid waste management from 

municipalities to private companies and result in increased recycling. The EPR is also seen to 

give the constrained formal recycling sector “a leg up”.  

A mandatory EPR program for all waste streams is proposed. However, Godfrey (2016) 

argues that, executed in its traditional form, mandatory EPR would impact negatively on 
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waste pickers‟ livelihoods. Mandatory EPR would mean that the service chain and value 

chain with regards to waste will be integrated. The integration will compromise the place of 

informal waste pickers in the value chain and threaten their livelihoods as they would be 

pushed out of the market by larger formal players. Their access to waste would be limited, the 

waste pickers margins might be threatened even if they are integrated waste might not even 

reach the landfill sites thereby inhibiting waste pickers‟ ability to live-off the waste picking. 

2.13 WASTE MANAGEMENT IN THE WESTERN CAPE PROVINCE  

This research focuses on four land fill sites and one MRF where waste pickers earn a living 

by reclaiming waste and selling it to BBCs. The municipalities that are focused on are in 

Stellenbosch, Oudtshoorn and Graaff-Reinet in the Western Cape Province, and 

Potchefstroom and Vryburg in the North West Province This part of the study discusses 

Western Cape Province waste management policy and strategies, outlining the Western Cape 

Province waste management profile, policy and strategies and the policy challenges. Through 

the local government the Municipal Structures Act (117 of 1998 section 84) outlines the 

specific mandates of municipalities. According to the Local Government Environmental 

Management Report (2012: 09) District municipalities in Category C are responsible for: 

 “the determination of a waste disposal strategy.  

 the regulation of waste disposal.  

 the establishment, operation and control of waste disposal sites, bulk waste transfer 

facilities and waste disposal facilities for more than one local municipality” 

Various pieces of legislation help to enforce a participatory responsibility for waste 

management and environmental management in cities and municipalities. These are the 

National Environmental Management Act (107 of 1998) and the National Environmental 

Management Waste Act (59 of 2008) 

2.13.1 Western Cape Province  

According to the Waste Economy: Market Intelligence Report (2017) there are significant 

differences with regards to the measurement and ascertainment of the amount of waste that 

the Western Cape Province produces. Table 2.3 below summarizes the estimated amount of 

waste produced daily within Cape Town municipalities. Profiling the amount of waste 
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produced provides a focus for exploring the relevance of the policies and strategies 

implemented in the Western Cape Province. 

Table 2.3: 

Total Waste Tonnages per District Municipality 2017 

Tonnage 

Municipality Municipal Commercial & industrial Total 

City of Cape Town  2 762 100  951 600  3 713 700 

Cape Winelands  559 200  453 300  1 012 500 

Eden  332 500  606 100  938 600 

West Coast  204 700  938 600  1 185 500 

Overberg  180 700  587 300  768 000 

Central Karoo  40 900  43 080  83 980 

Source: Green Cape Market Intelligence Report (2017) 

2.13.2 Western Cape Integrated Waste Management Plan 2017-2022  

The Western Cape Integrated Waste Management Plan (IWMP) is a policy framework that 

was introduced by the Western Cape Province in response to the South Africa National 

Development Plan 2030. The IWMP 2017 to 2022 is a policy strategy that was crafted 

through the Western Cape Government Environmental Affairs and Development Planning. 

The IWMP has four goals.  

The first goal is to strengthen education, capacity and advocacy towards integrated waste 

management. This will be achieved through: 

 Facilitating consumer and industry responsibility in waste management  

 Promoting an awareness of waste management  

 Building and strengthening waste management capacity  

The second goal speaks to improved integrated planning and implementation for efficient 

waste services and infrastructure; this will be achieved through the following objectives: 

 Municipal waste management planning 

 Promoting industry waste management planning 

 Establishment of integrated waste management infrastructure and services  
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 Ensuring efficient and effective waste information management  

The third goal speaks to effective and utilization of resources, this will be to: 

 Minimize the consumption and use of natural resources  

 Create job opportunities  

 Encourage waste diversion through reuse-, recycling and recovery 

The fourth goal speaks to improved compliance with the regulatory framework and involves: 

 Strengthening of monitoring and enforcement mechanisms 

 Rehabilitation and remediation of contaminated land 

 Development of waste policy instruments 

 Promotion of self-co regulatory measures.  

It essential to note that the IWMP (2013) highlighted among other challenges the lack of 

policy clarity that affected the growth of the waste economy. Although the IWMP (2017-

2022) policy framework provides for improved waste management efforts it does not account 

for the waste pickers‟ working environment or their legislative rights to a greater detail.  

2.14 CHAPTER SUMMARY 

This literature review has provided an understanding of waste pickers and how they fit into 

the informal sector of South Africa. Although waste picking falls within the informal sector, 

the literature has shown that the formal sector also benefits from waste pickers and vice versa. 

The literature reviewed has shown that waste picking is a world-wide phenomenon providing 

a source of livelihood for many households. Waste picking falls within the informal sector in 

many countries but has been formalized in countries such as India and Brazil. The literature 

highlights the importance of cooperatives for waste pickers in representing the interest of 

waste pickers; for example, in Brazil where they help waste pickers with social protection and 

gaining a voice in policy making. The literature has also highlighted that that should waste 

pickers be formalized in South Africa this will pose a threat to their income as they will have 

to pay taxes. If the approach that Brazil has taken is used, then the cooperatives will assist 

waste pickers to gain recognition and integration in policy making without formalizing them 

into the formal economy. 
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South African legislation and policies seem neither to consider nor mention landfill waste 

pickers at national or provincial level. There is no clear policy for waste pickers or even effort 

to establish policies to safeguard their rights and give the profession dignity in South Africa. 

They are therefore marginalized by the formal waste management system and their voices are 

not heard.  

In the next chapter the theoretical framework of sustainable livelihoods framework will be 

discussed. 
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CHAPTER 3:  

 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK:  

SUSTAINABLE LIVELIHOOD FRAMEWORK 

3.1 INTRODUCTION 

This chapter gives a detailed description of the Sustainable Livelihood Framework (SLF), 

which provides the theoretical and analytical framework for this study. The aim of SLF is to 

improve an understanding of the livelihoods of poor people (Allison & Horemans, 2006), and 

provide a framework to identify the risks, organisational and institutional environment and 

vulnerabilities that may affect poor people‟s livelihoods. It also offers a unique and 

comprehensive framework to collect a variety of data and provide an integrated analysis of 

complex and highly dynamic contexts and cases (Scoones, 2009).The framework will assist in 

assessing the sustainability and viability of the waste pickers‟ livelihood (Kébé & Muir, 2015) 

and their vulnerabilities that may threaten their livelihoods (Kébé & Muir, 2015). Chambers 

and Conway (1992) explained that livelihood encompasses the capabilities and assets which 

comprise both material and social resources and actions that are essential for living. A 

livelihood is said to be sustainable when it can cope with and recover from stresses and 

shocks, maintain, or enhance its capabilities and assets while not undermining the natural 

resources. In the case of waste pickers, the sustainability of their livelihoods refers to their 

access to waste as well as continual availability of waste and their survival in the recycling 

sector itself (Nzeadibe & Mbah, 2015). The sustainability of their access to waste and income 

will also affect their food security. A historical background of the SLF is given below.  

3.2 HISTORICAL BACKGROUND OF THE SUSTAINABLE LIVELIHOODS 

FRAMEWORK 

In the mid-1980s Robert Chambers developed the idea of the SLF at the Institute of 

Development Studies at the University of Sussex UK (Julie, 2002). Bryceson (2000) says that 

livelihoods framework materialized from the reaction to neo-liberalism established by the 

livelihood strategies of African labourer societies. Chambers was one of the people who 

revolutionised development of a people-centred process. He also worked for many years in 

Africa and India, and he developed his theory in the third world context. 
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The first book written by Chambers was “Rural Development Putting the Last First”. His 

ideas are the basis of the SLF requiring practitioners to respect and listen to people who 

should be part of their own developing process and regarded as experts of their own lives 

(Chambers, 1983). He also developed the Participatory rural appraisal (PRA) techniques to 

assist practitioners to sit down with people and appreciate their context, knowledge and 

viewpoints and build development projects on what is important for the people. In this 

research participatory methods were used to gather data on the livelihoods of waste pickers 

through focus groups and one-on-one interviews in order to obtain the insider perspective. 

Mukherejee (2005) states that previously people used a top down approach to development 

which decided for the people and not with the people. The PRA techniques Chambers 

developed assist facilitators to sit and listen to people and explore with them their realities and 

perceptions. Some of these techniques are: 

 Key-informants. The researcher would inquire who are the experts regarding the 

research subject and approach them for information. In the process the role of the 

developer changes from being the expert to making the community the expert. The 

practitioner will learn and listen. Key informants are also said to be important role 

players in making extra contacts (McKenna & Main, 2016). This was evident in this 

research when the researcher first spoke to the municipality officials/managers before 

going to the landfill site. These officials provided additional contacts and different 

stakeholders who work directly with the waste pickers. 

 Groups. Focus groups are used to engage with the community. Focus group 

discussions were also used for data collection at the landfill sites to learn from the 

waste pickers‟ lived experience. 

 Analysis of differences. This method is used to see differences in gender and 

wealth/poverty; participants will be asked why one group is different to another. 

 Transect walk. The researcher would walk with the research participants in their 

community (in this case on the landfill dumpsites) making observations, asking 

questions, listening, seeking solutions, and diagramming resources and findings. 

Where the waste pickers live close by or on the premises, they also allowed the 

researcher to observe how they have utilised waste to create their living environment.  

 Seasonal diagramming. This tool is often used to determine how seasonal 

changes/distribution of rain affects agriculture. In the context of waste pickers, it was 
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used to define which times of the year they pick less/more waste; for example, when it 

is raining the paper waste gets soaked by rainwater and loses its value. 

 Livelihood analysis. This is used to determine, for example, people‟s coping 

strategies, income, expenditure, and stability. 

3.2.1 The concept of Sustainability 

The word sustainability was first coined in 1980 he International Union for Conservation of 

Nature and Natural Resources (Koroneos, 2012). In 1987 the Brundtland Commission 

referred to the concept of sustainable development and many of its concepts were manifested, 

for example the emphasis on disadvantaged/vulnerable people and their needs, citizen 

participation, self-reliance emphasis and sustainability (Solesbury, 2003; Lehtonen, 2004; 

Robinson, 2004). 

The phrase sustainable livelihood was coined by Chambers and Conway in a 1992 research 

paper (Solesbury, 2003). Sustainability is a holistic approach which means meeting our own 

needs without compromising the capacity of future generations to meet their needs (World 

Summit Outcome, 2005; Koroneos, 2012). In order to find lasting success, sustainability 

considers ecological, social and economic dimensions (World Summit Outcome, 2005; 

Koroneos, 2012). 

In 1997 the SLF was embraced by the White Paper of 1997 of the UK as it adopted the SLF 

as a means of ensuring sustainable livelihoods for poor people as one of three significant 

policy aims, along with endorsing human development and preserving the environment. The 

idea was verified both academically and empirically by different scholars and specialists 

(Solesbury, 2003).  

In 2012 Chambers wrote his sixteenth book, „Provocations for Development‟, in which puts 

his own ideas of his earlier works to be tested and improved. 

It is useful to provide a chronology of the development of the sustainable livelihood approach 

as described by Solesbury (2003). This will cover the period 1987 to 2001. To understand the 

connections between research, policy and practice the procedures shown in Table 3.1 below 

were drawn onto the RAPID framework of links, context and evidence. 
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Table 3.1: 

Chronology of the Development of the Sustainable Livelihood Approach 

1987 The World Commission on Environment and Development published the 'Brundtland 

Commission report 

1988 IIED published 'The Greening of Aid: Sustainable Livelihoods in Practice' 

1990 UNDP published the first Human Development Report 

1992 UN Conference on Environment and Development; IDS published 'Sustainable Rural 

Livelihoods' (Chambers and Conway, 1992) 

1993  Oxfam began to employ the SLA 

1994 The NGO CARE in Africa adopted household livelihood security as a framework for 

relief and development 

1995 UN World Summit for Social Development; UNDP adopted Employment and Sustainable 

Livelihoods as one of top five priorities; IISD published 'Adaptive Strategies and 

Sustainable Livelihoods' (Singh & Kalala, 1995); SID launched Sustainable Livelihoods 

and People's Everyday Economics project 

1996 „Adaptable Livelihoods' (Davies, 1996) published; DFID invited Sustainable Livelihoods 

projects; 'Participatory Research for Sustainable Livelihoods' (Rennie & Singh, 1996) 

published 

1997 New Labour in the UK published White Paper on International Development 'Eliminating 

World Poverty: A Challenge for the 21st Century‟ 

1998 DFID‟s Natural Resources Department opened a consultation on sustainable livelihoods 

and established a Rural Livelihoods Advisory Group; Natural Resources Advisers annual 

conference took Sustainable Livelihoods as its theme and later published contributory 

papers: „Sustainable Rural Livelihoods: What Contribution Can We Make? (Carney (ed.), 

1998); SID published „The Sustainable Livelihoods Approach, General Report of the 

Sustainable Livelihoods Project 1995–1997‟ (Amalric, 1998); UNDP published „Policy 

Analysis and Formulation for Sustainable Livelihoods‟ (Roe, 1998); DFID established the 

SL Virtual Resource Centre and the SL Theme Group; IDS published „Sustainable rural 

livelihoods: a framework for analysis‟ (Scoones, 1998); The FAO/UNDP Informal 

Working Group on Participatory Approaches and Methods to Support Sustainable 

Livelihoods and Food Security met for the first time. 

1999 DFID created the Sustainable Livelihoods Support Office and appointed Jane Clark as its 

Head; DFID published the first Sustainable Livelihoods Guidance Sheets (DFID, 1999), 

„Sustainable Livelihoods and Poverty Elimination‟ (DFID, 1999b); and „Livelihoods 

Approaches Compared‟ (Carney et al., 1999); Presenters at the Natural Resources 

Advisers‟ Conference reported progress in implementing SL approaches and DFID 
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published these in „Sustainable Livelihoods: Lessons from Early Experience‟ (Ashley & 

Carney, 1999); ODI published „Sustainable Livelihoods in Practice: early application of 

concepts in rural areas‟ (Farrington et al., 1999); DFID established the Sustainable 

Livelihoods Resource Group of researchers/consultants. „Mixing it: Rural livelihoods and 

diversity in developing countries‟ (Ellis, 2000b) published  

2000 DFID commissioned and funded Livelihoods Connect, a website serving as a learning 

platform for SLA; FAO organised an Inter-agency Forum on Operationalizing Sustainable 

Livelihoods Approaches, involving DFID, FAO, WFP, UNDP, and IFAD; DFID 

published „Sustainable Livelihoods – Current thinking and practice‟ (DFID, 2000a); 

„Sustainable Livelihoods – Building on Strengths‟ (DFID, 2000b); „Achieving 

Sustainability: Poverty Elimination and the Environment‟ (DFID, 2000c); and more SL 

Guidance Sheets; The Sustainable Livelihoods Resource Group established a subgroup on 

PIP (Policy, Institutions and Processes); IDS published „Analysing Policy for Sustainable 

Livelihoods‟ (Shankland, 2000), the final report from its ESCOR programme; Oxfam 

published „Environments and Livelihoods: Strategies for Sustainability‟ (Neefjes, 2001); 

the UK Government published its second White Paper, „Eliminating World Poverty: 

Making Globalisation Work for the Poor‟ (DFID, 2000e).  

2001 DFID commissioned research on further development of the SLA framework; practical 

policy options to support sustainable livelihoods; „Sustainable Livelihoods: Building on 

the Wealth of the Poor‟ (Helmore & Singh, 2001) published; DFID organised SLA review 

meeting of officials, researchers and practitioners.  

Source: Solesbury (2003) 

Donor agencies such as Oxfam, CARE and UNDP adopted the SLF in their work for their 

assessment and planning methodology, improving project tactics, teaching of staff, 

programme outline and development efforts (Oxfam, 1998; Roe, 1998; Singh 2001; Neefjes, 

2001; Solesbury, 2003). Since then SLF has been used by many academic researchers in 

conjunction with participatory methods in rural development projects in Africa and Europe. 

This study continues that development, being one of the first to incorporate the SLF into the 

study of livelihoods of landfill waste pickers. 

Academic studies that have used SLF in African research studies and contributed to policy 

making in different fields of study are discussed below. 

3.3 SUSTAINABLE LIVELIHOOD FRAMEWORK IN AFRICAN RESEARCH 

The following section gives a brief discussion of the use of SLF in African research studies. 

SLF was used in Tourism studies to study exactly how changing institutional arrangements 

and policies have an influence on poor people‟s livelihoods and access to natural resources 
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(Spenceley, 2003). The SLF addressed tourism in Africa by demonstrating how government, 

NGOs, the private sector, and rural communities have influenced rural livelihoods through 

tourism practices (Spenceley, 2003). To establish SLF in tourism studies, seventeen case 

studies from South Africa, Mozambique and Zimbabwe were illustrated (Spenceley, 2003). 

Mombeshora (2003) conducted a study in Zimbabwe exploring the challenges of institutional, 

organisational and policy reform around land, water and wild resources using the SLF. This 

research focused on the Tsovani irrigation scheme which was handed over to the community 

in 1996 by the parastatal authority. The study therefore aimed to examine how the 

management of the irrigation scheme worked and for whom. It concluded that it benefited the 

well-off people as they had access to money to buy resources and had good political networks 

to sustain their projects. On the other hand, poor people could not sustain their projects as 

they could not afford the cost of the resources for the irrigation project (Mombeshora, 2003). 

These studies have shown that SLF is good in mobilising communities, enhancing community 

participation, allowing collective decision making and giving an opportunity for the voices of 

people benefiting from projects to be heard. 

The next section will discuss the guiding principles of the SLF. 

3.4 GUIDING PRINCIPLES OF THE SLF 

The SLF has seven guiding principles that are flexible and adjustable to various local 

circumstances (Kollmair & Juli, 2002; Allison & Horemans, 2006; DFID, 2008):  

1. The framework is mostly valued in articulating a list of important issues and shows how 

these relate to each other. Furthermore, it draws attention to core influences and 

processes as well as emphasizing the multiple interactions between the various factors 

that affect one‟s livelihood. Below is an illustration of the main elements of the SLF and 

how these are linked; it also seeks to provide a complex way of thinking about the 

livelihoods of poor people that stimulates debate and reflection about the many factors 

that affect livelihoods, the way they interact and their relative importance within a 

setting. This should help to identify more effective ways to support livelihood and 

reduce poverty (International Fund for Agricultural Development, 2016). 

2. The SLF is a people-centred approach as it begins by analysing people's livelihood and 

how they change over time with them. For this approach to be effective, active 
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participation of the people is required to provide insight into their experiences. 

Challenges related to development are often are caused by institutional structures which 

may hold an opposing view to that of the people. 

3. The SFL acknowledges holistic strategies that people adopt to secure their livelihood, 

and that many sectors are involved; for example, the private sector, community-based 

organisations, and international organisations.  

4. The SFL attempts to understand the active nature of livelihoods and what affects them.  

5. The SLF builds on people's perceived strengths and opportunities rather than on aiming 

at their problems and needs. The initial point of the SLF is to recognize these strengths 

instead of the needs and problems, to contribute to the stakeholders‟ strength and 

capacity to accomplish their own objectives. 

6. The SLF encourages micro-macro links by investigating the impact of policies and 

institutions on livelihood options and highlights the need for policies to be informed by 

understandings from the local level and by the main concerns of the poor. People are 

frequently affected by decisions at the macro policy level and vice versa.  

7. The SLF counts on broad partnerships looking on both the public and private sectors.  

8. The SLF focuses on sustainability as sustainability is important if poverty is finally 

eliminated. Livelihood is said to be sustainable if it is resistant in the face of external 

shocks and stresses, if it is independent of external support, if it is able to maintain the 

long-term productivity of natural resources and if it does not adversely impact the 

livelihood options of others. 

https://etd.uwc.ac.za/



 

 52 

  

Figure 3.1: The SLF Process (Source: IFAD, 2016) 

The SLF is a systemic and holistic way of viewing and describing the factors that affect the 

livelihoods of the poor and an attempt to recognize poverty as a multifaceted notion, covering 

more than just economic growth (Krantz, 2001). The framework emphasizes other aspects 

which are significant too, for instance health, social status, and natural resources. These 

aspects have an influence on how people can take advantage of economic opportunities, how 

they combine assets and thereby what livelihoods they can create. Furthermore, the 

explanation of the different factors demonstrates how important it is to include the poor, since 

they are the ones with the knowledge of the content associated with each factor, and of how 

the factors affect each other in positive or negative ways and their perceptions and 

experiences (Petersen & Pedersen, 2010). The process outlined in Figure 3.1 helps to facilitate 

the cross-case analysis (Chapter 6).  

“HNFPS” of the poor as indicated in the diagram above stands for the following: 

 H − human capital 

 N − natural capital 

 F − financial capital 

 P − physical capital 

 S − social capital 

The different capitals will be discussed later in this chapter. 
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The elements of the SLF can be described as follows:  

3.4.1 Vulnerability Context 

The vulnerability context is described in terms of “shocks/stresses/seasonality/trends”, i.e. 

circumstances over which people have limited or no control, and which require coping and 

adaptation. Shock tends to mean a more sudden pressure on the livelihood (Morse & 

McNamara, 2013). For waste pickers shock also includes any “external” decision that may 

prevent them from accessing waste, global changes in the prices of waste, weather conditions 

that can prevent them from picking waste and a sudden increase in the number of waste 

pickers on sites. Shocks are described as non-stop, increasing, and expected and disturbing for 

example a decline in resources and population growth. The vulnerability context relates to the 

external environment and can affect susceptibility to poverty and consequently the potential 

for livelihood sustainability if the system/livelihood cannot recover from the shocks. A 

precise and realistic understanding of people‟s strengths is crucial to investigate how they try 

to transform their assets into positive livelihood outcomes (Bebbington, 1999). 

Petersen and Petersen (2010), Seratt (2008) and Scoones (2009) clarify the different types of 

shock on the vulnerability context as follows: 

Economic shocks are unforeseen exogenous disruption that has a substantial influence on the 

economic system affecting prices, markets, employment and purchasing power. In terms of 

the waste pickers global prices paid for recyclables may influence their earnings, too many 

waste pickers on the roads or on the landfill sites can affect pricing from the buyers, transport 

costs may increase and inflation in a country‟s economy can affect the type and quality of 

waste dumped on landfill sites from both domestic and industrial waste. 

Seasonality refers to changes in weather, whether it is too hot or too cold, floods or no rain at 

all. In an agricultural context when the weather is not favourable for planting because of no 

rain it is likely that in that year there will be famine leading to food insecurity and price 

fluctuations. 

Environmental shock includes land dilapidation, soil erosion, bush fires and pollution. The 

landfill site can face closure once the municipality sees it as a threat to the environment, when 

it gets full or an outbreak of cholera occurs, especially on landfill sites situated closer to 

communities and this negatively affects the waste pickers.  
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Structural shock means lack of voice or power to make claims or participate in decision 

making. Sometimes waste pickers lack representation especially in decision making. 

Municipalities and local government tend to develop policies without including or 

recognising the waste pickers even though most of these policies impact on their livelihoods. 

Natural shocks include, for example, drought, earthquakes, hurricanes, tidal waves, floods, 

heavy snow, early frost, waves of extreme heat or cold. Waste picking can be placed on a 

standstill when floods occur, recyclable waste such as paper will be soaked with water and the 

water can wash away all the waste at the landfill site. Extreme heat or cold also has an 

implication for the livelihoods of the waste pickers as landfill sites are open spaces that offer 

no shade to protect them. 

It is vital to further illustrate the way the SLF flows to give more clarity (Allison & 

Horemans, 2006; Kébé & Muir, 2006; Scoones 2009; IFAD, 2016): 

 The vulnerability context impacts everyday livelihood assets 

 Policies and institutions also influence family livelihood assets 

 Policies and institutions can increase or decrease individual vulnerability 

 Household asset and ownership broaden livelihood opportunities 

 Asset ownership reduces vulnerability and increases the capacity to survive shocks 

 The variety of livelihood preferences influences livelihood strategies 

 Different livelihood strategies lead to different livelihood outcomes (positive and 

negative) 

 Livelihood outcomes influence the ability to preserve and accumulate household 

assets. 

3.4.2 Livelihood 

A livelihood includes the capabilities, assets (stores, resources, claims and access) and actions 

essential for a means of living (Krantz, 2001). The livelihood assets owned, controlled, and 

claimed by the household/community/group are defined in five categories. These comprise; 

human capital, social capital, physical capital, financial capital, and natural capital. These 

capitals can be defined both in terms of quantity and quality, with respect to issues such as 

suitability and access for livelihood. Capital has a role in challenging the structures under 

which one makes a meaningful living (Bebbington, 1999). 
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These capitals are therefore seen as means by which people can engage more successfully and 

meaningfully with the world and most significantly the ability to transform the world (Morse 

& McNamara, 2013). An individual‟s livelihood is not sustainable if they have ill health as 

this will reduce their ability to access natural resources, such as waste (Nzeadibe & Mbah, 

2015). In principle the different assets are a whole, and we must look at them holistically. The 

five different capitals (human, physical, financial, natural, and social capital) as mentioned in 

the framework will be explained below. 

 

Figure 3.2: Different Capitals in the SLF (Source: Morse & McNamara, 2013) 

Human capital involves the expertise, understanding, capacity to work, good health, and 

physical ability important for the successful pursuit of different livelihood strategies 

(Kollmair & Gamper, 2002; Allison & Horemans, 2006; Morse & McNamara, 2013).  

Social capital refers to social bonds and social norms that are an important part of the basis 

for sustainable livelihoods (DFID, 1999). Social capital is vital in one‟s life as it makes a 

helpful influence on people‟s sense of wellbeing through identity, honour and belonging and 

it also acts as an informal safety net to safeguard survival during times of intense insecurity 

(Bebbington, 1999; Kollmair & Gamper, 2002). Social capital is formed through systems and 

connectedness, involvements of additional formal groups, affiliation of trust, mutuality and 

exchanges (Isakson, 2011).  

Financial/economic capital refers to the funds created or access to funds which are needed to 

search for any livelihood strategy for example cash, debit, savings, and other economic assets 
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(Dheressa, 2013). It is of great importance because it can be used for direct achievement of 

livelihood outcomes for example when food is bought to reduce food insecurity (Bebbington, 

1999; Krantz, 2001). 

Natural capital includes resources such as water and access to land (Krantz, 2001; Ruben,   

Pender & Kuyvenhoven, 2007). This is especially vital in agricultural settings but at a landfill 

site access to drinking water is a priority since it is a basic human need for survival.  

Physical capital comprises basic infrastructure equipment, vehicles, houses, and producer 

goods needed to support livelihoods (Seratt, 2008). It is important to measure this dimension 

because absence of it leads to difficulties in achieving livelihoods. For example, improved 

infrastructure in the community like roads would reduce transaction costs, which could 

decrease the need for self-provisioning (Winters, Hintze & Ortiz, 2006).  

3.4.4 Transforming structures and processes 

Transforming structures and processes are an important set of manufactured external factors 

that influence the range of livelihood options open to different categories of people and they 

also influence access to assets and vulnerability to shocks (Serati, 2008). They comprise 

institutions and organisations together with their policies, legislation and regulations that 

affect and influence people‟s livelihood, and provide the commercial contexts in which 

economic outputs are realised (Seratt, 2008; Morse & McNamara, 2013). An enabling policy 

and institutional environment make it easier for people who are under-privileged to gain 

access to assets they need for their livelihoods (Morse & McNamara, 2013). 

3.4.5 Livelihood strategies  

Livelihood strategies are the variety and amalgamation of activities and choices that people 

make in order to accomplish their livelihood goals (Krantz, 2001; Ruben,   Pender & 

Kuyvenhoven, 2007; Nzeadibe & Mbah, 2015). This is dependent on the understanding of 

any individual of the choices available in their surroundings and their social status, i.e., 

whether they are poor or less poor These strategies will include short and long-term coping 

tactics to earn a living, to manage shocks and risks as well as goals for their families‟ future 

(Krantz, 2001; Alinovi, 2010; Morse & McNamara, 2013; Schenck, Theodore, Blaauw, Swart 

& Viljoen, 2017). 
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3.4.6 Livelihoods outcomes 

Livelihood outcomes are what everyday members of the community accomplish through their 

livelihood strategies, such as levels of food security, income security, health, well-being, asset 

accumulation and status in the community. Failed outcomes include food and income 

insecurity, high vulnerability to shocks, loss of assets and impoverishment.  

The strengths and weaknesses of the SLF are described in the next two sections. 

3.5 STRENGTHS OF THE SLF 

The SLF enables an understanding of the vital origins of poverty by concentrating on different 

factors at various levels that directly or indirectly regulate or constrain poor people‟s access to 

resources/assets of different kinds, and thus their livelihoods (Krantz, 2001). 

It reflects the variety of assets and activities on which individuals depend for their livelihoods 

and identifies the significance to poor people of asserts which they do not possess (Norton & 

Foster, 2001). 

The SLF approach has proved to be of value in several areas as follows: 

 Providing controlled and holistic analysis of poverty. 

 Providing an informed view of challenges and impacts placing people at the centre of 

development work. 

 Improving understandings of poor people‟s livelihoods, the restrictions they face and 

inter-group differences. 

 Promoting intersectoral, cooperative, and interdisciplinary community development 

research and work (Ashley & Carney, 1999; Hussein, 2002; Carney, 2003). 

The SLF shows that participation is very important in ensuring that development is 

accomplished from the poor people‟s point of view; this is because when the poor are 

included in the process, their priorities in life and understanding of valuable livelihoods are 

made clear (Petersen & Pedersen, 2010).  

The SLF makes it possible to see how even very poor people are involved in decision-making 

and involved in influencing their own livelihoods (Krantz, 2001; Petersen & Pedersen, 2010). 
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The SLF allows an understanding of the relations between one‟s livelihood approaches, their 

asset status, and their way of using accessible natural resources, and is for that reason a useful 

procedure for understanding both the problem and the possibility for encouraging sustainable 

development at the local level (Krantz, 2001). 

The SLF shows the variety of activities undertaken, often in combination, to make a living. It 

is mostly noteworthy in the case of the poor, who constantly rely on several different types of 

economic activities for their livelihoods, and where it is not any specific activity but their 

combined effect for the everyday economy that matters (Chambers, 1995; Hussein & Nelson, 

1998). 

Most of all the SLF is very flexible as it is sufficiently flexible to enable application in any 

given local background to a variety of development research or project objectives (Kollmair 

& Juli, 2002). In this study the SLF was implemented in order to analyse the livelihoods of 

landfill waste pickers, whereas traditionally it has been used in rural agricultural settings. The 

SLF therefore offers an appropriate framework to holistically explore and describe the 

complex livelihoods context of the waste pickers. It further provides a realistic framework for 

measuring the direct and indirect effects of waste pickers‟ working and living conditions 

(Krantz, 2001).  

3.5.1 Gaps in the SLF 

Just like any other theory, it is worth noting that the SLF has its own gaps. Krantz (2001) 

stated that it has been difficult to increase the voice of women even though the framework 

takes account of gender. 

The labelling of the framework as the sustainable livelihood framework has resulted in 

numerous questions regarding sustainability. For example, “sustainable for whom?” “by what 

criteria?” “sustainable in the short term or the long term?” (Kollmair & Gamper, 2002; Serati, 

2008; Scoones 2009; Petersen & Petersen, 2010). 

Another limitation of the study is that some of the sources might be old; however, they are 

relevant in providing the historical background of the study. 

https://etd.uwc.ac.za/



 

 59 

3.6 CHAPTER SUMMARY 

This chapter gave a detailed description of the Sustainable Livelihood Framework (SLF) as 

the theoretical framework of analysis for this study. The SLF was developed in the mid-1980s 

by Robert Chambers at the Institute of Development Studies with the purpose of improving 

the effectiveness of development. A diagrammatic livelihood framework was also illustrated 

and explained in this chapter and it was established to organize and develop organizations‟ 

efforts to eliminate poverty. The framework consists of five major components which are the 

vulnerability context, livelihood asserts, transforming structures and processes, livelihood 

strategies and livelihood outcomes. Strengths and weaknesses of the framework were also 

assessed. The SLF will be used in the presentation of research findings and the data will be 

presented according to its five components. 

The next chapter will be present the research methodology used in this study. 
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CHAPTER 4:  

 

METHODOLOGY 

4.1 INTRODUCTION 

In Chapter 1 the background of the study, the aim and goals were introduced. The aim of the 

study was to analyze the sustainability of the livelihoods of landfill waste pickers using the 

sustainable livelihood framework as discussed in Chapter 3. To achieve this aim, the study 

employed both qualitative and quantitative methodologies. This chapter provides a detailed 

description of the research strategy used to collect, analyse, interpret and report the findings 

on the analysis of the livelihoods of landfill waste pickers on the four different landfill sites 

and one waste transfer station. 

4.2 RESEARCH APPROACH 

There are broadly two approaches in social sciences, namely qualitative and quantitative 

research where the researcher usually opts to use one or the other (Boutellier, Gassmann, 

Raeder & Zeschky, 2013). The use of quantitative and qualitative approaches provides a 

better understanding of research problems than a single approach alone (Lee, Santoli, 

Hannani, Messonnier, Sabin & Rusinak, 2007). Both quantitative and qualitative approaches 

were used in this research in order to provide a better understanding of the research problems 

than could have been achieved using a single approach only.  

4.2.1 Qualitative research  

Qualitative research is defined by Creswell and Plano-Clark (2011) as an inquiry process of 

understanding based on distinct methodological tradition of inquiry that explores a social or 

human problem. The researcher builds a complex, holistic picture, analyses words, reports, 

details views of the informants and conducts the study in a natural setting. It can also be 

defined as direct participation with the social world (Filsteads, 1970 in Thyer, 2010). This 

was vital in this research as there was a great need to gather in-depth understanding of the 

livelihood strategies and vulnerabilities of waste pickers on landfill sites and material 

recovery facilities. 
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Further reasons for using a qualitative approach in this study were previously identified by 

(Creswell & Plano-Clark, 2011) as set out below:  

 Researcher needs to spend a long period in the field − The researcher managed to 

spend some time at different landfill sites gathering data. 

 The researcher must be keen to be involved in a composite, prolonged procedure for 

analysis of data collected and the process of coding the data − The researcher recorded 

the interviews and transcribed the tape-recorded interviews verbatim. Following this 

the researcher read the transcripts to obtain a sense of the data and notes were made 

identifying initial themes. To lessen the work, load the researcher transcribed data as 

soon as the interviews were completed. Data were also analysed from the qualitative 

answers in the spreadsheets that came from the questionnaires. 

 Qualitative researchers must write lengthy information as the data collected need to be 

to show various viewpoints to reproduce the standpoints of participants. The 

researcher had to translate some of the words that were presented in Afrikaans and had 

to locate extra literature to substantiate what the participants had said.  

 Qualitative research in community and human sciences does not require the fixed 

guiding principle of detailed techniques and is developing and shifting regularly. 

Although this might complicate the planning, conducting, and reporting of a study, it 

also allows for creativity. Flexibility was applied to suit the goal of this study in the 

mentioned aspects which the researcher tried to abide by using methods for 

trustworthiness. The researcher was required to be flexible during data collection as 

the participants would need to leave the group hastily to collect waste when a truck 

came in; often this happened in the middle of the interviews. In some cases, it was 

difficult to conduct focus groups as planned and individual interviews were 

undertaken. It was not possible to apply all planned data collection techniques due to 

the nature of activities on the landfill sites. 

The researcher and fieldworkers played many roles in qualitative data collection as described 

by (Neuman, 2013). The researcher: 

 Was directly involved throughout the data collection process at each of the landfill 

sites and experienced the process of the waste pickers‟ daily social lives at the landfill 

sites.  
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 Obtained an insider‟s perspective while maintaining distance as an outsider. The 

researcher spent time at each landfill site collecting data while the waste pickers were 

doing their work. Sometimes it was difficult to speak to the waste pickers for a long 

time as they were concentrating on their work. During these times, data were gathered 

through observations. 

 Used different techniques to suit the situation at hand. Several qualitative methods 

such as focus groups and semi-structured interviews were used to gather data. 

Fieldworkers were fully trained in these methods. 

 Produced broad records in the form of written notes and audio recordings. Each 

fieldworker used an audio recording device and a notebook for observations. This 

helped in gathering enough data and notes could be compared to see if anything was 

missing and to determine data saturation. 

 Studied events inclusively and independently in their social context. Different landfill 

sites had different dynamics and we had to treat each one differently and adapt to 

circumstances at specific points in time. In some landfill sites it was difficult to set 

times to undertake the interviews due to the busy and unpredictable schedule of the 

waste pickers. Whenever waste trucks came to dump waste all the waste pickers 

would run to recover the waste. The research team used these times to undertake 

observations. Interviews were continued when the waste pickers returned. 

4.2.2 Quantitative research  

Quantitative research focuses on gathering numerical data and generalizing them across 

groups of people or to explain a phenomenon with the goal of defining the connection 

between one thing and another within a population (Barbie, 2010; Thyer, 2010; Punch, 2014). 

Quantitative methods are used primarily to examine relationships between numerically 

measured variables with the application of statistical methods, grounded on random sampling 

and structured data collection tools (Rasinger, 2013). The aim was to capture relevant facts 

and explain them causally with practical, systematic methods. Findings of quantitative studies 

are usually easy to present, summarize, compare and generalize (Ernst, 2003).  

4.2.3 Advantages using both qualitative and quantitative research design 

The section will look at the advantages of using mixed methods approach.  
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 The results of the study were validated within the study using observations and 

statistical analyses. Through using both approaches in one study provided additional 

evidence and support for the findings (Creswell & Clark, 2011). 

 Mixed methods blend inductive and reasonable thinking (Andrew & Halcomb, 2012). 

 Researchers can use various research tools available to them and collect more 

comprehensive data. This produces data that have a wider viewpoint of the overall 

issue or research problem (Wisdom & Creswell, 2013; Creswell & Plano, 2011). 

 Mixed methods can enable greater scholarly collaboration and enrich the skills of 

researchers as different perspectives illustrate the issues being studied (Creswell & 

Clark, 2011). 

 Using both methods allows the researcher to use triangulation allowing one to identify 

parts of a phenomenon more precisely by approaching it from various vantage points 

using different methods and technique (Hughes, 2016). 

4.2.4 Disadvantages of using both qualitative and quantitative research design 

 The study may require more resources to collect both types of data (Andrew & 

Halcomb, 2012). 

 It is more time-consuming to collect both quantitative and qualitative data (Creswell & 

Clark, 2011). 

 Translating data using the mixed method framework can be complex and time 

intensive given that the data and interpretations are often conceptual (Hughes, 2016). 

4.3 RESEARCH DESIGN 

This study employed a multiple case study design which enabled the researcher to explore 

differences within and between cases (Baxter & Jack, 2008; Gustafsson, 2017). Within the 

multiple case studies design both qualitative and quantitative research methods of data 

collection were used to explore the livelihoods of the landfill waste pickers. 

Creswell and Plano-Clark (2011) states that, “a case study involves an exploration of a 

bounded system that is controlled by a single or multiple case, over a period of time through 

detailed in-depth data collection involving multiple sources of information”. Case studies are 

designed to bring out the details from the viewpoint of the participants by using multiple 

sources of data collection (Yin, 2017). Yin (2017) also emphasized that multiple cases, “build 
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up the results by reproducing the patterns thereby increasing the vigour of the findings”. In 

this thesis five different cases were investigated: ST landfill site, VR Landfill site, PO landfill 

site, OU landfill site and GR MRF. These five case studies allowed the researcher to analyse 

within each case and across the five cases (Zach, 2006; Baxter & Jack, 2008). A multiple case 

study design facilitated a better understanding of several contributory factors that occurred on 

multiple sites and this will be discussed when the research findings are presented. It therefore 

allowed the researcher to study various units within identifiable units‟ cases. The findings this 

research produced an in-depth report of the five case studies and enabled comparisons to be 

made between the cases. 

4.4 RESEARCH SETTING  

The research study was undertaken at five landfill sites in South Africa. The country is 

comprised of nine provinces which are Eastern Cape, Free State, Gauteng, KwaZulu-Natal, 

Limpopo, Mpumalanga, Northern Cape, North West, and Western Cape as illustrated in 

Figure 4.1 below. Each of these provinces has its own Legislature, Premier and Executive 

Council (SA Government, 2017). The total population of South Africa is 55.91 million 

(StatsSA, 2017).  

 

Figure 4.1: Map of South Africa (Source: Municipalities of South Africa, 2017) 

The research study sites were in three provinces, namely Western Cape, North West and 

Eastern Cape. Out of the three provinces the following municipalities were selected for the 
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study ST and, OU (Western Cape), PO and VR (North West).and GR (Eastern Cape). The 

landfill sites within these municipalities were chosen based on the following criteria: 

1. This study is part of the broader research study on Food Security, nutrition and Socio-

economic Status of the landfill waste pickers funded by the Centre of Excellence (CoE) 

in Food Security at the University of the Western Cape and the University of Pretoria. 

The research was funded by the National Research Foundation (NRF). 

2. The landfill sites selected for this study were chosen since they are each managed 

differently which may influence the waste collection process and the livelihood of the 

waste pickers. 

3.  GR was included because of its difference in management from the landfill sites. In GR 

recyclable waste is accessed by the waste pickers at a material recovery facility (MRF) 

before the remaining waste which cannot be recycled is taken to the landfill sites.  

A summary of each site follows, and more details will be presented in each case study: 

 The SL site was a well-managed site in the Western Cape Province, 50km to the East 

of Cape Town (Statistics South Africa, 2011). Stellenbosch has an overall population 

of 176 523 people (Western Cape Government, 2017). Stellenbosch local Municipality 

manages the area (Census, 2011). The unemployment rate in Stellenbosch is 11.9% 

(Western Cape Government, 2017).  

 The OU site was a less well managed site and is situated in the Oudtshoorn 

municipality, which is in the Eden District Municipality in the Western Cape 

Province. The unemployment rate in Oudtshoorn is 21.4% with a total population of 

95 859 (Western Cape Government, 2017). The Oudtshoorn municipality had recently 

been placed under administration due to political turmoil and mismanagement within 

the municipality.  

 The PO site in the North West Province (Tlokwe Municipality) was managed by a 

private waste company. This company attempted to integrate the waste collectors into 

the waste system (Blaauw et al., 2015). Prior to the management by the private 

company, waste pickers were not allowed on the landfill site, but they managed to 

collect waste illegally during the night.  

 The VR site in the North West Province was managed by the Naledi municipality. The 

system on this landfill site was different from the other sites as the waste pickers were 
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“working” for one of the three BBCs in town. They did not earn a fixed income, were 

paid for their collections, but only sold to an allocated BBC as determined by the 

municipality (Blaauw et al., 2015). The population of Vryburg is 61,000 and its 

unemployment rate is 26% (Western Cape Government, 2017). 

 The GR MRF was situated in the Camdeboo municipality, Eastern Cape Province. 

Graaff Reinet has a population of 50,993 and an unemployment rate of 39.1% 

(Western Cape Government, 2017). GR provided a model where waste was taken to a 

transfer station for sorting before the wet waste was transported to the landfill site. The 

municipality did not allow people on the landfill site. 

4.5 STUDY POPULATION  

A population is made up of the larger group of all people. The focus of the research was on 

the target population, which is a subset in which the researcher is primarily interested who 

share a mutual characteristic, such as gender, age, work, interests (Graziano & Raulin, 2010; 

Wyon & Gordon, 2013). The population for this study comprised waste pickers on the 

identified four landfill sites and the MRF as well, as municipal officials and other 

stakeholders such as BBC staff who affect the waste pickers‟ livelihoods.  

The next section will give a detailed explanation of the data collection procedures, sampling, 

data analysis and how the data were validated. 

4.6 PROCEDURES FOR DATA COLLECTION, SAMPLING, DATA ANALYSIS 

AND VALIDATION 

4.6.1 Research process 

Table 4.1 below provides an overview of the research process. 
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Table 4.1: 

Overview of the Research Process  

 

Data Collection 

on each Landfill 

Sites 

Sampling 
Data Collection 

Method 
Data Analysis 

Phase 1: 

Quantitative 

Stage 1: 

Quantitative: 

Completion of 

questionnaires 

with the waste 

pickers 

 

 

Availability 

sampling  

Number of 

participants use 

per site: 

ST-46 

OU-32 

PO-16 

VR-23 

GR-4 

Questionnaire – 

see addendum 2 

and 4 

Descriptive 

statistics 

Phase 2: 

Qualitative  

    

All 5 

objectives  

Stage 2: 

Qualitative: 

Participatory  

 Participatory 

methods  

Thematic analysis 

according to the 

SLF  

 methods with 

waste pickers 

 

interviews =40 

waste pickers  

  

All 5 

objectives  

Stage 3 

Qualitative: 

Semi structured 

interviews with 

the management 

of the landfill sites 

and owners of the 

BBCs 

Managers of the 

landfill sites or 

companies that 

manage the 

landfill sites − to 

be identified and 

BBC owners were 

purposively 

selected 

Individual 

interviews – see 

addendum 8 

Thematic analysis 

according to the 

SLF 

  
waste pickers in 

each municipality.  
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Data Collection 

on each Landfill 

Sites 

Sampling 
Data Collection 

Method 
Data Analysis 

Phase 3: 

Analysis 

 
 

  

Objective 5 Stage 5: 

Interpretation of 

case studies and 

comparison 

between Case 

studies 

Identify best 

practices to 

sustain the 

livelihoods of the 

waste pickers 

    

A detailed description of data collection procedures, sampling, data analysis and validation is 

provided below. 

PHASE 1: QUANTITATIVE PHASE  

Stage 1: Completion of the surveys (Quantitative)  

Objectives: All the objectives in the study were relevant here:  

 Objective 1: Explore and describe the vulnerability context of the waste pickers. 

 Objective 2: Explore and describe the livelihood assets of the waste pickers.  

 Objective 3: Explore and describe the policies, institutions and processes affecting the 

waste pickers‟ livelihoods. 

 Objective 4: Explore and describe the livelihood strategies of the waste pickers. 

 Objective 5: Explore and analyse the livelihood outcomes of the waste pickers. 

Survey design 

A survey was used for this phase of the study and administered to a sample of landfill waste 

pickers on each site. The survey involved the administration of a questionnaire, which 

required information on the socio-economic profile of the waste pickers in terms of age, 

gender, working hours, level of education as well as exploring their livelihood such as income 

and working hours. This questionnaire had been used in previous studies on waste pickers by 
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Schenck et al. (2012) and Viljoen (2014). See appendix 2 showing English questionnaire and 

appendix 4 showing the Afrikaans questionnaire used in the survey. 

4.6.2 Pilot study of the questionnaire  

A pilot study is described as a small study to test study procedures, data collection 

instruments, sample recruitment approaches, and other research methods in preparation for a 

bigger study (Hassan, Schattner & Mazza, 2006). 

The questionnaire was piloted on the ST landfill site in April 2015. This landfill site had 45 

waste pickers. Ten 4th level social work students from the University of the Western Cape 

were trained as field workers to complete the pilot study. The pilot study helped the 

researcher to better prepare for the follow-up studies as regards organisation, liaison with 

municipalities, and preparation of fieldworkers. Since no changes were made to the 

questionnaire following the pilot study the data collected from the pilot study were also used 

in the substantive study. 

4.6.3 Recruitment and training of field workers 

Social work students were recruited and trained as fieldworkers in Stellenbosch and 

Oudtshoorn. They were required to speak Afrikaans, English, and Xhosa. In Potchefstroom 

and Vryburg, a co-researcher on the bigger Food Security project, Prof Blaauw recruited 

students from the School of Economics from the North-West University, Potchefstroom, to 

assist with the socio-economic data collection; they were conversant in Tswana which is the 

predominant language in the North West Province. In Graaff-Reinet the researcher and a field 

worker from the University of the Western Cape who could speak Afrikaans interviewed the 

waste pickers.  

4.6.4 Sampling  

Convenience sampling 

This phase used convenience sampling, also known as Accidental Sampling or Haphazard 

Sampling (Lavrakas, 2006; McGrath, Polit & Beck, 2010). It is a type of non-probability or 

non-random sampling where members of the target population who meet specific criteria, for 

example easy accessibility, geographical proximity, availability at a given time, and 

willingness to participate are included for the purpose of the study (Dörnyei, 2007). The main 
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aim of convenience sampling is to gather data from participants who are easily available to 

the researcher (Sim & Wright, 2000; Dörnyei, 2007). The researcher recruited the 

participants, i.e., waste pickers, at the landfill site on the day of the interview with the 

assistance of the landfill site managers or other officials on the site. The sample criteria for 

waste pickers were people over the age of 18 years and who had been on the landfill site or 

MRF for more than six months who were willing to participate voluntarily. 

4.6.5 Data collection 

Data were collected through the completion of a structured questionnaire with quantitative 

and open-ended explanatory quantitative questions where more information is required. 

Structured questionnaires are tools for collecting and recording information about an issue of 

interest (Constantia, Phellas, Bloch & Seale, 2011; Flick, 2014). They are also seen as best for 

collecting unequivocal and easy to count answers that provide quantitative data for analysis 

(Ebrahim & Bailey, 2005). In this study a structured questionnaire with a choice of pre-

determined responses was used to obtain a socio-economic profile of the waste pickers in 

terms of age, gender, hours working, level of education as well as exploring their livelihood 

such as income and working hours. The questions were phrased in English for ease of 

analysis; however, they were also translated into the language most commonly used on the 

landfill sites and this was undertaken by trained interviewers who were proficient in these 

languages and who were screened and trained on appropriate data collection and oriented into 

the topic of study.  

4.6.6 Data analysis 

Data were captured on an Excel spreadsheet and used for descriptive statistics and 

triangulated with the qualitative data in each case study. The questionnaires were checked for 

errors and accuracy before being captured and after being captured (Greene, 2007). 

Information was presented both numerically and with visuals, such as graphs and tables 

(Goodwin, 2010).  

4.6.7 Validity 

In quantitative research validity regulates whether the research truly measures that which it 

was proposed to measure or how truthful the study results are (Joppe, 2007). The researchers 

used the pilot study to assess the validity of the questionnaire; an analysis of the information 
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provided was undertaken to clarify directions, question wording or response categories when 

needed.  

4.6.8 Reliability 

Reliability is defined as, the degree to which results are dependable over time and accurate 

depiction of the total population understudy and if the results of the study can be produced 

under a comparable methodology then the study instrument is reliable (Joppe, 2007). 

Participants were selected based on availability and they were no incentives given to their 

participants. Only participants who were willing to participate were selected and 

questionnaires were give on the day and they answered as truthfully as they could. 

Researchers explained to participants that this was voluntary participation, so no one felt 

coerced. 

4.7 PHASE 2: QUALITATIVE RESEARCH  

Qualitative research was undertaken in October 2016 where various focus groups and 

individual semi-structured interviews were conducted on all the landfill sites and the MRF. 

De Vos et al. (2005) note that a semi-structured interview is useful when the researcher wants 

to acquire a precise description of an individual‟s opinions about certain subjects. Most waste 

pickers were working as individuals and a few as pairs/groups. The initial plan was to use 

different types of qualitative data collection methods, but this was not possible in practice due 

to waste picker‟s availability and time restrictions or other circumstances. Hence only 

interviews and focus group discussions were conducted. Focus group discussions were quite 

challenging as some waste pickers did not have the time to take part in these and others had to 

break off from the discussion to collect waste whenever a truck drove by to offload. Only on 

the OU site was it possible to recruit a group of women were willing to participate in a focus 

group. They were standing ready to collect waste if needed. Most people were interviewed 

individually on the sites. They were informed that they could suspend the interview to collect 

waste if a truck came along with waste and return to complete the interview after they had 

collected what was needed. On the ST landfill site, some waste pickers were interviewed in 

pairs if they were working together. Semi-structured interviews on a one-on-one basis was 

more successful as they allowed the participants time to work and talk at the same time. The 

researcher and fieldworkers were flexible enough to walk around the landfill site and 

interview the waste pickers in their working areas. 
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4.7.1 Stage 2: Qualitative data collection tools  

In the second phase, research data were collected using participatory data collection methods 

to meet the objectives below:  

 Objective 1: Explore and describe the vulnerability context of the waste pickers. 

 Objective 2: Explore and describe the livelihood assets of the waste pickers.  

 Objective 3: Explore and describe the policies, institutions and processes affecting the 

waste pickers‟ livelihood. 

 Objective 4: Explore and describe the livelihood strategies of the waste pickers. 

 Objective 5: Explore and analyse the possible livelihood outcomes of the waste 

pickers. 

4.7.2 Sampling in the qualitative phase 

 According to De Vos et al. (2005) a sample can be described as, the part of the 

population that is considered for definite inclusion in the study. Purposive sampling 

was used for the qualitative phase; it is described as a selection where the researcher 

purposely chooses subjects who, in their opinion, are thought to be relevant to the 

research topic. Recruitment criteria for the qualitative phase of the study were landfill 

waste pickers who: Were over the age of 18 years. 

 Had been working on the landfill site for more than six months  

 Who were willing to voluntarily participate in the study.  

4.7.3 Data collection  

Despite the plan to use different methods for qualitative data collection in reality this was not 

possible as the waste pickers continued to pick their waste and we ended up only using 

individual and focus group interviews during which we explored: their seasonal calendar, 

problem tree, livelihood analysis and gender analysis, as described below:  

 Seasonal calendar was used to gain an understanding how certain seasons affect the 

waste pickers and their income across the year. Seasons affects the livelihoods of 

waste pickers negatively and positively; therefore, this research tool helped to 

investigate how some waste pickers recover more recyclables in some months 

compared to other months (Mukherjee, 2005, Narayanasamy, 2009). Waste pickers are 
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normally exposed to shocks such as rainstorms and cold weather that exert a negative 

impact on their livelihood. 

 Problem tree was used to gain a better understanding of the causes and effects of 

poverty on the waste pickers (Therrien, 2008).  

 Livelihood analysis was utilised to measure the importance of different resources for 

the different well-being groups in terms of the benefits resulting from them (Norton, 

2002).  

 Gender analysis was used to explore the gender roles and responsibilities on the 

landfill site roles (National Planning Commission, 2004). 

The above methods were not used „as prescribed by the book‟ as the situation at the landfill 

sites did not allow us to implement the methods. The landfill waste pickers had limited time at 

the landfill sites; they have work-related targets to reach, so it was difficult to take them away 

from their work for any length of time. The researcher had to improvise and adapt. 

Focus groups involve concurrent use of several respondents to produce data which provide an 

understanding of the characters and viewpoints of members. This information was acquired 

by using open-ended questions (Mikkelsen, 2005; Krueger, 2009). The aim of using focus 

groups was to solicit in-depth views of the target participants. A minimum of six people and a 

maximum of eight people could participate per focus group and the participants were selected 

due to availability since some waste pickers preferred to carry on with their work rather than 

being part of the group. A total of 5 focus groups were done 1 per site. The reason for having 

only 5 focus groups was because of participants were not always willing to sit down and 

participate at once, some will be going in and out of the group as the deliveries trucks some to 

drop the waste. The research found focus groups difficult to do due to the nature of work that 

pattern of work at the landfill sites. 

Interviews were voice recorded on mobile phones and some by Dictaphone as a back-up plan 

as it is easy to lose information on electrical gadgets. No video recordings were undertaken. 

The voice recordings were handy. 

The following are the techniques employed in the focus group sessions as explained in De 

Vos et al. (2005, p.368): 

 Participants were encouraged to be specific in their responses and explore the reasons 

underlying viewpoints. 
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 The researcher was able to communicate clearly and was very knowledgeable about 

the topic of conversation. 

 As a facilitator I was competent enough to make sure that one or two people did not 

dominate the discussion. 

 Focus was maintained in the discussions on the information that the researcher wanted 

to obtain rather than being driven by the needs of the group. This aspect is also further 

described in the case study. 

Observations were also used as a data collection tool in this phase. It was one of the essential 

tools of data gathering as it provided an insider perspective of the group dynamics and 

behaviour in different settings (Mikkelsen, 2005; Maree, 2014). Both the researcher and field 

workers made observations during the interview process that were written down in a 

designated notebook as soon as they were observed. The researcher observed human activities 

between the waste pickers, the landfill management and those who dropped their waste on the 

landfill sites. (De Vos et al., 2005).  

See appendix 8 with some of the semi structured questions used. 

In the next section the analysis of qualitative data from the study will be explained. 

4.7.4 Data analysis 

To get a holistic and unified view of the process by which people attain or fail to accomplish 

sustainable livelihoods, the researcher analysed the data gathered from each landfill site and 

the MRF using the Sustainable Livelihood Framework (Allison & Horemans, 2006). 

Thematic data analysis was utilised to categorize, analyse, and report the themes within the 

collected data with the aim of providing a rich and thorough yet complex, interpretation of the 

data (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Vaismoradi, Turenen & Bondas, 2013). This further helped in 

identifying common threads that extended through all set of interviews conducted at different 

landfill sites and the MRF (DeSantis & Ugarriza, 2000). 

Analysis phases and their description are described below according to Braun and Clarke 

(2006): 
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 Familiarisation with the data 

Throughout all the phases of data collection the researcher transcribed the data soon after each 

day‟s interview and obtained a sense of the whole through reading the transcript several times 

and writing down emergent ideas.  

 Generating initial codes 

In this stage the researcher was coding remarkable features of data analytically across the 

whole data set, gathering data applicable to each code. 

 Searching for themes 

This stage involved organizing codes into possible themes, gathering all data relevant to each 

potential aspect. 

 Reviewing themes 

This involved reading the themes to identify links to the coded excerpts and the complete data 

set, producing a thematic map. 

 Defining and naming themes 

The goal of this phase was to continue with analysis and refine the details of each theme and 

the overall story that the analysis tells, creating clear definitions and names for each theme. 

 Producing the report 

In this final phase the researcher performed a final analysis. For each case study the themes 

that came up were presented according to the SLF using each element laid out in the 

framework as follows:  

Analyses of vulnerability context − the researcher analysed how waste pickers are affected by 

critical trends (e.g., population trends, resource trends, technological trends, and National / 

International trends) as well as by shocks (e.g., economic and natural shocks, conflict, and 

human health shocks) and seasonality (e.g., production, prices and health) over which they 

have limited or no control (Kébé & Muir, 2015). An analysis was undertaken by identifying 
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those trends, shocks and aspects of seasonality that were important to the livelihoods of waste 

pickers (Kébé & Muir, 2015). 

Analysis of livelihood resources − in this category an analysis of aspects such as human 

capital (e.g., skills, knowledge, ability to work and good health), social capital (e.g., informal 

safety nets and membership of more formalised groups), natural capital (e.g., waste 

assimilation, and land) and financial capital (e.g., access to financial services organisation, 

support to development of financial services) was completed (Kébé & Muir, 2015). 

Analysis of policy institutional process on access to livelihood resources and composition of 

livelihood strategy portfolio − an analysis was undertaken on how institutions and 

organisations together with their policies, legislation and regulations affected and influenced 

the waste picker‟s livelihood and provided the commercial contexts in which economic 

outputs were realised (Kébé & Muir, 2015). 

Analysis of livelihood outcomes − involved analysing the degree of achievement in the waste 

pickers in meeting their individual objectives, economic success, their security in future and 

their patterns of investment, people‟s capability to cope, the variety of their choices and their 

resilience. (Levine, 2014). By performing such an analysis for each case study, the way was 

paved for external stakeholders such as policy makers and the government to understand the 

contributions to the livelihood outcomes of the waste pickers in order to know how best to 

support them in future (Levine, 2014).  

Observations made throughout the data collection process were also analysed using thematic 

analysis with the SLF. 

4.7.5 Stage 3: Qualitative interviews with municipal workers and BBC 

owners/representatives 

Interviews were done with 5 municipal workers and 3 BBC owners and representative. These 

participants were randomly selected based on availability. The researcher went to some of the 

BBCs around the areas were research was conducted and ask for permission to do the 

interviews. The method used in finding participants in this category was snowball and 

convenience sampling one participant would refer the researchers to the next participant. 

The following objectives were addressed during data collection with municipal workers and 

the BBC owners/representatives: 
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 Objective 1: Explore and describe the vulnerability context of the waste pickers. 

 Objective 2: Explore and describe the livelihood assets of the waste pickers.  

 Objective 3: Explore and describe the policies, institutions and processes affecting the 

waste pickers‟ livelihood. 

 Objective 4: Explore and describe the livelihood strategies of the waste pickers. 

 Objective 5: Explore and analyse the possible livelihood outcomes of the waste 

pickers. 

4.7.6 Population and sampling  

Two groups of people were selected for the interviews 

1. Municipal employees directly involved in the management of the landfill sites and the 

MRF 

2. BBC owners and representatives who buy directly from the waste pickers. 

4.7.7 Data Collection 

Data collection was completed through individual semi-structured interviews. Permission was 

obtained from the municipalities to enter the landfill sites. In addition, the solid waste 

managers and supervisors at the sites were interviewed as well as the people directly involved 

in the daily management of the landfill site. This was undertaken before the commencement 

of the interviews on site. 

The BBCs who bought from the waste pickers on the landfill sites were interviewed at their 

various premises after the on-site interviews with the waste pickers.  

It was not easy to use the same participants as the ones use in phase one as the two phase were 

done in different time of the year. The time phase 2 data collection was done some 

participants have moved to other town, some got different jobs and some might not have had 

a chance of come to the landfill site due to capped numbers that are needed per day in some 

landfill sites. 
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4.7.8 Data Analysis 

Data collected at each landfill site were analysed and used to triangulate the data obtained 

from the waste pickers on the landfill sites. The data are presented according to the elements 

of the SLF. 
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4.8 TRUSTWORTHINESS  

The main reason for trustworthiness and data verification in a qualitative inquiry is to support 

the argument that the inquiry‟s findings are “worth paying attention to” and that the data are 

checked for any errors among other inconsistences (Lincoln & Guba, 2005). In respect of the 

qualitative data, the researcher achieved this by evaluating mainly the credibility of the study 

in demonstrating whether the data represents the phenomena being studied as recommended 

by Creswell (2011). Dependability was checked to verify the consistency of the data and 

information produced by the study (Lincoln & Guba, 2005). The same methodology was 

applied with all participants to achieve this. By ensuring that the data validly represent the 

phenomena studied, one would hence show trustworthiness of the data collected and findings 

obtained. The researcher made use of questionnaires, focus groups, interviews, and 

observations to collect data because collecting information from a variety of sources and 

using a variety of techniques can confirm findings (Zohrabi, 2013). Getting collaborative 

dependable findings was taken as validation that the researcher obtained valid data. 

Triangulation of the data from different sources also added to the trustworthiness of the data. 

As the study used a variety of data collection methods triangulation of the data was used to 

determine the trustworthiness of the data. The comparison between the case studies also 

added to the trustworthiness. 

4.9 PHASE 3: ANALYSIS  

4.9.1 Stage 4 

Interpretation of case studies and comparison between case studies. 

4.9.2 Objective 4 

Explore and analyse the livelihood outcomes of the waste pickers. 

Interpretations and comparisons of the case studies were undertaken through comparing the 

similar themes that emerged throughout the five case studies and commenting on the 

differences. Recommendations were also made towards polices and best practices. The 

following method was used to achieve this. 

Methods: 
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1. A case study of each landfill site and its waste pickers was compiled and analysed 

according to the SLF. 

2. A comparison was made between the case studies and then recommendations were 

made regarding polices and best practices.  

4.10 ETHICS STATEMENT  

To protect the rights and dignity of the research participants the following principles were 

adhered to.  

Informed consent: The prerequisites of consent provided appropriate information which stated 

that, taking part in the study will be unpaid; they will have the liberty to decline or withdraw 

at any point of the study and agreement will be in writing (Terre Blanche et al., 2006). The 

consent form was clearly explained to the waste pickers as some were illiterate. For this 

research to also yield robust findings the researcher had to follow certain protocols guided by 

ethics in the Social Work profession. Williams et al. (1995, p.30) state that in “social sciences 

ethical issues are pervasive and complex since data should not be obtained at the expense of 

human being”. Therefore, permission should always be granted to the researcher before any 

research or interviews commence. Permission to conduct the research was obtained from the 

Senate Research Ethics Committee and the Senate Higher Degrees Committee of the 

University of the Western Cape. See appendix 9 ethical clearance form. 

Confidentiality, privacy and anonymity: To maintain participants‟ self-respect, identity, and 

dignity, they were assured that the information would be used by the researcher and her 

supervisors for study purposes only (Babbie & Mouton, 2007). Data collected were kept in 

the researcher‟s computer that was password protected. Audio recording were also 

downloaded and stored safely in the computer. Participants were assured that any identifying 

information would be removed after coding and pseudonyms would be assigned to them to 

protect their identity (Kerlinger & Lee, 2000; Patton, 2001; Liamputton & Ezzy, 2005). A 

confidentiality form was prepared for the focus groups and issued to participants before the 

commencement of the group session. See appendix 1. The recordings and notes from data 

collection will be kept for a reasonable time before being discarded when researcher‟s final 

study results are out and will be destroyed. See appendix 6,7 and 8. 
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Participation was voluntary and research participants were informed that they could withdraw 

from the research at any time without penalty. Debriefing was offered to help in correcting 

any problems that might have been generated by the research experience (Babbie, 2001 in De 

Vos et al., 2011). The researcher clarified the aim of the study and outlined all processes in 

advance. Information on the times and meeting places for the interviews was also given. 

Harm reduction: All human interactions and talking about oneself or others carry some 

amount of risk. The researcher was able to protect participants from such risk by informing 

them that if they experienced any discomfort, psychological or otherwise while participating 

in the study they must ask for assistance. The times for the group interviews were negotiated 

with the waste pickers to prevent them from losing work with adverse impact on their 

earnings. Therefore, most interviews were conducted at a time when no trucks needing to be 

emptied came to dump waste. 

Self-reflexivity: In research it is crucial to take note of self-reflexivity. It is simply defined as, 

taking an ongoing chat with your whole self around what you are experiencing as you are 

experiencing it (Nagata, 2005). According to Hammell, Carpenter and Dyck (2000) 

reflexivity involves articulation of the deep-seated views and judgments that affects the 

research topic but also a full assessment of the influence of the researcher‟s background, 

perceptions and interest in the research process. Polgar and Thomas cited in Coneeley (2002) 

note that reflexivity is a means through which rigour in research can be increased. The 

process of capturing and analysing subjective elements could result in a deeper understanding. 

The researcher was always mindful to separate herself from emotional attachments and 

personal thoughts with the research participants; therefore, the interviews were carried out in 

a professional ethical manner as the researcher aimed to be non-judgmental and tolerant to the 

respondents‟ self-worth and dignity. The researcher avoided sensitive questions to avoid 

coercing the participants into saying anything with which they were not comfortable. The 

researcher engaged in regular reflection with peers as part of this process. On-going support 

was received from the researcher‟s  

Being a foreigner unable to understand the research participants‟ mother language, the 

researcher made use of trained fieldworkers who helped with translation during the data 

collection process. 

A detailed self-reflection will be presented in the final chapter (Chapter 8). 

https://etd.uwc.ac.za/



 

 82 

4.11 CHAPTER SUMMARY 

To sum up, the purpose of this chapter was to show the methodology used for the study and to 

justify why the chosen methodology and paradigm was used. The complexity of using both 

qualitative and quantitative approaches in this study served a great importance in producing 

effective and dependable information that can perhaps be used in influencing the waste 

management sector in improving the livelihoods of the landfill waste pickers and giving 

dignity to their source of living. Rich data produced from the SLF analysis and the 

presentation of case studies of each landfill site produced new insight and understanding on 

the current situation that affects the livelihoods of landfill waste pickers. The next chapter 

presents the findings of the study from each of the case study sited. 
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CHAPTER 5:  

 

FINDINGS OF THE INDIVIDUAL CASE STUDIES 

5.1 INTRODUCTION 

Chapter 5 will present the research finds for all 4 landfill sites and the MRF. The study 

findings will be structureed according to the elements of SLF and different themes that came 

out of each theme will be clearly presented. 

5.1.1 Case study 1: ST landfill site  

In this section ST landfill site will be presented in a form of a case study. The case study of 

ST landfill site will be presented in this chapter; the study findings will be structured 

according to the elements of the SLF as follows:  

 Vulnerability Context 

 Livelihood assets 

 The policies, institutions, and processes 

 Livelihood strategies 

 Livelihoods outcomes 

ST is in the Western Cape Province of South Africa, 50km to the East of Cape Town 

(Statistics South Africa, 2011).  
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Figure 5.1: Map of Stellenbosch Municipality (Source: Municipalities of South Africa, 2017) 

As shown in the above map Stellenbosch is the smallest of the five municipalities in the Cape 

Winelands area. The other municipalities, in descending order of geographical size, are 

Witzenberg, Langberg, Breede Valley, Drakenstein and lastly Stellenbosch. Within the 

Stellenbosch area there are also towns such as Franschhoek, Klapmuts, and Pniël. These 

towns are widely known for being surrounded by wine estates which produce quality wine, 

restaurants, historical buildings, and educational institutions (Stellenbosch local Municipality, 

2017). Stellenbosch has a Mediterranean climate because it receives most of the rainfall in 

winter and in summer there is dry, warm to windy temperatures (Agenberg, 2006). 

Stellenbosch is overseen by the Stellenbosch Local Municipality (SLM) (Census, 2011). It 

has a population of 155 733 as per the 2011 census. The Municipality of South Africa, (MSA) 

2017 website recorded an increase in the population of the area stating that in 2016 it had 

grown 173 197. There is 2.42% population growth per annum (MSA, 2017). The 

unemployment rate in Stellenbosch is 11.9% (Western Cape Government, 2017).  

In the next segment methods of data collection will be shown that were used to gather the data 

at ST landfill site. 
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5.1.2 Phase 1: Quantitative Data collection 

The researcher travelled to Stellenbosch landfill site to collect quantitative data which mainly 

comprised of socio-economic data with the help fieldworkers − a group of 4
th

 year social 

work students from the University of the Western Cape (UWC) who could speak the 

predominant languages spoken by the waste pickers such as English, Afrikaans and IsiXhosa. 

The socio-economic data were collected using questionnaires with quantitative and open-

ended explanatory questions through which more detailed information was gathered. After we 

received permission from the landfill manager, she advised us to collect data early in the 

morning before the trucks began to arrive to dump waste. As soon as the trucks arrive at the 

landfill the waste pickers would not be interested in talking to us as they would be focussed 

on getting to the waste first. Completed questionnaires were received from 46 waste pickers. 

This phase was completed in April 2016. 

The researcher and fieldworkers were not allowed on the landfill for safety reasons, and the 

interviews were held at the entrance/office to the landfill. The waste pickers were called by 

the official to meet the fieldworkers on the grass in front of the office. On the day of the site 

visit, it was estimated that 50 waste pickers were working on the site. Forty-six (92% of this 

total) completed the survey questionnaire. The landfill manager informed us that the landfill 

site was previously accessible to anyone interested in waste picking; however, this resulted in 

too many waste pickers and the situation became unruly, unmanageable, and unsafe for the 

community to access the site. Other activities such as substance abuse and gang activities took 

place and it made it risky for the waste pickers as well as members of the community who 

came to off load waste. Members of the community who needed to drop off waste at the site 

did not feel safe any longer to use it. If a community does not feel safe to go to the landfill 

site, then they tend to dump waste illegally elsewhere. Because of this situation the 

municipality was instructed by the Western Cape provincial Department of Environmental 

Affairs to limit the number of waste pickers allowed on the landfill site to 40-50 per day. This 

limit was now adhered to on a first come first served basis and those arriving to pick waste 

were required to sign in with a register and ID document. The “legal” waste pickers were 

provided with Day-Glo jackets for the purpose of easy identification Nobody else was 

allowed work on the landfill except those wearing day glo jackets and the officials. The 

landfill site was fenced.  
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5.1.3 Phase 2: Qualitative Data 

This phase was completed in October 2016 where interviews were conducted with the waste 

pickers on the landfill site. Most of the waste pickers were working as individuals and it was 

not possible to hold a formal focus group interview. The researcher managed to interview two 

sisters jointly who were working together. The other waste pickers preferred to be interviewed 

individually. They were then interviewed where they were busy collecting, sorting or waiting 

for the next truck to come in. As soon as the trucks move in the waste pickers would run to 

collect their waste and the researcher continued the discussion when they returned from 

sorting the waste. Observations were made of their activities and interactions and noted down. 

On this day the landfill site manager participated in the research as participants separately 

from the waste pickers.  

5.1.4 General observations of the landfill site 

During the first visit to the landfill site the researcher and fieldworkers arrived early in the 

morning and met with the site manager at the on-site municipal offices. The waste pickers 

were queuing outside the gate completing registration and they were signed into the site with 

their identity documents. The security guards counted the number of people that they allowed 

for the day and they were given light green safety day glo-jacket which makes them visible. 

The remaining people were sent back home. The gates were opened, and people ran to their 

work areas. There were three different sections as follows:  

 where compost is made from garden waste;  

 where building rubble is sorted; here bricks are cleaned and sold to prospective 

builders.  

 where mixed waste is dumped 

A few meters from the entrance there was a weigh bridge at the office, fully equipped with a 

computer and other devices to record the data of the incoming and outgoing trucks. Outside 

the office there was a well-maintained flower garden and grass area that is maintained by the 

municipality. At the gate temporary toilet facilities were available to staff and waste pickers. 

There was order on the landfill site as the waste pickers and the security guards were well 

informed on what they should be doing. On the day when the qualitative data were collected 

there were fewer women than the previous time. When enquiring about the low number on the 

site the waste pickers informed us that it was the last day of the month and the women had 

https://etd.uwc.ac.za/



 

 87 

gone to collect the various social welfare grants to which they were entitled, like the old age 

persons, child support and care dependency grants from South African Social Security 

(SASSA).  

The following sections presents the research findings according to the SLF. 

5.1.5 Research findings according to the SLF 

5.1.5.1 The vulnerability context 

The following vulnerabilities affecting the collection of waste were highlighted by the waste 

pickers on the Stellenbosch landfill site. 

Theme 1: Difficult working conditions 

The waste pickers highlighted working conditions related to waste picking as the major 

vulnerability that impacts their work and daily functioning on the landfill site. The fact that 

they work in the open exposing themselves to extreme weather conditions, has a negative 

impact on their work and income. During the summer they must work in the sun and often in 

high temperatures without having shade and in the winter, they do not have protection against 

the rain and cold (Stellenbosch falls within the winter rain season). This affects their 

collection and sorting of waste and in the end their income since wet paper and cardboard 

boxes cannot be sold, and it adversely affects their health.  

Despite the difficult working conditions, the waste pickers must work as this is their main 

source of livelihood or income. The participants narrated the following:  

“… heat from the sun can be too much for us …” 

“… Illness caused by … weather …” 

“Cold and chest pains especially in winter when it is cold and rains” 

In addition, they shared that in the dry seasons when the trucks are offloading waste, the wind 

blows many particles, some of which can be hazardous to health as one of the waste pickers 

mentioned:  

“… fear of contracting tubeculosis and there are bad smells and dust on site”  
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Not having protective clothing like masks and gloves were also raised as having a negative 

impact in their everyday work. They reported that:  

“You can cut your fingers when searching for waste …” 

“… The dust and you can get TB …” 

“Chest pains and shortness of breath because of the dust ...” 

“… cut by glass if he does not put his gloves on …” 

“… Stabbed by a needle ...” 

“Must wear a bib to be easily identifiable for trucks and caterpillars not to be run 

over” 

Figure 11 below is a picture of a truck offloading waste and the pickers are all waiting next to 

it wearing their day-glo jackets but without any protective clothing. On further inquiry the 

landfill site manager told the researcher that they do provide the waste pickers with masks to 

protect them from inhaling dust but they do not wear them. The morning on arrivall at the 

landfill site mouth and nose masks to protect against dust were handed out to the waste 

pickers. They hung the mask around their neck but did not make use of it. Similar findings 

were observed by van Heerden (2015) where he provided gloves to the street waste pickers 

who did not use it. They later explained to him that they cannot “feel” the waste in the 

dustbins when wearing gloves so they prefer not to use them. 

 

Figure 5.2: Truck Offloading Waste at ST Landfill Site (Source: Researcher) 
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In addition to dust inhalation the landfill site is also affected by bad smells that come mostly 

from the household waste: 

“… there is bad smell and there is nothing we can do...”. The bad smell is caused by 

“… rotten food …” in the household waste which is unavoidable. 

Theme 3: Stealing waste 

A third concern raised by the waste pickers regarding working conditions and vulnerabilities 

is the fact that during the day there is sufficient security at the site as it is fenced and guarded 

to prevent people entering, but during the night there is no security or a space where their 

waste can be safely stored. It was not always possible for waste pickers to sell the waste they 

had collected that day and so they stored it in bags overnight on the site. However, some 

waste pickers reported that after working hours other people managed to enter the site and 

steal the waste, they had collected which adversely affected their income. 

“Let’s say you do not sell all your bags on the day and keep the bags on site, the next 

day when you come there will be nothing. People come back at night to steal” 

Theme 4: Global and local market prices  

One of the major vulnerabilities affecting the waste pickers is the global and national market 

prices for recyclables and the prices paid to the waste pickers by the BBCs. 

The waste pickers reported that they feel that the BBCs are taking advantage of them when it 

comes to pricing of the recyclables. When interviewing a group who were collecting scrap 

metals, they narrated that: 

“… the people that are buying the waste sometimes are robbing us giving us small 

money ...” 

“… The scales are not working properly, and we feel they are cheating us ...” 

“… We never get to see the prices they should charge per kg, each buyer has their own 

price, it’s not like selling plastics where you know a certain kg will cost this much …” 

The comments made by the waste pickers support the claim that they are excluded from 

knowing how prices are determined. Therefore the waste pickers do not understand the price 

structures of the recycling sectors as the BBCs price is determined by many factors such as 
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supply and demand of the product and also the distance that the BBCs travel to pick up waste 

from landfill sites and also the distance of transport the recyclables to the recovering 

companies and various other issues impacting on their profits (Viljoen, Schenck & Blaauw, 

2012). 

Theme 5: Possibility of landfill site closure 

A major vulnerability to which the waste pickers are exposed on the ST landfill was the 

potential closure of the site at the end of 2018 because it had reached its maximum lifespan. 

Most of the waste pickers would then be left without any form of work and income. The 

landfill manager reported that  

“… the landfill site is facing closure in the next 2 years as it is getting full; this will 

have a huge impact on the pickers as they will be left without jobs and money to keep up 

with their livelihoods”  

She also indicated that she is very worried about what will happen to the waste pickers when 

the landfill is closed as the muncipality has not finalised its plans for future waste disposal. 

There were a variety of options. This situation is evidence of the fact that the wastepickers are 

vulnerable to decisions made by the municipalites which will be further discussed under 

“transforming structures and processes”. 

5.1.5.2 Transforming structures and processes 

The management of the ST landfill site is outsourced to a private waste management 

company. The company was awarded the tender from the Stellenbosch municipality to 

manage and operate the landfill site for 5 years. The landfill site manager from the 

municipality is still responsible for monitoring the management of the landfill site. The 

management company was instructed to allow only 50 people per day on the landfill as per 

instructions from the Western Cape Provincial Government. Waste pickers must register with 

their ID so that only South Africans can enter. However, according to site manager 60 people 

were registered as waste pickers at the landfill site. The landfill site operated a first come first 

served basis so there was no guarantee that work would be available on any given day; this 

clearly had implications for the waste pickers‟ income. It is noted that the day we completed 

the quantitative interviews, 50 waste pickers were on the landfill site. Each morning the waste 

pickers were required to sign in at the gate and sign out when leaving. Waste pickers had a 
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limited time at the site; usually after 3pm they were told to leave and come back the following 

morning. 

During the time we spent on the landfill site we observed that some of the cardboard boxes 

were not collected. On inquiry about this, we were told that due to the limited time available 

to the waste pickers for collecting the waste each day they focus on the more valuable 

recyclable waste first and then if time permits, they will take the cardboard boxes. It emerged 

that the prices of cardboard boxes decreased, thus reducing their recycle value. 

ST was the only landfill where the municipality tried to give the waste pickers a voice. A 

committee was elected by the waste pickers through which the municipality communicates 

with the waste pickers. Therefore, the waste pickers had “leaders” who represented the waste 

picker group. They were specifically chosen by the waste pickers together with the landfill 

site managers, based on their years of work experience on the site. At the time the leaders had 

20 years‟ experience of working on the site. They were the first line of the complaint‟s 

procedure, and if they were unable to solve the issue, they would then refer the case further to 

the landfill site manager. The chosen leaders were not given any privileges and they were 

treated equally with the rest of the group.  

The security guards were responsible for monitoring the number of people who were able to 

access the site. They were responsible only for what happened at the entrance but did not 

monitor the waste picking, although they monitored the separation of the pickers and the 

moving trucks. It was reported by some waste pickers that some of their fellow waste pickers 

hid drugs and sold them inside the site.  

Theme 6: Daily Routine 

Some waste pickers had actually set up their homes at the landfill site so as to get access to 

the site each morning. In fact on our first visit to the landfill, some waste pickers‟ shacks were 

still visible on the landfill site. Between the first and second visit the waste pickers moved to 

more appropriate and dignified premises. They were then assisted by the municipality to 

obtain houses. Some lived next to the landfill but others up to 5 km from the landfill site. As 

the site opearated on a first-come-first-served basis, those living further from the site 

explained that they had to leave home as early as 3am to arrive at the gate in time to be among 

the first 50 people waiting to enter when the gates opened at 7:30am. Because of the distance 
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that the pickers needed to travel each day to get to the site they were at risk of being arrested 

and exposed to crime as reported by one waste picker  

“The people woke up and walk as far as from Kayamandi (township next to 

Stellenbosch) at 1:00 am … and they walk through the farms just to cut the distance and 

they have been having trespassing problems with the farmer”  

A few waste pickers said that they are vulnerable to being robbed as they travell very ealry in 

the mornings or late at night which are times they are likeley to be robbed.  

“… we stay is Vlottenburg (5km away) and we start walking to work at 3am every day 

and we will walk …” 

“… we will walk back home from the recycling company at 7pm …” 

“… walking in the dark, cold and rain in winter …” 

In the Western Cape Province during winter it gets dark around 6pm and the sun also rises 

late around 7am which makes the days shorter. There is also the risk of being robbed of the 

money earned for the day.  

5.1.5.3 Livelihood assets 

The following sections discuss the research findings according to the livelihood assets looking 

at human capital, natural capital, financial capital, physical capital, and social capital. 

Human Capital 

The landfill site was male dominated with men comprising 78% of the interviewed people and 

females are only 20%. Two percent were gay/transgender. Two persons did not reveal their 

gender but were men dressed as women. On observation they seemed to be well accepted 

among the waste pickers on the landfill site. 

Two thirds (67%) of the waste pickers on the site identified themselves as coloured and the 

remainder (33%) as black/African. The racial composition of Stellenbosch municipality is 

52.24% coloured, 28.07% black, 18.46% white, 0.40% Indian /Asian, 0.83% others (Census, 

2011). The waste pickers provide some reflection of the Stellenbosch population, with the 

exception that no whites were present on the landfill.  
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Theme 7: Educational levels of waste pickers 

The following graph shows the educational levels of the waste pickers at the ST landfill site. 

The reasons for not completing school will also be given as narrated by the waste pickers. 

 

Figure 5.3: Educational Levels of Waste Pickers at ST landfill site (Source: survey data) 

Lack of education is one of the main reasons people end up in the informal economy. The 

research findings showed that only one waste picker completed grade 12. Most waste pickers 

managed to at least complete grade 9 and 10 as shown in the above graph. The waste pickers 

highlighted the following reasons for not completing school.  

Theme 8: Poverty or financial problems 

Living in poverty and not having enough finances was reported to be some of the reasons why 

some waste pickers did not complete school: 

“No money to continue schooling. Only mom works” 

“There was no income” (and he had to leave school to work and earn an income) 

Theme 9: Household chores 

Some participants expressed that they dropped out of school because they needed/ were 

expected to do household chores.The following are some of the duties that they said they had 

to perform at home: 

“Watching livestocks” 

“Left school to help my parents in the house” 
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Behavioral challenges 

Behaviourial challenges were identified as some of the reasons for not completing school, 

such as: 

“Started drinking and smoking at 13yrs” 

“Was a naughty and a corrupt child in schools” 

“Influenced by her boyfriend”(to leave school) 

“I was having many behavioural and drug problems” 

Leaving school early make them less employable in the formal job market. 

Despite their low school qualifications some waste pickers had other informal training which 

will be discussed next. 

 

Figure 5.3: Other Training Possessed by Waste Pickers on ST Landfill Site (Source: Survey 

data) 

Twenty-two people responded that they have other training after school and 22 did not have 

any training and four people did not respond. The types of training they reported included: 

 Building  

 Carpenter  

 Construction work 

 Driver  

 Gardening  

 Machine operator 

 Painter  

 Panelbeater  
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 Paving/Painting 

 Plastering  

 Plumbing  

 Re-cycling operator 

 Security  

 Sewing  

 Sketching 

 Smoke fish/ 

 Woodwork  

 Waiter 

 Sheet metal worker 

Financial Capital 

Many participants expressed that they were engaged in informal waste picking as it provides 

an income for them to provide for their own needs and those of their families. 

As one participant expressed, 

“… seeing friends earn money from waste picking and this encouraged me to earn my 

own.” The comment also hints about friendships that may provide an attraction to 

recycling on the landfill site, as will be discussed later. Another one narrated that:  

“I decided to pick waste because I did not have an income and no one else was working 

at my house”. 

 

Figure 5.4: Formal Sector Experience of Waste Pickers at ST Landfill Site (Source: Survey 

data) 
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Twenty-five of the 46 people who participated in the survey said that they have worked in the 

formal sector before. 

The waste pickers acknowledged that there were few obstacles to collecting recyclable waste 

as a means of livelihood and the job also included an element of self determination: 

“… you can earn money on a daily basis and can also find food everyday ...” and some 

said “you can sit down when tired and no one can tell you what to do”. 

The comments above provide a good explanation for being in the infomal sector. Not only 

does it provide an income but it provides freedom and independence. 

Average weekly earnings for most waste pickers on the ST landfill on a good week were up to 

R500 while a few earned up to a R1000 and even R18000 per week (see Table 5.1 below). 

Table 5.1: 

Income in the Week Prior to the Interview at ST Landfill Site 

Landfill  

site: N Minimum Maximum Mean Median 

Standard 

deviation 

ST 45 0 1800 482.22 400 393.3012 

Source: Survey data 

For many waste pickers the income from waste picking must support them and their family. 

Some were, however, supported by government grants to sustain themselves and their 

families throughout the month.  

As Stellenbosch is a town with a university, schools and hostels and a thriving tourist industry 

a big variety of waste came to the landfill. Waste pickers had different selections on the 

recyclable waste that they pick. According to the waste pickers the most valuable waste was 

metal and plastics. On questioning why, they did not collect the boxes, they responded that 

the BBCs did not pay well for the boxes. They collected boxes when they had enough time 

but with the limited time available, they picked the waste with the best value. It was also 

indicated that they sold the recyclables to one buyer as they trusted him more and they got 

paid between R150-R250 per day. The waste pickers shared that the prices of metal fluctuated 

more than any of the other recyclables. A group of waste pickers were also cleaning and re 

selling bricks to builders.  
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The waste pickers expressed the wish for more stability and transparency in the prices paid to 

them by the BBCs:  

“… the dealers should put a price list at the reception on what they pay per kg, this will 

make things more transparent” 

They further expressed the wish that the BBCs could pay the same prices so that did not have 

to search around for the best prices:  

“… they must pay the same prices then we will not have the stress of looking for the 

highest paying person and not be cheated” 

An interesting suggestion made by some waste pickers was that the BBCs should pay them 

weekly instead of daily:  

“… some waste pickers prefer that they get their payment every weekend as they feel it 

is wasteful to get money every day and it will finish buying unnecessary things” 

However, waste pickers differed in their preferences for daily or weekly payment. 

Social Capital 

Most waste pickers collected as individuals although some did so as pairs/groups. A few 

participants emphasised that it was much easier if they collected in groups, like a group of 

cousins who specialised in collecting metals:  

“What we love about working together is the level of respect and trust we give to each 

other” and some said, “If we work as couples, we give each other support and we 

gather a lot”. 

Although most participants worked independently, they indicated that they supported each 

other in different ways, such as helping each other out and loaning money.  

Besides the support that they received from one another, participants expressed the only other 

support they received was related to the provision of food by churches, individuals, and 

businesses.  
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Theme 8: Relationship between the waste pickers and the BBCs 

On inquiring about their relationships with the BBCs it was clear that waste pickers had little 

trust in the BBCs as they did not understand the fluctuation in the pricing structures. The lack 

of transparency resulted in distrust. Comments made were:  

“The scales are not working properly, and we feel they are cheating us … never get to 

see the prices they should charge per kg, each buyer has their own price, it’s not like 

selling plastics where you know a certain kg will cost this much.” 

In exploring more about the waste pickers‟ knowledge of pricing it showed that they did not 

know how the pricing structures/processes work. 

Below the relationship between the municipality and the waste pickers will be discussed. 

Theme 9: Relationship between the municipality and the waste pickers 

When talking to the waste pickers about their relationship with the officials working for the 

municipality it was reported that they had a good relationship: 

“Some people treat them well and others treat them bad” 

Then there were those that “Treated them … with respect” and “They treat him well as 

he has displayed no feelings of ill-treatment” 

The municipality was said not to be involved in the management of waste pickers during their 

working hours at the landfill site. As noted above the waste pickers had their own 

representatives who were elected to play a leadership role. The following explains their role at 

the landfill site: 

“… represent the greater population of the waste pickers, they are the first line of 

complaints procedure, if they cannot handle it then they refer the case further. The 

chosen leaders are not given any special attention they are treated equally with the rest 

of the group”. 

“… they don’t bother us … ” 

Relationships among the waste pickers will be discussed in the next section. 
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Relationships among the waste pickers 

On observation some of the waste pickers were working together and from the questionnaires 

it seemeds as if they supported each other. Thirty participants indicated that they supported 

each other in various ways, such as sharing food, helping to collect waste etc . Some also 

worked as couples.  

Just like any other working place the waste pickers were found to have strained relationships 

that put them at risk such as intimidation, tension and competition for survival. The following 

statements were narrated in this regard as follows: 

“… there is a racial tension between coloureds and blacks …” 

“… fights about resources …” 

“… friend has been stabbed to death …” 

The security guards assisted in keeping order on the landfill site, and amonst the waste pickers 

some had been elected to monitor suspcious activities and report these to the security guards. 

Physical Capital 

It is important to explore and describe the dimension of physical capital since its absence 

leads to difficulties in achieving livelihoods. Physical capital refers to natural resources such 

as water and access to land (Krantz, 2001; Ruben,  Pender & Kuyvenhoven, 2007). 

Stellenbosch is primarily a wine farming area and most of the land belongs to commercial 

wine farmers. The natural beauty of the area and the wine farms attract tourists to this area 

which generates waste. In comparison with other towns the unemployment rate in 

Stellenbosch was lower due to employment opportunities primarily in the agricultural and 

tourism industries.  

On the other hand, poor people live in informal settlements close to where they hope they can 

find employment. Unlike the other sites in this study, the ST landfill site was not close to any 

township. Due to the first-come-first-served policy the waste pickers shared that they had to 

leave home extremely early so as to get to the landfill site on time to reserve a space in the 

queue to be one of the 50 to be allowed on the site for the day: 

“The people woke up and walk as far as from Kayamandi at 1 am …” 
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The determination and desperation of the waste pickers was evident in the fact that they 

walked the distances in the early morning hours to make sure they reached the landfill site to 

be allowed in for waste picking. If not, they would miss a day‟s work and income. This was 

then also the reason some people originally set up their home on the landfill site.  

Theme 10: Access to food 

Members of less privileged families are repeatedly forced to miss regular meals. Thirteen of 

the 46 who were interviewed indicated that they had spent up to three days without food in 

the previous month while others indicated that they had food every day as they were able to 

access food on the landfill site. The following are the types of food to which they had access 

on the landfill site: 

“Meat, bread, milk, fruits and vegetables, tinned food, flour, rice sugar, fish, spices, 

amasi and poultry.” 

The landfill site was therefore more than valuable location for recyclable waste. It was also a 

source of food.  

Theme 11: Safety and security 

ST landfill site was fenced and had controlled access with security guards; the guards were 

responsible for maintaining safety and registering the waste pickers when they arrived in the 

morning and on their departure. They also monitored the gate in terms of the trucks coming in 

and out of the landfill site as illustrated in the picture below (Figure 15). Concrete bars were 

used as fencing around the landfill site. The benefit of the controlled access made the working 

conditions safe for the waste pickers. 
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Figure 5.5: Access Control at ST Landfill Site (Source: Researcher) 

Three toilets were observed on site (Figure 16); two were for the use of the waste pickers and 

one by the management and visitors to the site. Different from the other landfills we visited as 

part of the research, the Stellenbosch landfill site made temporary toilets and water taps 

available for the waste pickers. One of the reasons why permanent structures were not erected 

is that the was expected to close within a year or two.  

 

Figure 5.6: Toilets at ST Landfill Site (Source: Researcher)  
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When trucks came in, they entered through security checks and then got on the weigh bridge 

whereby a designated official registered the vehicle registration number, type of waste and 

how much the truck weighed and entered the information into a computer data base. With this 

the municipality was able to fully document what came in and went out of the site every day. 

 

Figure 5.7: Weigh Bridge at ST Landfill Site (Source: Researcher) 

Theme 12: Housing 

Shelter is a very big part of people‟s livelihoods and wellbeing. 50% of the participants in the 

survey indicated that they lived in shacks, 25% lived in a brick house. 15% mentioned that 

they lived in other structures not mentioned in the questionnaire. 4.5% of the people lived in a 

backyard shack, 2.3 lived in a backyard room and another 2.3% lived in the veld.  

Theme 13: Waste pickers’ place of origin 

All participants indicated that they were South Africans, although they came from different 

provinces. The majority (83%) were born in the Western Cape Province. 15% were born in 

the Eastern Cape province and around 1% from each of North West Province and Northern 

Cape Province. 

In the next section livelihood strategies will be discussed. 
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5.1.5.4 Livelihood strategies  

The main reason for the waste pickers to be on the landfill site was to collect waste to make a 

living; however, the landfill offered more than an income. The waste pickers not only picked 

recyclables, but they also found food to eat on site and some took this home to their families. 

The municipality official reported that: 

“Pickers do get access to food if they find it amongst the waste and they love it they do 

take, but we do not allow shops like restaurants to come give them their waste food. 

There are special arrangements with the shops to come after the pickers are gone, they 

dig a very big hole and cover the food with soil. It is a serious health hazard”. 

Stellenbosch landfill site did not only take waste from household and industrial waste, it also 

took garden waste. Some waste pickers focussed on garden waste which was shredded in a 

separate section of the site that specifically dealt with this type of waste. Waste like branches 

of trees were shredded and taken to create garden compost at the sewage site; this was done 

by municipal workers and sold to people as manure for their gardens (see Figure 18). 

 

Figure 5.8: Garden Waste at ST Landfill Site (Source: Researcher) 

Collecting building rubble was observed as another livelihood strategy. A few men on the site 

focussed specifically on this section, sorting and selling of the bricks. Figure 5.9 shows a 

picture of bricks that had been sorted from the building rubble. Rubble sorting was reported to 

have a steady price and was a benefit as the waste pickers knew what they would earn; 
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however, on the other hand the price was relatively low and thus few waste pickers chose to 

pursue this commodity. 

 

Figure 5.9: Cleaned and Sorted Bricks at ST Landfill Site (Source: Researcher) 

It was observed that cardboard boxes were not rated as highly as a huge pile of boxes had 

been left untouched. The waste pickers were picking plastics instead as portrayed in the photo 

below (Figure 5.10) since plastic attracted better prices. 

 

Figure 5.10: Untouched Cardboard Boxes at ST Landfill Site (Source: Researcher) 
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Some waste pickers showed that they did not only rely on the income which came from waste 

picking. Besides waste picking some of the waste pickers reported that had other jobs such as: 

“Bouncer at Night Club” 

“Contract farm worker” 

“Construction labourer” 

“Horse groomer” 

“Jewellery making” 

Some of the other jobs mentioned by the workers included seasonal like farm work; this 

showed that there were months in which some waste pickers had to survive only on the 

income they got from waste picking and they used waste picking as a filler between 

seasonal/contract work. 

5.1.5.5 Livelihood outcomes 

According to the solid waste management annual report (SWMAR) 2015/16, the total waste 

received at the Stellenbosch landfill site was 156 551t in the 2015/16 financial year. This is a 

2.43% increase when compared to the same period the year before. Domestic and business 

refuse increased by 13.3%, builders‟ rubble and soil (in combination) decreased by 5.9% and 

garden refuse increased by 102.7%, when compared to the corresponding period in the 

previous financial year (SWMAR, 2015/2016).  

The researcher had an opportunity to visit a BBC owned by a lady who used to be a waste 

picker herself. With the money she raised from picking waste and a loan from her brother in-

law, she opened a BBC. She used her profits to buy a bakkie and had a business partner who 

drove the bakkies to and from the landfill site. 

Waste pickers found November and December to be the busiest months of the year during 

which time they could more than in any other months of the year. They narrated that  

“… the busiest month is the month of November to December because industries and 

shops are cleaning and throwing away the thing that they don’t want anymore and 

preparing for next year. They do repairs of major things like pipes and pipes with metal 

and these benefits us a lot”  
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The owner of the BBC also noted that,  

“... in October, November and December the Stellenbosch University students will be 

cleaning the residence and preparing to go after completing their degrees or their 

academic year, they want to carry minimal things home so they throw away a lot of 

things”. 

Reflecting on the management of the ST landfill site it can be regarded as a well-managed site 

where there was an attempt and care was taken to provide the waste pickers a voice and 

dignity. Even though the landfill site was well managed the waste pickers were concerned 

about their job security as it was destined for closure by the end of 2018. At that point no one 

had a back-up plan and they did not know where the new site would be situated. 

We live in a free economy and the waste pickers were being “entrepreneurial” to make a 

living, but on the other hand they wanted a safe and predictable environment. There were 

concerns with regards to the way the BBCs priced the collected waste, there were no set 

prices and they each did what they wanted. 

The site limit for the number of waste pickers who could work on the site each day worked to 

the detriment of the waste pickers‟ livelihoods. 

5.2 CASE STUDY 2: VR LANDFILL SITE 

5.2.1 Introduction  

VR Landfill site was also a well-managed landfill site situated in the North West Province 

and it falls under Naledi municipality. In 2014 this site won an award as the most improved 

site in the province in 2014 (Naledi Service Delivery Book, 2011-2016). 
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Figure 5.11: Map of Naledi Municipality (Source: Local Government website 

www.municipalities.co.za)  

As shown in the map above, Naledi Municipality is surrounded by the Ngaka Modiri Molema 

District in the north, Greater Taung in the south, Mamusa in the east, and Kagisano-Molopo 

in the west. It is the second largest of the five municipalities that make up the district, 

accounting for 16% of its geographical area (Naledi Local Municipality (NLM), 2017). 

Vryburg is 387.6 km from Johannesburg and 205.0 km from Kimberley. 

This area is known as the “Texas” of South Africa because of the cattle breeding and 

agricultural activities that take place in this area. Vryburg is one of the main towns and there 

are smaller towns like Dithakwaneng, Devondale and the surrounding farms (NLM, 2017). 

The population of Vryburg was reported to be 46,639 (Census, 2011). Naledi Municipality 

estimated that the population for the whole municipality including Vryburg was 68,803 in 

2016. Unemployment is 26.1% as reported in the 2011 census, (no more recent information 

has been recorded). 

A case study of the VR landfill site will be presented in this chapter; the study findings will be 

structured according to the elements of the Sustainable Livelihood Framework (SLF). 

5.2.2 Data collection process  

During this phase English, Afrikaans, and Tswana-speaking students from North West 

University were trained as fieldworkers to interview the waste pickers. The fieldworkers 

completed questionnaires with all those waste pickers who were willing to be interviewed. 
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The questionnaires were presented in English and fieldworkers translated in Tswana when 

needed. 

5.2.2.1 Biographical data 

Twenty-four 24 waste pickers were interviewed of the 30 who were counted on the site on the 

day of the interviews. Therefore, 76% of the population of waste pickers at the landfill were 

interviewed. 

5.2.2.2 Phase 2: Qualitative Data 

This phase was completed in October 2016 where various group interviews were conducted to 

gather the data. Two field workers were involved in the data collection process.  

5.2.3 Description and observation of the site 

On both days of data collection, we first went to Naledi local municipality office, where we 

met with the landfill site manager to request permission to obtain access to the site. On the 

first visit the researcher was not present but joined the data collection phase 2. In the second 

phase we had an opportunity to ask questions with regards to waste pickers and the policies 

applicable to the site. The manger was very welcoming. It was reported that there were no 

documents/ policies that guided the landfill site management. The site manager set her own 

guiding principles to ensure order on site. Permission was given to collect data at the landfill 

site. The manager explained that a previous site had been closed when it reached the end of its 

life span. The old site was open and free for waste picking which resulted in chaos and it 

became dangerous for the public to drop off their waste. When the new landfill site was 

constructed, a decision was made to enclose it and limit the number of waste pickers allowed 

on the site. Another arrangement the landfill manager unilaterally introduced was a system to 

ensure fair distribution of recycled waste to the three BBCs in Vryburg. The waste pickers 

who were allowed on the site are divided in to three groups and each group is allocated to 

deliver recycled waste to a designated BBC. The BBCs had to provide the waste pickers 

overalls of a specific colour. 

In addition, the municipality built a shaded area on the site for recycling purposes that enabled 

the waste pickers to sort their waste in the shade (see Figure 5.12). However, this area was not 

used by the waste pickers because it had been built too far from where the actual waste 
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collections and sorting take place. The waste pickers were very keen to participate in the 

research process.  

  

Figure 5.12: Shaded Area at VR Landfill Site (Source: Researcher) 

On arrival at the site we were welcomed by a huge poster few meters from the site which 

clearly showed its location. At the gate there was access control with about 5 officers who 

manage and document incoming and outgoing trucks plus visitors every day. The site 

supervisor had to be called in for us to get further permission to get in and interact with the 

waste pickers. We were allocated security officers to show us around and introduce us to the 

waste pickers. A group of waste pickers was selected to be part of the focus group interview. 

The selection was made based on three men and three women. They were also representing 

the four BBCs to which they deliver waste collected.  

The waste pickers were wearing clothing in different colours (blue, green, red and orange), 

the four different colours represent the different BBCs to which they are assigned to sell 

waste. 

5.2.3.1 The setting of the group discussion 

We sat under the built-in shade on the site. Interviews were recorded on a phone voice 

recorder and notes for observations were written down (see Figure 5.13). 
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Figure 5.13: Group Interview at VR Landfill Site (Source: Researcher) 

5.2.4 Study findings according to the SLF 

5.2.4.1 The vulnerability context 

The following vulnerabilities emerged from the discussions that we had with the waste 

pickers and the BBCs. 

Theme 1: Pricing 

Vryburg is in the Kalahari and far from any recycling company. Waste pickers were paid less 

for the recycled waste as compared to other sites like ST because the BBC must pay transport 

costs for the recyclables from the landfill site. The distances from Vryburg to the major towns 

where BBCs are located are as follows: Vryburg to Pretoria is 420km and Vryburg to Cape 

Town is 1.150km. These are considerable distances and the transport costs significantly 

affected the pricing of recyclable material. 

Theme 2: Weather conditions/ working conditions 

Weather and the working conditions were identified as vulnerabilities. As indicated 

previously, the municipality built the shaded area for the waste pickers to be used for 

separation and storage. However, the structure was built at the entrance of the landfill site and 

too far from the actual dumping area. It was therefore not used by the waste pickers. Vryburg 

is known for its extreme weather conditions in midsummer and mid-winter, average 

temperatures range from 19°C in June to 32.9°C in January (SA explore, 2017) and above. 
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July is the coldest month, where temperatures drop to below 0 degrees at night (SA explore, 

2017). The Kalahari is a semi-arid area and known for having little rain. The weather 

conditions can seriously affect the collection of recyclables.  

Some waste pickers reported the following as impacting their work negatively. They report 

that it is “… hot and” he “becomes disorientated” from being in the heat all day.  

On rainy days few people came to work as there was no suitable shade to work under and they 

also did not have raincoats. 

The waste pickers shared that the changing weather conditions also had a negative impact on 

their earnings. For example, in winter it was reported that people drink less bottled 

water/fluids. This means fewer recyclable bottles/containers were deposited as waste than in 

the summer months. 

Theme 3: Health Risks 

The health risks highlighted by the waste pickers largely related to the smell from rotten 

waste, such as perishables from household waste:  

“… ill from the bad smell …” 

“… Risk on TB ...” 

Theme 4: Injury risk 

The waste pickers reported that they suffered injuries whilst working on the site; types of 

injuries reported included: 

“Walk on glass and get injured” 

“Get hurt if we don’t have gloves” 

Venomous “Snakes” are one of the risks on the landfill.  

5.2.4.2 Livelihood assets 

Human Capital 

The racial distribution of the waste pickers on VR landfill site was African/Black 96% and 

Coloured 4%. 
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Figure 5.14: Levels of Education Attained by Waste Pickers at VR Landfill Site (Source: 

Survey Data) 

Figure 5.14 shows that the highest level of school education achieved by two of the waste 

pickers was Grade 11 while 16 of the 24 respondents completed none or some primary 

schooling. Only seven of the respondents completed some secondary level schooling. 

According to the survey, lack of education is one of the reasons why people resort to informal 

waste picking.  

Various reasons were given by the waste pickers for leaving school before completing. The 

main reasons are highlighted below, 

Theme 5: Poverty/financial problems 

Poverty/financial problems were identified as part of the reason why some of the waste 

pickers did not finish school as narrated below: 

“Struggled with school fees. Granny got sick and moved to Upington” 

“Had to support the rest of the family” 

“No father… mother ill … had to work because of poverty” 

“Had a hard life … parents never sent me to school” 

Theme 6: Parental neglect and lack of support 

In addition to poverty/financial reasons, some waste pickers expressed that they had 

inadequate family support for their schooling: 

“No support from parents” 
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“Father did not care for us” 

“I struggled to understand anything, so my father told me should look for work” 

These two reasons were given by the VR waste pickers as the most significant problems they 

had that resulted in their not completing schooling. 

Language proficiency is an important aspect in one finding a job and sustaining it. In the 

quantitative survey participants were asked how well they thought they could speak and 

understand English and Afrikaans, which are the main languages used in the workplaces in 

South Africa. The results are presented in Figure 5.15). 

 

Figure 5.15: How Well Can You Understand English? (VR Landfill Site) (Source: Survey 

data) 

Figure 5.15 shows that about 95% of the waste pickers at VR landfill site were unable to 

understand English at all and only about 25% understood it very well. Not being able to 

understand English very well has a huge impact in finding a job in the formal sector. 

 

Figure 5.16: How Well Can You Speak English? (VR Landfill Site) (Source: Survey data) 
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Figure 5.16 shows that about 95% of the waste pickers at VR landfill site could not speak 

English at all and only about 25% could speak the language very well. Not being able to 

speak English very well has a huge impact in finding a job in the formal job sector. 

While English is the official government language, Afrikaans is the predominant language 

spoken by the people in the Kalahari. Participants were therefore also asked but their 

proficiency in understanding (Figure 5.17) and speaking (Figure 5.18) Afrikaans.  

 

Figure 5.17: Hoe Goed Kan Jy Afrikaans Verstaan? (How Well Can You Understand 

Afrikaans?) (VR Landfill Site) (Source: Survey data) 

55% of the participants could understand Afrikaans very well and 90 % said that they did not 

understand it at all. 

 

Figure 5.18: Hoe Goed Kan Jy Afrikaans Praat?” (How Well Do You Speak Afrikaans?) (VR 

Landfill Site) (Source: Survey data) 

Again, the implication of their lack of proficiency in understanding or speaking Afrikaans is 

that they would be unable to find work in the formal job market.  
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Financial Capital  

In a good week it was reported that waste pickers earned an average on R800 per week, but 

on a bad week only R300. Most waste pickers expressed that their income was worse than 

expected and it would have been more beneficial for them if the BBCs would increase the 

prices they paid for recyclables. However, they had additional means of earning or 

supplementing their income such as child support grants, disability grants and other jobs such 

as farm work, domestic work etc. Income from these sources averaged R660 per month. Their 

biggest challenge was that they were obliged to sell to their allocated BBC even if they were 

not happy with their buying price. They were also restricted by the municipality to pick waste 

within a certain time frame and this worked to their disadvantage. On average their earnings 

supported a family of 6 people. In an interview one of the BBC managers told us that some of 

the waste pickers did not obey the rule and sold their recyclables to a different BBC where 

they could get a better price. The physical location of the BBCs was close together in the 

same industrial area so it was relatively easy for waste pickers to shop around for the best 

prices. They also remarked that transport was a major influence on the market price as 

Vryburg is far from any major recycling companies.  

Physical Capital 

The following types of physical capital were identified as playing a role in the waste 

collection.  

Theme 7: Physical characteristics  

Even though both men and women had equal access to waste, during the interviews some 

female waste pickers on the VR landfill site reported that some men were reported to collect 

more waste than most women as they were faster and can sort heavy waste materials that 

women usually saw as too heavy and time consuming. One of the women at the landfill site 

shared that: 

“… the young men are fast, if a truck comes in they will run and pick as much waste as 

they can ...” 
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Theme 8: Location of the landfill site 

Waste pickers shared that the location of the new landfill site was a barrier to access and 

waste collection. When the municipality constructed the new landfill, it was built on a site a 

distance (around 5 km) out of town. One of the waste pickers shared the following: 

“... we have to wake up early and wait for transport, if you miss it you have no choice 

but to walk because they is taxis that goes that direction from the township” 

The previous landfill site was next to the township and easily accessible to the waste pickers. 

Most of the registered waste pickers who were approved to work on the landfill lived in the 

township. There was no transportation to the landfill site and therefore they had to walk to the 

site daily, although some days the BBCs may pick them up in the afternoon when they 

collected the recycled waste from the landfill site. 

Theme 9: Waste pickers’ living conditions 

Two-thirds (66.7%) of the waste pickers who completed the survey said that they lived in a 

shack. Another 29.2% lived in government-built brick houses and 4.2% lived in the backyard 

room.  

Theme 10: Basic facilities 

The municipality tried to create dignified humane working conditions for the waste pickers by 

providing basic services such as access to water and toilet facilities and more facilities that 

will be described in the next paragraphs. 

https://etd.uwc.ac.za/



 

 117 

 

Figure 5.19: Access Control Office and Fencing around VR Landfill Site (Source: 

Researcher) 

The landfill site was fenced around its boundary and had an access control office in which 

security personnel were based who were responsible for signing the waste pickers in and out 

of the site (illustrated in Figure 5.19). The security guards also indicated that they searched 

the waste pickers for dangerous and illegal weapons and ensured that all waste pickers were 

wearing protective clothing (overalls provided by the allocated BBCs). On observation, on the 

day of the interview not all waste pickers were dressed in their overalls.  

The incoming and outgoing delivery vehicles also passed by this point for security checks.  

There was also a weigh bridge, but it was not working at the time of the study and they were 

waiting for the municipality to fix it (see Figure 5.20). 
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Figure 5.20: Weigh Bridge at VR Landfill Site (Source: Researcher) 

It was reported that the municipality was in a process of fixing it. The importance of the 

weighbridge is that it gave an indication of the amount of waste entering and exiting the 

landfill site and the amount of waste that the waste pickers were diverting from the landfill 

sites. 

 

Figure 5.21: Male and Female Toilets at VR Landfill Site (Source: Researcher) 

The picture in Figure 5.21 shows the two toilets on the VR landfill site and there were 

separate toilets for men and women. It was reported that the toilets were locked and if 

someone needed to use it, they would need to go to the security personnel to get the key. This 
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was said to have been implemented to monitor cleanliness of the toilets. The person who 

asked for the keys was held accountable if the toilet was not left clean. The toilets were 

located far from the working area of the waste pickers and the researcher gained the 

impression that the waste pickers did not use the toilet because they were too far from where 

they were working. 

 

Figure 5.22: Water Tank at VR Landfill Site (Source: Researcher) 

A water tank was also installed on the terrain for the use of the staff and waste pickers for 

drinking water and hand washing after using the toilet (see Figure 5.22).  

In summary the VR landfill provided for most of the basic needs of the waste pickers. The 

only issue was the extent to which the facilities were or could be used due to the distance 

from where the waste pickers were actively collecting and sorting the waste. 

Social Capital 

Theme 12: Waste pickers’ relationships with each other 

The waste pickers reported that there was a sense of unity among them on the landfill site. 

They shared that they helped each other with loans, food, shelter, and helped to collect and 

share what they had collected. The waste pickers also pointed out that they helped each other 

to do the following tasks: 

“Help carry load” 
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“Packing things” 

The following paragraph discusses the relationship of the waste pickers with the municipality. 

Waste pickers’ relationship with the municipality 

Some of the waste pickers reported that they had a good relationship with the municipality as 

portrayed in the following narratives: 

“Treat us well. No problems” 

“Very well. They are strict which is good” 

On the other hand, some waste pickers said they did not to have a good relationship 

with the municipality as illustrated in the following statements: 

“Not happy. (He feels they don’t treat him well as he gets nothing) it is not clear what 

he is referring to what he is supposed to get. 

“Foreman swears” 

“Sometimes we have misunderstandings” 

It was however evident that the waste pickers were in an unequal relationship with the 

municipality and their existence on the landfill site was totally dependent on the decisions of 

the municipality.  

The relationship between the BBCs and the waste pickers will be discussed in the following 

section. 

Theme 13: Working relationships between BBCs and waste pickers 

The distrust between BBCs and waste pickers also emerged in the study of the VR landfill 

site. Not only were the waste pickers distrustful of the BBCs, the BBCs distrusted the waste 

pickers as well. One of the BBC managers reported that they had challenges with the waste 

pickers who were tricking them when weighing the bags. They were reported to be filling 

bottles with water, sand or stones so that their bags weighed more so they would be paid 

more.  

In contrast to this, however, the manager at BBC-C said she tried to be supportive of the 

waste pickers. She arranged for an abattoir, which was part of the family business, to donate 
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the offal (tripe) of slaughtered animals to the waste pickers every Friday. She also expressed 

her unhappiness with the waste pickers as they sold their recyclables to other BBCs to which 

they are not allocated. The forced buyer/seller relationship did not enhance the relationship 

between the waste pickers and the BBCs. 

BBC-1 created a good relationship with the waste pickers; they rewarded the waste pickers 

who had been working hard throughout the year with food hampers in December.  

5.2.4.3 The policies, institutions and processes 

After the development of the “new” landfill site outside Vryburg, the Naledi/Vryburg 

municipality won an award from the civil society organisation “Afriforum” as one of the best 

managed landfills in South Africa and the best in the North West Province (Afriforum, 2015). 

According to the landfill site manager there were 36 permanent waste pickers working on the 

site and they were registered with 3/4 recycling companies to whom they could only sell their 

allocated recycling companies. The recycling companies were close to each other in the 

industrial part of Vryburg.  

In the interviews with the BBCs it was reported that they did not have a trusting relationship 

with the municipality as decisions were made without them and they felt that they did not 

have any representation with the municipality. The municipality management always did what 

benefits the municipality at the end of the day without listening to the BBC or the waste 

pickers. All the BBCs disagreed with the arrangement of allocating the waste pickers to 

specific BBCs. The BBCs believed the municipality abdicated its responsibility to the waste 

pickers to provide them with protective clothing, by making this the responsibility of the 

BBCs. The cost to the BBCs of providing overalls for the waste pickers was considerable. 

The biggest challenge they reported was that the waste pickers allocated to them sometimes 

were not faithful as they often secretly sold their recycled materials to a neighboring BBC 

where they “think they can get better prices”. When the waste pickers were asked about this, 

they confirmed that: “there is no profit to continue selling to the people who pay you less, 

sometimes you have to go to the highest paying company”. 

The practice of the “forced marriage” between waste pickers and BBCs, in addition, was not 

economically viable. It was not worth one BBC going to the landfill each day for only 10 

waste pickers. BBC “A” indicated that they only go to the landfill site on Mondays, 
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Wednesdays and Fridays. The owner said “… because of the distance (of the landfill site from 

the town) we cannot go every day to pick few bags it can rather accumulate, and we take the 

bags in bulk”. The implication is that for the waste pickers to earn an income each day, they 

also needed to sell their collections to the BBC s that collected from the site on Tuesdays and 

Thursdays.  

The BBCs were said to be giving support to the waste pickers as opposed to the municipality. 

They each provided overalls, and safety shoes for their allocated waste pickers. Waste pickers 

provided their ID numbers to the BBCs for record keeping and accountability purposes and 

recycling companies said with this in place there was more order and less challenging 

behaviors, therefore the site was well managed. BBC (A) manager said, “… We have given 

them overalls with different colors which represent different companies that will buy from 

them” 

Theme 14: BBCs’ insecurities 

Further interviews with the BBC (A) revealed that they, “… feel threatened by the 

municipality as they are planning to open their own recycling company”. The result will be 

that fewer waste pickers will be selling to them if the plan is successful. This comment 

confirmed the distrust created by the municipality among the municipality, waste pickers and 

the BBCs.  

It was confirmed by the waste manager from the municipality that they were considering 

opening their own recycling plant as this might produce financial benefits for the 

municipality.  

The polices of the landfill site will be discussed next. 

Theme 15: Policies 

The landfill site was managed by the municipality. According to the waste manager there 

were no formal policies in relation to landfill waste pickers in Naledi Municipality. There 

were, however, rules made by the landfill site management such as waste pickers having to 

sign in and out of the site. Waste pickers were also prohibited entry to the site if they were not 

wearing protective clothing. See picture below were everyone has closed shoes most of its 

industrial safety shoes. The blue, green and red overalls are also visible, identifying them with 

the BBC. 
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Figure 5.23: Workers at VR landfill Site (Source: Researcher) 

The municipality manager at Naledi Municipality office said that their future for the landfill 

site included having their own BBC that would be rented out to a private company. This was 

commented on by one of the personnel of the BBC-B as a setback for them as they will be left 

with no business. These decisions were made unilaterally by the municipality. 

5.2.4.4 Livelihood strategies 

Different types of waste were collected at the landfill site which were bought by the BBCs, 

such as metals and plastics. Unlike any of the other landfill sites in this study, VR landfill site 

collected hooves and horns from cattle and game (see Figure 5.24). As previously indicated, 

Vryburg is situated in the Kalahari which is known for its cattle and game farms. The hooves 

and horns were collected and sold to the BBCs which supplied a bone meal milling company 

in one of the neighboring towns. Bone meal is used as a fertilizer for plants. 
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Figure 5.24: Cow Hooves at VR Landfill Site (Source: Researcher) 

After picking waste, the waste pickers and their bags were picked up from the landfill and 

taken to the allocated BBC to further sort the waste before it was sold to the BBC. This 

practice prevented waste pickers from adding objects to add weight to the bags. 

According to the survey data, the participants stated that their livelihood strategy included 

more than waste picking. Besides waste picking they also had extra jobs in order to augment 

their income. The following are some of the activities in which they participated: 

“Chicken farming and Phosphate feed” 

“Domestic on farm” 

“Gardening/Seasonal work” 

“Peanut sorting” 

The latter activity was related to seasonal work. Waste picking therefore was also providing 

income between seasonal work opportunities 

Theme 16: Daily Routine of the waste pickers 

The daily routine for the waste pickers was the same every day. The landfill site was situated 

around 5 km from the residential areas. There was no public transport operating from the 

residential areas going or passing by the landfill site. The different BBCs collected the waste 
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pickers from various locations in their community early in the morning and transported them 

to the landfill site; however, the BBCs complained about the transport costs involved. The 

landfill site opened at 7am and the waste pickers would start picking waste immediately they 

arrived at the site. They were forced to stop working at 2:30pm as the BBCs then came to 

collect their bags of recyclables and they had to go together to sort the waste at the BBC and 

receive their payment. The comparatively short working day meant that they were unable to 

maximize the time for collecting more waste. However, this would require the BBCs to 

arrange later collections from the site.  

Theme 17: Working for an assigned BBC 

As already mentioned, each waste picker upon registration at the landfill site was assigned to 

one of the 3/4 BBCs. They were given different colored uniforms so that they could be easily 

identified by their allocated BBC. The BBCs were supposed to collect the waste pickers and 

their recyclable waste at the end of each working day, their waste was weighed at the 

premises of the BBC. The waste pickers were either paid daily or they could choose to leave 

their money there until the end of the week. This kind of payment was reported to be a 

disadvantage to the waste pickers as the buying prices sometimes varied from one BBC to 

another as there was no standard pricing. Some of the waste pickers ended up selling to other 

buyers offering higher prices without the knowledge of their allocated BBC. It also emerged 

from the discussions from the BBCs that it was not economically viable for them to make 

daily collections from the landfill site. 

Theme 18: Protective clothing 

According to the rules made by the municipality no waste pickers could work without their 

protective clothing, and they were not allowed to enter the landfill site if they did not have 

this. Each BBC provided them with protective clothing, gloves, boots etc. 

Theme 19: Access to food 

To be compliant with the waste management requirements the waste pickers were not allowed 

to pick food from the landfill site. Food was dumped in a hole and covered immediately; the 

waste pickers were not allowed near that area. Most of the waste pickers were reported to 

bring food from home. This was the only site where food was inaccessible to the waste 

pickers. 
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5.2.4.5 Livelihoods outcomes 

Less waste was reportedly dumped mid-month; that was payday for the municipality workers 

who did not go to work around those days. This meant rubbish bins were not be collected and 

no waste brought to the landfill site. In general, the busiest period of the year was from 

November until December when many people were preparing for the festive holiday; there 

would be lots of bottles, drink and water plastics and metals being thrown away. The waste 

pickers could then earn up to R800 per week. 

To maximize the waste pickers‟ earnings, the Vryburg recycling center manager narrated that 

they.  

“… went for training to how to sort and pack plastic as it was a skill that we were not 

aware of, we came back and started teaching the waste picker allocated to us … this 

has improved their earnings.” 

Some waste pickers collected waste for their personal use in addition to collecting waste to 

sell to the BBCs; they specified that they collected the following goods for their own use: 

“Boots and overalls” 

“Clothes, chairs, wood” 

“Fans, TV, radios” 

“Hand towels” 

5.2.4.6 Chapter summary 

The rules allocating waste pickers to a specific BBC undermined the waste pickers‟ 

negotiating powers as they were obligated to sell to a BBC even though they might not be 

happy with the BBC and its pricing structures. It also took away the “freedom/agency” of the 

waste pickers to negotiate to choose where they want to sell. Limits on the time available at 

the site to collect waste was identified by waste pickers as a huge concern as this meant they 

were unable to collect as much waste as they would have wanted to. Even though the landfill 

site was well managed there were no policies or by-laws that referred to waste pickers in this 

municipality. Even though the landfill site was well managed and compliant with the rules 

made by the municipality this acted as both a benefit and a detriment to the waste pickers. 
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5.3 CASE STUDY 3: PO LANDFILL SITE 

5.3.1 Introduction 

In this section PO landfill site will be discussed and research findings will be discussed in 

under various themes. Potchefstroom is situated in the North West Province of South Africa 

and it is also located on the N12 route that connects Johannesburg and Cape Town via the city 

of Kimberley (Municipalities of South Africa, 2017). 

 

Figure 5.25: Map of Ventersdorp/Tlokwe City Council Local Municipality (Source: 

Municipalities of South Africa, 2017) 

PO landfill site falls under Tlokwe City Council Local Municipality. This had joined with 

Ventersdorp Local Municipality to create Ventersdorp/Tlokwe Local Municipality on 3 

August 2016 (Municipalities of South Africa, 2017). The town is well known for gold mining 

and agricultural activities, large companies such as King Korn, Kynoch, Naschem and the 

Soya Protein Process − mostly steel, food and chemical industries which do not generate a lot 

of money for South Africa (MSA, 2017). According to the latest 2011 census, the 

municipality had a population of 162 762 and the unemployment rate was at 21, 6%. There is 

also a university (North West University) and an army base. 
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A case study of PO landfill site will be presented in this section and the findings are 

structured according to the elements of the SLF. 

5.3.2 Data collection process  

Before the collection of the data on the PO landfill the researchers visited the offices of the 

landfill manager at the municipality to obtain permission to enter the landfill site. He provided 

valuable information and told us that the municipality attempted to support the waste pickers 

on the landfill as well as those in the streets. He shared that the management of the landfill 

site was outsourced to a waste management company and we should obtain final permission 

from them as they are responsible for the landfill. We obtained permission from the 

management company and met with the manager at the office at the landfill site. The manager 

informed us that the management of the site was put out to tender every three years to make 

sure that they managed the landfill site well. If not, they will not get the tender again. The 

manager explained further that only men were allowed on the landfill as it complicated the 

process if both men and women were allowed on the site. No specific reason or explanation 

was given what these complications might be. In principle all women were banned from the 

landfill site. Before the current managing company took over the site, all waste pickers had 

been banned from the site, but waste pickers entered the site at night to collect waste anyway. 

The site management realised the desperation of local unemployed people and decided to 

allow men on to the landfill site during the day under controlled circumstances. All waste 

pickers had to register with an ID and sign in and out each day. The BBC to whom they sold 

recycled waste collected the waste at the end of each day as the landfill site was around 5 km 

from the industrial area where the BBCs were based. The waste pickers walked from the 

township where they lived to the landfill (around 3 km) but were picked up in the afternoon 

by the BBC when they came to collect the recycled waste.  

5.3.2.1 Phase 1: Quantitative Data collection 

The researchers collected quantitative data which mainly comprised of socio-economic data 

with the help of a group of field workers who were students from the North West University 

(NWU) in Potchefstroom. The fieldworkers could all speak at least English, Afrikaans and 

Tswana to ensure that they were conversant with the languages spoken by the waste pickers. 

The socio-economic data were collected using questionnaires with quantitative and open-

ended explanatory questions where more detail was required. Data were collected in the 
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morning before the trucks started to come in to dump waste. This phase was completed in 

April 2016.  

On the day of the site visit approximately twenty waste pickers were on site of whom 17 were 

interviewed (85% of the total). 

5.3.2.2 Phase 2: Qualitative Data collection 

This phase was completed in October 2016 where various group interviews were conducted to 

gather the data. Most people were working as individuals and a few as groups. A Tswana-

speaking student from North West University assisted with the interviews as most of the 

participants were Tswana-speaking, a language the researcher could not understand. We 

started by travelling to the municipality offices where an interview was conducted with the 

municipal officials. We later travelled to the landfill site where we were welcomed by the 

landfill site supervisors who gave us permission to get into the landfill site after data were 

collected from the municipality officials. Dust masks were issued to us as the supervisors 

informed us that the landfill site was windy, and it had not rained in many days, so we might 

be afflicted by dust particles.  

5.3.2.3 The setting of the group discussion 

As can be seen on the photo below (Figure 5.26) there was no shade or facility where the 

group discussion could be facilitated. It was also difficult to sit down with the waste pickers 

to undertake the interviews as they did not want to miss out when a truck came in. They 

wanted the group discussion to be held on the site as they did not want to miss out when the 

trucks came in. The researchers told them that they could go if a truck came in and requested 

that they returned so that discussion with them could continue. The interviews were 

conducted in such a way that they did not miss the opportunity to collect work recyclables. 

Whenever a truck came in, they would run to pick up recyclable material and rush back to 

continue with the interviews. In-between the waste picking there were some gaps where no 

truck arrived to drop off waste and the researchers took advantage of moments like these to do 

group interviews.  
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Figure 5.26: Working Area on PO Landfill Site (Source: Researcher) 

5.3.3 Research findings according to SLF 

5.3.3.1 The vulnerability context 

The following are the vulnerabilities reported by the waste pickers. 

Theme 1: Working conditions 

Waste picking is a means to survival for some families. Despite the harsh working conditions, 

most waste pickers do not have a choice but to work so that they can provide for their families 

and waste picking was their only income. No protective clothing was provided by either the 

municipality or contractor as the waste pickers were regarded as self-employed and not 

employed by either the waste management companies or municipality.  

The landfill site was fenced, and the waste pickers were required sign in to gain entry every 

morning and there were no basic facilities such as shade. The waste pickers were exposed to 

the weather conditions which could affect their collection and their income. On the question 

how they managed during the rainy season one of the participants reported that: 

“We have raincoats that we wear and continue with our work we have to do this 

because if you sit at home nothing will come for free; we have to work to put food on 

our tables”.  
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Potchefstroom is known for extreme heat in summer and very cold weather in winter. When 

the weather is hot, the waste pickers also needed to wear hats as there was no shade/shelter to 

work under. 

“… some of us fall because of the sun, it becomes too much in summer”. 

The unrecovered waste was buried with soil at the end of each day to make way for new 

waste. Overtime the ground had become uneven making it difficult for garbage trucks to drive 

on and resulting in accidents. A participant shared the following: 

“… sometimes the trucks fall and on one occasion it fell one of us and they got 

injured”. 

Theme 2: Health Risks 

Many health risks were experienced by the waste pickers on the PO landfill site, as outlined 

below.  

Theme 3: The risks from food waste 

Food shops, butcheries, the army, the university, and households dump raw, cooked, and 

tinned food on the landfill site. The waste pickers reported that they select some of the food 

and cook when they are at home. Some of the food was reported to have negative effects on 

their health as one participant said:  

“Sometimes we end up in hospital because of the food we eat here, it is difficult to say if 

the food is poisoned or not” 

The researcher had an opportunity of interacting with one of the waste pickers who was 

collecting chicken pieces that had just been dumped. It smelled bad but when asked why they 

were taking it, they said they will wash it and soak it in vinegar before cooking it. The picture 

of the chicken pieces is shown on the photo below (Figure 5.27).  
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Figure 5.27: Discarded Chicken Pieces from a Chicken Farm at PO Landfill Site (Source: 

Researcher) 

The waste pickers mentioned that they experience respiratory problems as they do not have 

masks to cover their nose and mouth whilst working. They mentioned the following with that 

regard: 

“… TB because of the dust …” 

Rain is seasonal, so the ground is always dry and dusty and the fact that heaps of soil is put to 

cover the waste did not recover every day, the dust is always there. See above of how the dust 

is like daily. 
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Figure 5.28: Dust, Dry Ground at PO Landfill Site (Source: Researcher) 

Theme 4: Injury risk 

Since their work involved working with different types of waste which may include metals, 

glass, and sharp objects, waste pickers were at risk of injury, and some participants reported 

that they we are at risk from the following: 

“… needles, nails and bottle cuts” 

“… snakes …” 

“chemical … this can burn …” 

“… Get hurt from stones …” 

“… Sometimes things fall on your head …” 

If a waste picker was injured it was said to be his responsibility to seek medical help. 

Theme 5: Safety  

During the day security guards were allocated for the safety of the waste pickers but at night 

there was nobody to guard the bags of waste that could not be sold during the day. The 

participants reported that: 

“… thieves come in into the yard at night and steal our left-over bags, it is not safe …”  
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“… the morning when you come back the bags are gone, there are people who jump 

though the fence and steal our bag” 

5.3.3.2 Livelihood assets 

Human Capital 

The dominant race at PO landfill site was African/ Black 94% of the total waste picker 

workforce on site with only 6% Coloured. 

Theme 6: Education 

Figure 5.29 below illustrates the education levels achieved by the waste pickers at PO landfill 

site.  

 

Figure 5.29: Educational Levels of the Waste Pickers at PO Landfill Site (Source: Survey 

data) 

Theme 7: Financial problems 

One of the main reasons for not completing grade 12 was because of financial problems at 

home. Below are some of the highlighted reasons for leaving school before completing grade 

12 as narrated by the waste pickers: 

“Failed three times and left school” 

“I struggled at school and went to work” 

“Mother passed away and there was no money to continue with school” 

“Had to look after my sick mother” 
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Theme 8: English and Afrikaans language proficiency 

In order to gain employment in the formal economy it is vital that one speaks and understand 

the official languages that are being used at most companies. Figures 5.30 – 5.33 below 

provide information about the waste pickers‟ ability to understand and speak English and 

Afrikaans. 

 

Figure 5.30: How Well do you Understand English? PO Landfill Site (Source: Survey Data) 

 

Figure 5.31: How Well Do You Speak English? PO Landfill Site (Source: Survey Data) 

Figures 5.20 and 5.31 show that most waste pickers reported having some understanding and 

ability to speak English. Given the geographical location of the landfill site this was of little 

concern as they were from an Afrikaans medium town. 
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Key: 1 = Not at all; 2 = Somewhat; 3 = Well 

Figure 5.32: Hoe Goed Kan Jy Afrikaans Verstaan? (How Well Can You Understand 

Afrikaans?): PO Landfill Site (Source: Survey data) 

Figure 5.32 shows that most waste pickers said they somewhat understood Afrikaans. About 

70% said they could speak Afrikaans and a very good percentage claimed to speak it very 

well. This was most probably because Potchefstroom is an Afrikaans speaking dominated 

area. During the interview‟s participants were mostly comfortable using Afrikaans. 

 

Key: 1 = Not at all; 2 = Somewhat; 3 = Well 

Figure 5.33: Hoe Goed Kan Jy Afrikaans Praat? (How Well Can You Speak Afrikaans?): PO 

Landfill Site (Source: Survey data) 

Most of the waste pickers must endure all the hardships they face at the landfill site as they do 

not have any other options of working in the formal sector. One participant narrated that they 

had to find means of livelihood in waste picking because no company would want them to 

work for them because of their criminal records; he narrated that, 
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“… I have given up I have a diploma in Welding that I got in prison and I cannot use it 

because of my criminal record no one wants to hire me” 

Theme 9: Financial Capital 

The median weekly income for the week prior to the interview was R711.76, an income that 

needed to support the waste pickers as well as their families. According to the waste pickers 

their income remained the same throughout the year as every month was a busy month for 

them, except for public holidays when the site was closed. However, when they returned after 

the public holidays the waste came in abundance because during public holidays many 

households were off work and they tended to spend more money on shopping and parties 

which resulted in leftovers and waste to be thrown away. Also, towards the end of each year 

some households and offices would do the deep “spring cleaning” of their houses and offices 

and dispose of what they no longer valued. This meant more waste going to the landfill site 

and more income for the waste pickers. They also mentioned that the university students 

would be packing and cleaning their rooms and they tended to throw away valuable goods 

and study paper materials. The annual Aardklop art festival during September was also 

mentioned as bringing a lot of waste such as cool drink and beer cans and water plastic 

bottles. 

Every working day the BBCs arrived at 3pm to collect the recyclable waste and transport the 

waste pickers to the BBC where the waste was weighed, priced and the waste pickers paid. 

Depending on the day some waste pickers would not be able to load all their bags as some 

trucks did not always come. One of the waste pickers reported that  

“Sometimes you can only sell one bag a day because of few trucks coming on the day 

from the BBCs …”  

The waste pickers were dependent on the BBCs to pick up their bags as the landfill is too far 

from the landfill site to carry it themselves.  

On average a waste picker could earn between R100-R150 a day and it was reported that  

“… every Friday you go home with between R700-R800 as the recyclers can only take 2 

loads per person per day, so our bags stay here on weekends but they are people from 

outside who jump through the fence and steal our bags”  
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“If only we could manage to sell all the bags, we pick per day we would have a lot of 

money at the end of the week” 

It was reported that there was insufficient transport to transfer sorted waste to recycling 

companies from the landfill site and this had a major impact on the earnings of the waste 

pickers. In addition to this problem the landfill site was opened only for a certain number of 

hours per day and was not operational during weekends. All this had a negative impact on the 

waste pickers‟ income. 

Theme 10: Social Capital 

When it comes to collecting waste at this landfill site most people preferred to work as 

individuals and only a few worked in pairs sharing the load. Small cliques were observed 

among the waste pickers during their interaction. Depending on their interest in life, some 

younger men were seen chatting and making jokes whilst the older and more mature men 

were focused on their goal for the day. Some young men were also observed to be very fast 

when a truck came in to dump the waste; they would run after the truck and sometimes jump 

into it before it reached its dumping point. This was described as dangerous by one of the 

older men:  

“... the boys keep doing this but there have been accidents where the truck falls on them 

because the land is not stable at times ...” 

Most of the waste pickers interviewed pointed out that they help each other with things like 

loans, food, shelter, personal care products and helped to collect and share what they had 

collected especially when it comes to food. 

Theme 11: Physical Capital 

The waste pickers indicated that they lived in different types of dwellings in the township 

about 3 km away from the landfill site. The dwellings varied depending on affordability and 

other factors, the indicated types of housing shack, hostel and living in a house. 

Almost three-quarters (70.6%) of the waste pickers lived in shacks, 23.5% lived in a brick 

house and 5.9% lived in hostels. No one lived at the landfill site.  
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Theme 12: Geographical origins of the waste pickers 

All participants were South African nationals, 97% of whom were born in the North West 

province where Potchefstroom is situated, 2% in Gauteng Province and 1% in the Eastern 

Cape Province. 

Theme 13: Basic amenities 

The landfill site was surrounded by a fence and had an access control room. Running water 

was provided from a tap but only accessible at the entrance of the landfill site which was quite 

far from the working area. There were also toilets available located near the entrance of the 

site. 

5.3.3.3 Transforming structures and processes 

The history of the landfill site was like previous case studies where too many waste pickers 

had been allowed onto the landfill site, making it unmanageable and chaotic. All waste 

pickers were then banned from the landfill site when the new site opened. To be able to access 

the waste, they would dig holes under the fence to get into the landfill during the night to 

collect recyclables. After the current waste company was appointed, the landfill was re-

opened to men only. There was also a requirement for people wishing to pick waste on the 

site to register at the gate with their ID − therefore the reason for only South Africans on the 

landfill. No new pickers were welcomed unless someone had left. According to the 

municipality official the reason only men could work on this landfill site was because:  

“… initially the (landfill) site was situated close to the community it was easier for 

everyone to go and when it was full, and we relocated far, the distance has made 

women to stay at home and slowly it remained a site for men only”  

A representative from the private company pointed out that their main responsibility on site 

was to: 

“… monitor what goes in and what goes out, there is a weigh bridge at the entrance. 

This helps us to manage the recycling volumes as to what has been removed” 

Rules and regulations were also in place to monitor how the waste pickers operate; for 

example they were not allowed to run after the truck when it arrived at the site, they were 
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required to wait until they disposed of the waste and start collecting what they wanted. As 

mentioned by one of the waste pickers, there were still instances where the waste pickers 

jumped on the trucks to get to the waste first. With the coming of the controlled system by the 

management, there were 35 waste pickers working on the site compared to the 150 

previously, thus making it more manageable. One of the management officials on site 

reported:  

“… we could not fully control them so we decided to work with 35 and they all 

registered and every day when they get it they report at the reception, so we know who 

is in and out of the site” 

“We came to the number 35 by kicking out those who were using drugs on site, jumping 

on the trucks and want to be territorial and those who were picking up fights” 

According to the landfill manager the PO landfill site management had put in place certain 

policies like a no-smoking policy and the Environmental Policy. The following rules for the 

waste pickers were displayed on a notice board in the site manager‟s office: 

Theme 14: Mandatory and Prohibited Rules for waste pickers “harvesters” waste 

pickers 

 Touching or climbing on vehicles that come to dump 

 Helping to offload private vehicles for favours or any reason 

 Running after vehicles and causing a disturbance 

 Intimidating or threatening members of the public or employees/security 

 No weapons such as knives etc. allowed on site. Spot checks will be conducted 

 No harvesters are allowed on site over weekends and public holidays 

 No harvesters are allowed on site before 7am or after 5pm 

 Sorting areas must be kept neat and harvesters must adhere to instructions from staff 

members always 

 No guiding of trucks or any form of interference with the safe operations 

 Only SA citizens with the identity document are allowed on site 

 No drugs are allowed on site neither is anyone intoxicated by such allowed on site  

 Harvesters will do litter picking for two hours per week on a Wednesday in return for 

the privilege of earning a living on the site 
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 No bags or harvested material will be dragged through the storm water run roof 

channels‟ 

 Bags will be removed when instructed to avoid interfering with the operations on site 

 Harvesters shall not walk through site grounds past the office area when entering or 

leaving the site 

 No harvester is permitted to move across the weighbridge with his recyclable 

 No fires are allowed at all anywhere near the landfill 

 Items to be safely disposed are off limits to any recycling operations 

 No bags and recyclables materials can be removed on weekends and public holidays 

and after hours 

 All harvesters will comply to body search before entering the site 

Source: Management PO Landfill site 

The above-mentioned rules strictly mentioned that “Only SA citizens with the identity 

document are allowed on site”; this promoted income-generating opportunities for residents in 

the local community. On admission to be part of the team working on the site new workers 

were oriented to the rules and if they were found not to comply with any of the rules they 

were banned from the site and a replacement recruited. 

Figure 5.34 shows the list on display of what can be dumped on the PO site. 

 

Figure 5.34: Acceptable Waste at PO Landfill Site (Source: PO landfill site) 

It should be noted that even though food waste can be a danger to people by just smelling it, 

the municipality regarded it as acceptable waste. 

Waste that was not accepted at the PO site was listed on a poster (Figure 5.35 below). 
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Figure 5.35: Waste Not Permitted at PO Landfill Site (Source: PO landfill site) 

PO site was the only site in the study where it was explicitly “advertised” what waste was 

permitted on the site and what was not accepted.  

The site management representative also stated that in the future they were planning to 

introduce an on-site material recovering facility (MRF):  

“We want to put a recycling facility on site, cutting out the BBCs” 

Another identified future goal was: “… we need to formalise the waste pickers, give them 

basic salary”, although no plans were shared on how they planned to do this. 

The manager reported a good relationship with the waste pickers:  

“… we have a very good relationship; we allow them to be on site and we give them 

security and giving attention to all pressing issues on site” 

However, not all waste pickers reported having a good relationship with the municipality: 

“They sometimes treat us bad ...” 

“Sometimes they chase us or suspend us ...” 

Locally five BBCs collected recyclables from the PO landfill site. An “open door policy” 

between the BBCs, the municipality and the waste pickers was said to operate. 
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At the municipal offices the researcher had a chance to talk to the official holding a portfolio 

that oversaw environmental management. He mentioned that even though waste picking was 

not yet formalised, in the past there had been a recycling forum consisting of the municipality, 

the waste management company and the BBCs:  

“The recycling forum was put in place to see how they operate and how they can assist 

them. It collapsed due to political interference, so they are looking into reviving the 

forum” 

The livelihood strategies of waste pickers will be discussed next. 

5.3.3.4 Livelihood strategies 

Waste pickers at PO landfill site reported various reasons for earning a livelihood through 

waste picking, for example having a criminal record, no educational qualifications and 

desperation to earn a living and feeding their families just to mention a few. Waste picking 

was their sole livelihood while their women at home received childcare grants and some 

disability grants. 

Some waste pickers reported that they had other jobs besides waste picking, working “on the 

side” for extra income. These jobs included: 

“Construction worker” 

“Farm worker in dairy department” 

“Repair cranes now and then” 

“Painting and tiling” 

For these waste pickers waste picking provided a regular income when they were without 

work. 

Livelihood outcomes will be discussed next.  

5.3.3.5 Livelihoods outcomes 

In addition to an income, the waste pickers benefitted from food, clothes, and household items 

from the recovered waste.  
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Research participants were asked if they collected food from the landfill site for own and or 

family consumption and their responses are presented that 90% of the waste pickers reported 

that they collected food for their own consumption and/or for their family‟s consumption. Not 

all the food dumped on site was very bad; most families survived with the food from the site. 

Ingredients for a full meal with a dessert could be found especially from upmarket household 

waste and restaurants. Alcohol and soft drinks were also part of the recovered food waste. 

Examples of food collected was reported as follows: 

“Apples, Cabbage, Meat, Mealie meal” 

“Cake, bread, cool drink, sugar, tea” 

“Fruit, Mageu, Tlokwe (traditional beer), alcohol” 

“Vegetables, raw chicken, meat” 

When asked how they determined if the food was still edible, the waste pickers reported that 

they just smelled it, if it had a bad smell then they would not eat it. 

In addition, the army was cited as sometimes providing food for the waste pickers, as narrated 

by one participant:  

“If you help the army to offload their trucks you sometimes rewarded with fresh food 

and it helps a lot” 

On arrival at the site a group of young men were seen picking clean sanitary pads which they 

offered to the researcher:  

“... sisi don’t you want to take these; our women use them”  

The man said it in a sarcastic way, but it was part of what they collected for reuse/selling.  

Waste pickers therefore collected to sell recyclables and food to eat but they also collected 

items that they could re-sell to earn additional money. 

5.3.4 Chapter summary 

PO landfill site was a site on which on men were permitted to sort waste. The management 

was quite strict on their rules and they had a set number of people registered to work on their 

site. Their rules do not accommodate foreign nationals; only people with South African 
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identification papers could work on the site, therefore promoting jobs for the local 

community. Despite the existence of some rules and regulations that had to be adhered to by 

everyone working on site, there were, however, no polices or by-laws set up by the 

municipality to dignify or protect the waste pickers. There were security concerns on site as 

the security company only worked during the day and at night there was no one. The bags left 

unsold for the day by the waste pickers were usually found missing in the morning. 

5.4 CASE STUDY 4: OU LANDFILL SITE 

5.4.1 Introduction 

Oudtshoorn is a town in the Klein Karoo area of South Africa‟s Western Cape and it has a 

population of 97 509 in 2016 (Government Handbook, 2017). It is located on the edge of the 

Garden Route, between the Outeniqua and Swartberg Mountain Passes and it is about 56 km's 

from George. Figure 5.36 below shows a map of Oudtshoorn and the surrounding area.  

 

Figure 5.36: Map of Oudtshoorn (Source: Government Handbook, 2017) 

Oudtshoorn was originally a home for Koi-San people and the current population is 

predominantly coloured (77.35%); the white population comes second (12.49%) and lastly the 

black population (9.11%) (Government Handbook, 2017).  
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5.4.2 Description and observations of the site 

We arrived very early on site around 7:30 am and a few private vehicles were coming in to 

dump mostly garden waste and building rubble. A truck had just discarded waste and most of 

the waste pickers were still selecting the recyclables dumped on the previous day as shown in 

Figure 5.37 below.  

 

Figure 5.37: Situation on Arrival at OU Landfill Site (Source: Researcher) 

Teenage boys were observed sniffing glue from empty plastic bottles of glue discarded by the 

local shoe factory. Whenever a truck arrived the teenagers were seen running after the truck, 

climbing at the back holding on to the door handles. They seemed to be very happy and were 

shouting and whistling. It looked like a game for them (see Figure 5.38 below).  
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Figure 5.38: Teenage Boys Riding the Back of a Moving Truck at OU Landfill Site (Source: 

Researcher) 

A woman, the only official from the municipality, was seen sitting on a used paint bucket 

documenting the details of the vehicles coming through the site to dump waste. Her role on 

site was to document the time that the vehicle arrived and its registration plate. She was 

employed by the municipality and besides this role she had no control or responsibility over 

what happened on site. There was no weighbridge at the landfill site. No building or facility 

was available for the official to do her work in contrast to facilities the other landfill sites in 

the study where basic facilities were available at least to the officials. The landfill site was 

unfenced and open for anybody to enter and leave. 

In 2015 Oudtshoorn municipality was placed under administration due to political turmoil and 

mismanagement. It was therefore no surprise that the landfill site was not managed on the 

same level as the previous three case studies.  

Before entering the landfill, we obtained permission from the landfill manager in town to 

enter the site. We received very good cooperation from the landfill manager, but the 

impressions were that due to financial constraints and conflict within the municipality he 

could not do much on the landfill. 
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5.4.3 Research findings according to the SLF 

5.4.3.1 Vulnerability context 

The following vulnerabilities were identified at the site. 

Theme 1: Working conditions  

One of the major vulnerabilities expressed by the waste pickers was the lack of facilities and 

shade to protect themselves against the rain and the extreme heat which can reach up to 32 

degrees Celsius or higher and cold weather which drops to about 4.9 degrees Celsius around 

July. Oudtshoorn is in the “Klein karoo” (small karoo) which is an arid area in South Africa. 

The following are some of the reported incidents faced by waste pickers on the site: 

“... When picking waste ... cuts himself ...”  

“... Injured myself with bottles ...” 

Children working at the OU site were at risk of substance abuse as discussed below. 

Theme 2: Teenage substance abuse 

As mentioned on arrival we observed young children apparently of school age on site. Apart 

from having fun by jumping on the incoming and outgoing trucks some were sniffing glue 

openly. According to the waste pickers a shoe factory dumped empty glue bottles on the 

landfill site. A few children and teenage boys were found on the site sniffing from the bottles. 

One of the participants shared that, “the teenagers from the community come to pick the tins 

and sniff the glue” (See Figure 5.39 below). 
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Figure 5.39: Boy Sniffing Glue While Interviewing the Waste Pickers at OU Landfill Site 

(Source: Researcher) 

On questioning how is was e that the boys sniffing glue on the waste site and not in school, it 

was explained that these children are either from single parent households or have insufficient 

parental control. One boy shared that he lived with his grandfather. His grandfather was at 

work and unaware that he did not go to school but was on the landfill site. The grandfather 

left for work early in the morning before the boy went to school. Instead of going to school he 

preferred to come to the landfill. He also indicated that at the landfill site older waste pickers 

take care of the children and that this was “family”. 

On the second visit the children were not there anymore and only a few teenagers were still 

present. We were told that the parents had decided to send the children to school as they were 

apparently told that they would lose their Child Support Grant if the children did not attend 

school. It was not clear what individual or institution took the initiative to oversee this 

process.  

The women on the landfill site shared that substance abuse among the young boys was a big 

problem and that in addition to the glue the boys, collected waste on the site to be able to 

sustain their substance use. These young boys also posed threats to the women on the site.  
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Theme 3: Children in need of care and protection 

As indicated, this was the only landfill site where we found children. According to the women 

on the site, the youngsters came to the site to get hold of the glue, not to collect waste. In 

addition, they stole money from some women to buy their substances. This posed major risks 

for the women on the site as will be discussed next. 

Theme 4: The vulnerability of the women 

An aspect which was highlighted on this landfill site was the vulnerability of female waste 

pickers.  

The women shared during the group discussions that most men collected more waste than the 

women as they ran fast when a truck delivered waste. According to the women, the men were 

also greedy and so to avoid fights the women said that they would only start to collect waste 

once the hype of seeing a new load of waste had stabilised. This meant that the women only 

got the leftovers. The women further explained that the younger men are stronger and 

therefore pick up the more valuable waste, such as scrap metal, for which they receive more 

money. In addition, the women reported that the young men stole from the older women and 

this was also confirmed by the female official: 

“… when they are high they will start robbing the women” 

Figure 5.40 below shows two women on the OU landfill site guarding their packed bags from 

being stolen. 
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Figure 5.40: Women Securing their Bags at OU Landfill Site (Source: Researcher) 

It was further said by the women that since the landfill was always open and accessible, they 

also worked over weekends. On Friday nights, the women reported that most men went to 

shebeens and drunk alcohol. On Saturdays the men were still hungover from the night before 

and found it difficult to get up and go to the landfill site. On Saturdays, therefore, women 

collected more waste than on any other day.  

The women also reported that when the men got food from the landfill site, they did not take 

it home to feed their family. The men would rather sell it in the community and use the 

money for alcohol. Women said they were left with the responsibility of providing for their 

families, yet they all went to work. According to the women‟s perceptions some of the men 

collected waste to sustain their drug and alcohol habits while the women had the 

responsibility to care for and look after their families.  

Theme 5: Health risks 

Working on the landfill site without protective clothing was identified and perceived as a 

health risk. Smoke from burning waste could cause respiratory problems when inhaled. A 

man was seen sitting next to burnt pile of waste as shown in Figure 5.41 below. 

 

Figure 5.41: Exposure to Smoke at OU Landfill Site (Source: Researcher) 
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Furthermore, there were no toilets on site and the waste pickers were forced to use the bushes. 

There was also no tap water to drink. Without these two essential resources the waste pickers 

were prone to contracting waterborne diseases as they were drinking water from the streams 

that were potentially contaminated. Some indicated that they brought their own water from 

home. 

In addition, there were no structures to shield the workers from harsh conditions such as rain, 

sun, and wind. One participant said:  

“We get TB very easily because of the dust and other bad things we breathe here” 

“Exposed to all types of sicknesses because of the fumes from the waste” 

Some of the trucks were said to dump food past their sell-by date and left-over food from 

restaurants, butcheries, supermarkets and households. The waste pickers recovered and 

consumed this food. They reported that they sometimes cooked some of the meat they picked 

on site especially the meat from the ostrich butchery. They cooked in groups and shared the 

food among themselves. Some time they took the meat home to store in the freezer/fridge for 

later use. The meat was not always fresh; some was reported to produce a bad smell but out of 

desperation they washed and cooked it. Some reported the following as being caused by 

eating the food: 

“… Get sick from bad food” 

“… get hospitalised from eating rotten food and drinking the wrong things” 

“… you can get sick from the smells at this place” 

Theme 6: Family responsibilities  

A further vulnerability for both men and women were that their family responsibilities. They 

not only had to look after themselves but also their families. It became clear from the 

conversations that the women arrived at the site almost an hour later than most men as they 

had to prepare their children for school. This placed them at a further disadvantage in terms of 

the quantity of the things they were able to collect on the landfill site. Their earnings were 

consequently less than those of people who had arrived at the site early. 
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Theme 7: Distance from home to the landfill site 

Although the township was opposite the landfill site not all the waste pickers lived close to it. 

Some waste pickers reported that they had to get up at 5am so that they could get to the site 

by 7:30am at least. At this time, it would be dark, especially in winter, placing them at risk of 

getting robbed along the way, but because of their desperation for work they had no choice.  

Theme 8: Travel costs by the BBC 

One of the outstanding features at the OU site is the fact that the BBC in town charged the 

waste pickers a fee for collecting their waste and taking it to the BBC. According to the BBC 

owner this was because the BBC was far from town and it cost him a substantive amount of 

money to collect the waste daily. At the end of the day‟s work the BBCs picked up bags of 

selected waste from the landfill site and because they had travelled to the site waste pickers 

were required to pay fuel money, for example deducting R20 for fuel in relation to earnings of 

R100 and deducting R30 on earnings of R200. The waste picker tended to take home 

approximately R40-R60 per day. The waste pickers had the option of being paid every day or 

weekly on every Friday. 

5.4.3.2 Assets  

The assets that the waste pickers possessed and had access to are identified below. 

Theme 9: Physical assets 

The landfill site had no formal structures such as shade and ablution facilities. As indicated, 

there were also no official structures for the officials on the landfill site. It seemed that some 

people at times were sleeping on the landfill site and had erected structures or shacks. The 

shacks were built of plastic and cardboard boxes as shown in Figure 5.42 below. Neither is 

there any running water, so they depended on their friends bringing clean water from their 

home; otherwise if they did not go into the community and fetch clean water, they would have 

to use water from the stream.  
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Figure 5.42: Cardboard Shelter at OU Landfill Site (Source: researcher)  

Compared to the other case study sites, the waste pickers living the township next to the OU 

landfill site were more likely to live in municipality built and subsidised brick houses. 

According to the survey data 69.7% of the waste pickers lived in a house built by the 

municipalities, 12.1% lived in a shack, 12.1% also lived in a backyard shack and 6.1% lived 

in a backyard room. So more than 30% of the waste pickers in OU lived in shacks. 

Theme 10: Place of origin of the waste pickers 

All waste pickers were South African citizens, 99% of whom were born in the Western Cape 

Province and 1% were born in Eastern Cape province. They were thus from the area and 

probably living with their families.  

Theme 11: Social capital 

Some of the waste pickers, especially the women, engaged in teamwork. It was reported by 

some waste pickers that because over the year‟s women had seen that men took advantage of 

them and tended to steal what the women had gathered; they had decided to take turns to look 

after their bags.  

It was also shared that some of the waste pickers worked as individuals and some worked in 

pairs and shared their earnings at the end of each day. A group of sisters was interviewed, and 
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they reported that they tended to gather more waste and earn more as a group than when they 

used to work as individuals. 

Some of the waste pickers reported that they helped each other with things such as loans, 

food, and shelter to sleep and shared what they had collected. The waste pickers indicated that 

they sometimes cooked the food that they had gathered and shared amongst each other during 

lunch time. 

Theme 12: Financial capital 

Waste picking is done to earn an income, preferably daily. Every day the BBCs collected the 

goods from the waste pickers, but they travelled with the truck to the BBC as the weighing of 

the bags and pricing was done at the BBC. The waste pickers were supposed to pay the BBC 

fuel money, which was deducted from their earnings. On a good week some of the waste 

pickers earned a maximum of R500 and on a bad week they earned at least R100-R200. 

The women reported that Saturdays tended to be the busiest day of the week for them as there 

were few men on site due to being hung over from the previous night‟s drinking. Therefore, 

women collected more waste than the other days of the week as there was no one on site to 

bully them. On average it was reported by the women than men collected more waste than 

women as they ran faster when a truck came to dump waste. Man were said to be rude and 

women were only able to gather the leftovers. Another reason man earned more than women 

was because men were physically stronger than most women, so they could collect heavier 

waste, such as metals which had more value than most of the other collectables on the landfill 

site. Therefore, at the end of the day the men got more money. 

Collecting more recyclable waste was also determined by the day of the week. If the 

municipality collected waste from affluent areas it was most likely that more waste would be 

available to the waste pickers than any other day as the people from affluent areas threw away 

valuable things. One waste picker said: 

“… rich people can throw away leftover food, and iron …, but these things brings us 

money ...” 

On the other hand, on days like Tuesdays the municipality collected waste in the townships 

where most poor people lived, and this affected the quality of waste collected; the waste 

pickers tended to earn less money on Tuesdays than on any other day.  
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Theme 13: Human Capital  

The following human capital aspects illustrate the waste pickers‟ education, talents, 

awareness, and experience.  

Education is the key to employability and finding better working opportunities. A very small 

percentage of the interviewed waste pickers managed to finished grade 12. Seventeen out of 

the 33 waste pickers interviewed completed some primary school only and sixteen completed 

some secondary school qualifications. Only one person completed matric.  

On exploring the reasons for their non-completion of school qualification the following were 

shared: 

Theme 14: Poverty or financial problems  

Most participants were affected by poverty and or financial problems during their school 

years and this had a negative impact on their education. Some of the reasons for not 

completing grade 12 were highlighted: 

“Mother deceased … poverty.” 

“Financial difficulties” 

“Parents could not afford … had a difficult life” 

“There was no income …” 

Theme 15: Behavioural challenges 

Behavioural challenges were said to be part of the reasons why some participants could not 

finish grade 12 as indicated in the following statements: 

“Was taken to prison” 

“Imprisoned for theft” 

“Got involved with the wrong crowd” 

“Because of glue sniffing” 

These factors further reduced their employability in the formal labour market. 
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Some however managed to receive some formal and informal training after leaving school in 

areas such as upholstery, planting vineyards, beehive making, brick laying, and machine 

operator. Waste picking offered them a barrier-less option to earn an income. Some indicated 

that they did not have ID‟s. This landfill did not require IDs in order to pick waste. 

Theme 16: Language proficiency 

To understand how well the participants were able understand and speak the dominant 

languages in the employment industry, they were asked about their ability to understand and 

speak English and Afrikaans (Figures 5.43-5.46). 

 

Figure 5.43: How Well Can You Understand English? (OU Landfill Site) (Source: Survey 

data) 

 

Figure 5.44: How Well Do You Speak English? (OU Landfill Site) (Source: Survey data) 

Figures 5.43 and 5.44 show that there was little understanding or speaking of English 

amongst the waste pickers. This was more to do with the fact that most of them came from 
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strong Afrikaans backgrounds and the ones who went to school most likely attended 

Afrikaans medium schools. 

 

Key 2=Somewhat 3= Well 

Figure 5.45: Hoe Goed Kan Jy Afrikaans Verstaan? (How Well Can You Understand 

Afrikaans?): (OU Landfill Site) (Source: Survey data) 

 

Key 1= Not at all 2=Somewhat 3= Well 

Figure 5.46: Hoe Goed Kan Jy Afrikaans Praat? (How Well Can You Speak Afrikaans?) (OU 

Landfill Site) (Source: Survey data) 

Figures 5.45 and 5.46 show that Afrikaans was the main language that the waste pickers 

understood and spoke very well. As mentioned in the introduction the municipality was 

originally home for Koi-San people and Afrikaans culture and language was dominant, 

however English was the spoken language on all levels of government. 

The following section discusses the study findings according to the SLF element of 

transforming structures and processes. 
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5.4.3.3 Transforming structures and processes 

As stated previously, the municipality from Oudtshoorn was under administration. On 

observation it seemed as if the municipality was not actively involved in the management of 

the landfill site. According to the person responsible for the waste management there were no 

policies at the municipal level to guide them. An earthworks company was contracted to 

cover the waste as per waste management regulations. In a discussion with the person on the 

landfill driving the caterpillar covering the waste, he confirmed that he did not interact with 

the waste pickers. He “just covers the waste” when they had finished collecting the recyclable 

waste.  

One of the participants on the landfill confirmed that they had little interaction with the 

municipality:  

“There was a man who was seen as a leader he left so there is currently no one who is 

taking a leadership role everyone looks out for themselves” 

“Men are usually in charge of everybody” said a female participant. 

OU landfill site was an unmanaged landfill site. There were no explicit rules, structure, 

management, or committee that monitored the site. The implication is that the waste pickers 

on the one hand had freedom of movement and collection, but it could put the waste pickers 

and community at high risk. From the group discussion it emerged that women were at risk as 

some of the young men/gangsters on the landfill were mainly there to collect waste to sustain 

their drug use. At times they also stole what the women had gathered and there was no 

security to protect them or keep some form of order. The lack of interest of the municipality 

had also caused the waste pickers to work under unbearable conditions such as not having 

access to water, sanitation or shade. 

Further problems the waste pickers experienced were related to applications for identity 

documents at Home Affairs as they could not afford the application fee. They indicated that it 

would be better for them if the government exempted them from the application fee. Not 

having identity documents had cost them job opportunities as sometime local farmers come 

looked for people who could do temporary work at their farms and they always asked for 

someone with an ID. The following is a response given by one of the participants as a reason 

why they did not have ID: 
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“… Home Affairs is not being considerate for the poor people because they earn little 

and they expect us to pay for their IDs” 

They could not afford to spend days at Home Affairs to apply for their ID, but not having an 

ID prevented them from applying for social security and other protections. 

5.4.3.4 Livelihood strategies 

For some of the waste pickers their work at the landfill site provided their main source of 

income and livelihood. Others indicated that they collected recyclables when their seasonal 

work is done and some reported that they had other jobs besides waste picking such as:  

“Cutting grapes on farms” and “Seasonal worker on farm in Calitzdorp” 

(neighbouring town)  

“Cleaning eggs at Egg Factory” 

“Domestic work” 

“Tree stripping” 

Some waste pickers had work such as domestic work on certain days and on their free days 

they collected waste. 

Another source of income mentioned was government grants such as the Old Age Grant and 

Child support Grant.  

The trucks collected the waste in the morning and only arrived on the landfill site after 10am 

so the waste pickers worked through the waste or sorted the waste from the previous day 

whilst they waited. They also shared that on days that the municipality trucks collected the 

waste in the townships there was little waste to recycle. 

5.4.3.5 Livelihoods outcomes  

“Oumies” is an Afrikaans name meaning old lady, which was the name given to the landfill 

site by the waste pickers. There can be two explanations for the meaning attached to this 

name. First, it can refer to a grandmother who provides for her grandchildren and always 

makes them happy, or it can have a political meaning. In the Apartheid era the white madam 

was referred to as the “oumies” who provided her servant with all she needed such as food 
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and clothes. Subsequently, the landfill site provided the waste pickers with various things that 

they needed for their daily living, from food to household items. 

One of the most beneficial things for their households that they obtained from the site was 

food dumped by the army base. This was described as fresh most of the time and they even 

brought tinned food as well. There was also a bakery which brought bread on some Saturdays 

and an abattoir for ostriches that brought meat as well. 

When asked about the kind of food they took from the landfill site for their own and /or 

family use, the waste pickers related the following items: 

“Bread and potatoes and any food still good for consumption” 

“Tinned foods, soup and bread from the army” 

“Vegetables, chicken that has already been eaten and any food still good to eat” 

“Chicken braai packs, meat, tinned food” 

Around the landfill site was a small dwelling where some of the pickers stayed and some 

came from the surrounding communities. When asked if big supermarkets brought them food 

one of the waste pickers replied that:  

“Big shops such as Checkers, Shoprite and Spar used to bring expired food, but they 

stopped since men were grabbing everything and refused to give women some of the 

food. So due to this greediness they had to stop coming” 

Usually the waste pickers ate before they left home and when they took a break at 9am they 

ate the food they had brought from home. The ostrich abattoir also brought meat which they 

cooked on site and shared, but when there was a lot on a single day, they would take it home 

to freeze it for later use. 

Other goods that the waste pickers recovered from the waste included: “Cell phones, clothes, 

money, cups, spoons and clothes, nails for building, metals, toiletries, photo frames, 

household items, toys and jewellery” 

The people from the townships were said to also come and collect food, wood etc. and not 

necessarily for waste picking. 
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The Army played a huge role in providing for the waste pickers, bringing food all the time, 

specifically on Mandela day when they brought fresh food for everyone on site. 

5.4.4 Chapter summary 

It is hard to deny the fact that the landfill site had no structure and was poorly managed by the 

municipality. The municipality was largely neglectful of the site and lacked involvement. The 

politics of the municipality exerted a huge impact on the current situation of the landfill site. 

There we no policies or bye laws on the site. The waste pickers were vulnerable in many ways 

such as health, and exploitation by the BBCs. Furthermore, the absence of restrictions directly 

impacted on the young children who were involved in substance abuse.  

On the other there is no doubt that the landfill was very meaningful for the waste pickers. The 

waste pickers refer the landfill as “oumie‟ which is translated as mother/caregiver as the 

landfill provides things that are necessary for survival.  

5.5 CASE STUDY 5: GR MATERIAL RECOVERY FACILITY 

5.5.1 Introduction 

This section will present a case study of GR (MRF). GR is under Camdeboo Municipality, 

recently renamed as Dr Beyers Naude Municipality in Eastern Cape Province of South Africa. 

Graaff-Reinet is the fourth oldest town in South Africa and it is well known for agri-tourism 

activities (Camdeboo Municipality, 2017). The main economic activities in the area are 

commercial farming and tourism. Instead of a landfill site the municipality established a 

material recovery facility (MRF) where the recyclable waste was collected, and sorted, and 

the rest taken to the landfill site. The sorting and recovering of waste had improved the 

livelihoods of some families through reclaiming waste and selling it to the BBCs. 
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Figure 5.47: Map of Dr Beyers Naude Municipality (Source: Municipalities of South Africa, 

2017) 

Graaff-Reinet has a population of 35,672 and the population of the whole municipality was 79 

292 in 2011 (Census, 2011). 

A case study of GR MRF will be presented in this chapter. The GR MRF was added to the 

study due to its different nature of managing waste. The study findingswill be structured 

according to the elements of the SLF).  

5.5.2 Method of data collection 

5.5.2.1 Quantitative Data 

This phase was undertaken in October 2016, the same time that qualitative data were 

collected. 

5.5.2.2 Qualitative Data 

This phase was undertaken in October 2016 when various group interviews were conducted 

to gather the data.  

The municipality had taken a deliberate decision to close the existing landfill site for a variety 

of reasons. It was not permitted by the Department of Water Affairs and Forestry because it 

was not a GSB (general classification of waste) classified landfill site in accordance with 
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Section 20 of the Environment Conservation Act (Act 73 of 1989) (Integrated Waste 

Management Plan for The Camdeboo Municipality (IWMPCM), 2008). The waste manager at 

the municipality also reported that the site was positioned very near to the nature reserve as 

well as in the pathway of the overall development of the town, roughly 2 kilometres east of 

the residential area of Adendorp (IWMPCM), 2008). The municipality opened a new landfill 

site and, in the process, decided to divert as much waste as possible from the landfill as a 

result of which the transfer facility was built. According to the waste manager, this decision 

also benefitted the waste pickers as they had to work on the transfer station and not on the 

landfill. It provided them easier access to waste and more dignified working conditions. 

5.5.3 Observations and setting of the group discussions 

The municipality provided a different model as compared to landfill sites where waste was 

taken to the MRF. 

When we arrived on site the waste pickers had already started working, trucks of waste were 

coming in for drop offs. Men, women, and children were observed busy picking waste on a 

huge pile that had just been dropped on the cement surface by a municipal truck. A school bus 

from one of the local schools was also seen dropping off a group of school children to do 

observations and research for their life orientation class on environmental issues. 

The supervisor of the MRF welcomed us and directed us to where we could set up for the data 

collection. Since the MRF was well managed the data collection took place in an orderly 

manner. 

The transfer station was busy as all waste from the municipality and private owners was 

dropped and it was where most companies came to drop off at the transfer station. The 

implication was that it was difficult to interview the waste pickers as they ran to the offload 

point every time a truck came in (see Figure 5.48). Interviews were then done during the 

times when the waste pickers were taking a break or those periods when no cars were coming 

in. Group and individual sessions were conducted, based on the availability and willingness of 

the waste pickers to participate. The groups were conducted whilst seated on the ground and 

the field workers had to move around the workspace in order to carry on with the interviews.  

Although the waste pickers worked at the MRF they were still working informally for 

themselves and not employed by the municipality.  
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Figure 5.48: Waste Pickers Selecting Waste on the Cement Surface at GR MRF (Source: 

Researcher) 

5.5.4 Research findings 

The following section presents the research findings according to the SLF. 

5.5.4.1 The vulnerability context 

The following vulnerabilities were identified in the research findings. 

Theme 1: Working conditions  

The MRF provided a building where the waste pickers could sit in the shade to finalise sorting 

and packing the bags with recyclables. They were also able to sit in the shade during lunch 

times, rainy and cold days and when they were waiting for trucks with waste to come in or the 

truck to collect them with their waste. However, this shed did not stretch to their working area 

where the waste was dropped by the trucks. Sometimes the waste pickers needed to work in 

extreme weather conditions such as rain, extreme cold and or heat. In the rainy season 

recyclables like paper will get wet and it was difficult/impossible to sell wet paper. 

The waste pickers worked without protective clothing which may have exposed them to 

respiratory and other health problems.  
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Some of the observed risks were confirmed by the waste pickers. They reported the “dust” as 

uncomfortable. In order to minimize the dust, the site supervisor from the municipality was 

responsible for spraying the work surface with water by a hose pipe provided by the 

municipality. Regarding the working conditions for the waste pickers, the dust problem was 

much better than for any other waste pickers working on landfills. Dust and smells are part of 

the working conditions of waste pickers.  

Among the waste that is collected and dumped by the municipality, sharp objects like razor 

blades and other sharp objects were observed which could injure people. A teenage boy was 

seen selecting razor blades used by hair salons.  

He narrated: “… the salon uses this only once … I am going to shave with it ...” The 

collection of the razor blades also indicated that the waste pickers collected more than 

recyclables, but also objects that could be of use to them. 

A further risk highlighted by the waste pickers was the fact that they did not have enough 

time at the MRF to take out all the recyclable waste. The waste pickers shared that they were 

allowed on to the MRF by 8am. The waste trucks from town brought the waste during the 

morning and then what is not recycled by 2pm was collected and dumped on the landfill. At 

this there were still heaps of recyclables: 

“… they (municipality) come and burn the waste before we finish selecting what we 

want” 

When we discussed the matter with the supervisor, he reported that the waste was burned only 

when there was too much of it and they needed to make way for new waste deposits. They 

also wet/sprinkled the mountains of waste when it was windy to stop the waste from being 

blown as a measure of reducing land pollution.  

Theme 2: Health risks  

Some health risks on this site have already been identified. Further health risks highlighted by 

the waste pickers were that restaurants and supermarkets with food outlets and household 

waste discarded leftover food at the MRF − as they are supposed to. The waste pickers 

selected food “without a bad odour” for use it at home. They also explained that they cooked 

some of the food on site to eat. For their lunch on the day of the interviews, they cooked meat, 
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potatoes, and onion that they picked in small enamel containers and shared among 

themselves. One participant said: 

“… we take food which does not smell too much and we go and wash it and eat it at 

home, if we get meat or bones we always cook and share here at the transfer station” 

Even though they put themselves at risk of being poisoned by the food they found on the site, 

their poverty and lack of opportunities forced them to turn to such options. Figure 5.49 below 

shows a plate of food that the waste pickers had prepared for lunch.  

  

Figure 5.49: Plate of Food Prepared at GR MRF (Source: Researcher) 

Theme 3: Children on the MRF 

In some households both mother and father needed to work at the MRF and if they had small 

children, they did not have anyone to care for the children nor did they have the money to 

leave the child at a day care centre. Due to these circumstances some families were forced to 

bring the children to the MRF. These children spent most of their time running around the 

MRF or carried on their mother‟s back whilst sleeping. Children of school age and as young 

as 12months old were observed on the site. The older children were observed running around 

and jumping on the back of the moving trucks. When questioned why they brought their 

babies to work and allowed their school age children to come to work with them, the parents 

responded that: 
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“… there is no one to look for our children at home …” 

“… they had to come with us otherwise it will mean that my wife has to stay at home 

with the children and I will have to put food on the table on my own … never … we need 

to help each other” 

A different reason for the children being on the MRF emerged when one school aged girl 

said:  

“… my parents don’t work here we just ran away from school because we want to raise 

money to buy lunch and other nice things at school”. They had realised that they could 

make some money if they collected waste and sold it.  

When the supervisor of the transfer station was asked why they allowed children on site he 

replied:  

“… they come with their parents and we have tried to chase them away, but they keep 

coming back there is nothing we can do if they get injured the parents will take care of 

it” 

On the one hand parents were working and looking after their children and on the other hand 

the older children also realised that they could earn money collecting recyclables. 

Theme 4: Substance abuse  

Substance abuse was identified as one of the major problems affecting some waste pickers. 

This had been reported to be causing conflicts and physical fighting among them. 

During one of the visits to the landfill, a fight broke out between two of the waste pickers. 

The supervisor stopped the fight. It was shared by the supervisor that there were rules on the 

MRF which allowed him to ban waste pickers from the MRF if they misbehaved.  

The MRF supervisor further reported that the children and elderly were most affected by the 

effects of substance abuse. 

Tobacco smoking seemed to be the most popular choice as most men and women were seen 

smoking one cigarette after another. Some gathered leftovers of cigarette filters while they 

were working – posing another health risk. When asked how they planned to use the cigarette 

filters, a participant said: “… we crush and open the cigarettes − there is always some left 
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over tobacco inside, we will then smoke it from a rolled small newspaper … no difference 

from the one from the shops.” 

Illicit drugs were reported to be brought in by the younger men from home and sold to other 

people at the MRF. 

5.5.4.2 Transforming structures and processes 

The municipality employed a female waste manager from whom the researcher received 

approval to enter the MRF. She also reported that the municipality took a deliberate decision 

to divert waste from the landfill and improve the working conditions of the waste pickers 

through building the MRF. The municipality had no policies that guide or protect the waste 

pickers nor determine how they should be managed. Nothing was documented on the waste 

pickers even in the bylaws of the municipality. 

The GR MRF had a well organised programme. The municipality was responsible for the 

management of the transfer station and there was an employee who acts as a supervisor at the 

station. There was also a security guard at the entrance who managed people entering and 

exiting the landfill and recorded the registration and weight of the cars that entered and left 

the station. In case of misconduct and waste pickers bringing in drugs and causing disorder at 

the station the municipality also took a disciplinary role. Meetings were conducted when there 

was a problem. Rules negotiated with the waste pickers included pickers being disciplined by 

being prevented from entering the MRF. The municipality however did not take any 

responsibility for the wellbeing of the waste pickers if there were any injuries and other 

occupational hazards. One of the municipality officials reported that their role was to only 

provide waste and take responsibility for the building and operations. The supervisor 

sometimes called in the police to do random checks as the waste pickers brought in drugs both 

for personal use and for selling to others, and some even brought in dangerous weapons. 

The municipality treated the waste pickers as informal independent entrepreneurs, they did 

not govern them, and they only provided access to the waste to make a living and humane 

working condition. The supervisor of the station expressed:  

“… the Buy Back Centres are the ones responsible for the safety and the wellbeing of 

the waste pickers as they are the ones who directly benefit from them”  
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This was confirmed by the BBC owner who explained that the waste pickers were his 

“employees”. They were paid daily for what they had collected. In the afternoon he would 

pick them up at the MRF and take them to the BBC where the waste was weighed and sorted.  

It also emerged that the municipality provided land and RDP houses to the waste pickers 

around 1 km from the landfill. The land was in relative proximity to the landfill. The waste 

pickers were appreciative of this gesture. One participant said: 

“… we were given land and now I own a house that I build with recycled material”  

Some of the organisations that helped in the livelihood of the waste pickers were the local 

churches and SASSA, as reported by group members:  

“… we get Old Age Grant and Child Care Grant from SASSA and this has been helping 

and then we top up with our daily income from waste picking …” 

5.5.4.3 Livelihood assets 

The following livelihood assets were identified with the waste pickers.  

Financial capital 

According to the waste pickers on the MRF Mondays and Tuesdays were their best days 

when they earned more income. This was reported to be because Mondays and Tuesdays are 

just after weekends when most households and businesses threw away valuables. According 

to the survey data, on a good week the waste pickers could earn up to R600 and on a bad 

week as little as R200.  

During the month of December, the waste pickers reported that they did not have a lot of 

income. December has many public holidays and the MRF and waste companies would be 

closed, even though the festive season itself generated lots of waste. They felt closing the 

MRF during the festive season was a missed opportunity. 

Human capital 

Theme 5: Education 

Waste pickers were asked about the highest grade that they had achieved in school. Out of the 

four people who participated in the survey no one reached grade 12 and one person managed 

https://etd.uwc.ac.za/



 

 171 

to complete grade 11. The reasons of not finishing grade 12 were narrated by the waste 

pickers as follows: 

Theme 6: Poverty/financial problems 

Poverty, and/or financial problems was one of the main reasons mentioned by participants for 

not completing high school 

“Poverty at home ...” 

“… we did not have money to pay for school fees … mother passed away” 

It is evident that poverty played a major role in the participants not completing school and had 

a direct impact on their current circumstances. 

The following was shared by one of the participants as the reason she did not compete school: 

“My Father took me out of school to fix my squint eyes …”  

And she never went back to school as he could not afford the operation. 

Theme 7: Social capital 

Social capital was mentioned as important to the waste pickers: Individuals and families from 

the community sometimes brought freshly cooked food, especially in winter, and this was a 

huge benefit as on some days they would go without eating anything. One participant said: 

“… We wish if more people could regularly bring food to us even shops like Checkers 

we wish if they could bring their leftover food to us, it will make a difference in our 

lives” 

On observation it seemed as if the waste pickers on the MRF were getting along well despite 

the competition for waste and the incidents where they fought over the same product. During 

working time, it was observed that some of waste pickers worked as individuals, some as 

couples, and some as a team. An couple in their early 60s were observed sitting on a pile of 

cardboard boxes having a conversation and the husband was putting together their bags with 

recyclables. They said:  
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“… we are a married couple and we have been picking waste for a long time, we do get 

old age grants and pension, but this gives us extra money and we also get to spend the 

day with other people because it is quiet at home …” 

Waste picking therefore not only provided an income for this couple but also provided the 

opportunity for them to socialize. 

Two sisters who worked together with their children as young as 4 years old said: 

“… we work as a family because there is no one to leave the children with at home and 

we get to collect more when we work as a team” 

On the other hand, one of the participants who preferred to work on his own said:  

“It is better to work alone because you make your own rules, you rest when you want to 

and at the end of the day you go home with all your money” 

The MRF was quite a small place and not many trucks came in at once compared to what 

happens at a landfill site. The waste pickers reported that they agreed amongst themselves that 

when few trucks were coming in on the day, they would organize themselves in such a way 

that they took turns to collect waste first. Both men and women had equal chances and access 

to waste.  

Theme 8: Waste pickers’ relationship with the municipality 

The waste pickers reported having a good relationship with the municipality as one 

participant said: 

“… Treat us well. Work well together …” 

“Not rude to us. Provide us with bags for collecting waste” 

However, some reported they did not have a good relationship with the municipality: 

“Sometimes they don’t care at all” 

“Not too good. We complain but they are not interested in us. We get nothing” 

“They treat us very bad. Promise us work but do not fulfil their promises” 
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Theme 9: Waste pickers’ relationship with the public 

“Treat us well. Some people bring us soup and bread” 

Physical capital 

The following physical capital was identified at the transfer station and was regarded as 

making the lives of the waste pickers less stressful as they had access to a shaded area to work 

under, toilets and running water, as elaborated in the next subsections. 

The MRF had a shed to work under as shown below in Figure 5.50 that protected the waste 

pickers from extreme weather conditions. The problem was that the shed was small and 

covered the goods that they had collected only so that harsh weather conditions affected the 

waste.  

 

Figure 5.50: –Building Providing Protection at GR MRF (Source: Researcher) 

The officer who oversaw the MRF mentioned that the waste pickers had access to flush 

toilets; a separate toilet for men and women on the premises as shown in Figure 5.51 below. 

Good hygiene was practiced as the toilets were cleaned and all people were required to make 

sure that they left the toilets clean after use. There was also access to clean water. 
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Figure 5.51: Toilets at GR MRF (Source: Researcher) 

The MRF was well fenced, and this provided security for the waste pickers. No-one could just 

walk in as they pleased. There was also access control at the entrance of the station, a security 

guard employed by the municipality remained in the access control room and was responsible 

for signing in and out the trucks that dropped off waste and general monitoring of the 

workspace. Figure 5.52 below shows the fencing around the MRF. 
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Figure 5.52: Fencing Around the GR MRF (Source: Researcher) 

The municipality allocated residential stands to build houses for the waste pickers closer to 

the MRF. Before the MRF became operational the waste pickers had been collecting waste at 

the landfill site and had also been living on the site. After it was closed, and the new system 

came into place the municipality decided to give the open space situated close to the MRF to 

the waste pickers. This was a huge benefit to them, meaning that they did not have to walk far 

too and from work and that they had their own houses. In this community there were schools 

and clinics nearby. 

5.5.4.5 Livelihood strategies  

The following section discusses the identified livelihood strategies undertaken by waste 

pickers to sustain their livelihoods. Waste picking was found to be their main source of 

livelihood and below are some of the daily activities that they do to improve their livelihoods. 

Figure 5.53 below shows the waste pickers carrying out their daily work at the MRF. 
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Figure 5.53: Waste Pickers Working at GR MRF (Source: Researcher) 

When asked what else they do to earn a living, the waste pickers responded: 

“… when we get home, we have our small vegetable gardens, we water them” 

“... we keep the food that we get on the waste and cook it at home and we put some in 

the fridge for later use” 

“… I get an old age grant with my wife and with the money we get from waste picking 

we can survive for a month” 

“… we have a grant for our two children, and it helps us to cover other things on the 

house” 

They also reported that they had other paid jobs besides waste picking that they do to sustain 

their livelihoods such as: 

“… farm work …” 

“… domestic work …” 

“… constructions work ...” 

The above statements show that some waste pickers did not only wait for one income, they 

instead made sure that they got extra jobs for extra income to sustain their livelihoods, using 

waste picking as a filler in between the informal jobs they had. 
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5.5.4.6 Livelihoods outcomes  

With all the hard work that the waste pickers were doing at the MRF they were able to put 

food on their table but there were no guarantees as some days, for example on public 

holidays, the transfer station will be closed. Through their connection to the transfer station 

and the municipality the waste pickers managed to secure land to build houses of their choice; 

some have built shacks and some built brick houses. 

Besides picking waste to sell to the BBC, some waste pickers collected items for personal use 

such as: 

“… clothes that I can wear ...” 

“… household goods …” 

Some also got scrap roofing sheets for reuse to refurbish their homes as shown in Figure 5.54 

below. 

 

Figure 5.54: Items Collected for Personal Use at GR MRF (Source: Researcher) 

The above picture shows roofing sheets next to a waste picker sitting on a bag of recovered 

waste. These were used for roofing their homes and some for erecting a temporary housing 

structure. 
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5.5.5 Chapter summary 

GR MRF had a well-organised approach in doing their work; it was more manageable 

compared to a landfill site mainly because of good supervision and a smaller work force. The 

MRF provided necessities for the waste pickers such water, clean drinking water and a shed to 

work in during harsh weather conditions. Despite this the municipality was not directly 

involved with the waste pickers, there were no policies or bylaws in place regarding waste 

pickers‟ rights or guide their practice. Children were seen at the MRF and this is a concern as 

they missed school and became exposed to toxic materials. On the other hand, some parents 

seemed not have a choice as the whole family needed to work and there was no one available 

to care for the children, while other children might have not been in school because of lack of 

funds for their educational fees. 
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CHAPTER 6:  

 

CROSS CASE ANALYSIS: COMPARISON OF FINDINGS 

6.1 INTRODUCTION  

Waste pickers have been self-employed recovering waste and other valuables on local 

municipal landfill sites for many years. The first and oldest study on waste pickers in South 

Africa was undertaken by De Kock (1986), although no studies appeared between 1990 and 

1999. It was only after 2005 that more research on waste pickers began to emerge. This was 

primarily post-graduate research at both master‟s and Doctoral studies (Schenck et al., 2016). 

Since 2005 researchers like Samson (2009) and Schenck et al. (2012) have focused on waste 

pickers on the streets and landfill sites.  

The research reported in this thesis provides an in-depth analysis of the livelihoods of landfill 

waste pickers. Data were obtained through questionnaires and qualitative interviews with 

landfill waste pickers, municipal waste managers and municipal workers, as well as Buy Back 

Centre (BBC) representatives and the researcher‟s observations in four landfill sites and one 

MRF located in three of the nine provinces of South Africa. 

This chapter provides a cross case analysis of the research findings. The findings described in 

this chapter use data and cross-case analyses of the five study sites. SLF was used to analyze 

the livelihoods of the landfill waste pickers. The chapter presents a comparison and summary 

of research findings of the five case studies. Themes will be presented according to the 

elements of SLF. Finally, the study findings will be comparing and triangulated by reference 

to other relevant literature and research.  

6.2 VULNERABILITY CONTEXTS  

The key feature of transformative social welfare policy is to shift from simply having an 

insight that people are oppressed and focus on their situations, address the issues that cause 

deprivation and employ programs and other interventions that can improve their quality of life 

(Taylor & Triegaardt, 2018). This section will therefore make a cross case analysis of the 

vulnerabilities of waste pickers and reflect on them with the aim of making recommendations 

to address the social injustices .The vulnerability context is described in terms of “shocks”, 

that is circumstances over which people have limited or no control, and which require coping 
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and adaptation. Shock tends to mean a more sudden pressure on livelihood (Seratti, 2008; 

Morse & McNamara, 2013). Lindell (2010) and Nzeadibe and Mbah (2015) stated that in 

order for a person to make it in the informal waste economy and sustain a livelihood he or she 

must endure deprivations, threats to wellbeing, struggles and socio-political contestations for 

the right to garbage, and maintenance of social networks. The activities of landfill waste 

pickers must be seen against the background of South Africa‟s high unemployment rate 

(currently 26.7%) (StatsSA, 2018) and one of the highest inequalities and crime rates in the 

world (Bhorat, 2015). Being unable to find employment, many individuals endeavor to eke 

out a living in an informal urban economy (Neves & Du Toit, 2013). Landfill waste pickers 

are operating next to, instead of in conjunction with, the formal waste management system. 

No clear guidelines or policies exist to guide local governments on how to incorporate 

informal waste pickers into the local government systems (Godfrey et al., 2016). Each 

municipality currently decides how it manages, includes or excludes the waste pickers‟ 

activities. This was evident from the four landfill sites and one MRF we visited. The 

following vulnerabilities were identified as affecting the livelihoods of waste pickers at the 

landfill sites: 

6.2.1 Vulnerabilities related to their working conditions 

The waste pickers highlighted working conditions as the major vulnerability that impacts their 

work and daily functioning on the landfill. The working condition vulnerabilities were similar 

across the five case studies. Mothiba, Moja and Loans (2017) also endorsed this by saying 

that waste pickers work in circumstances that are physically demanding as they work for long 

periods in the sun, carry their recycled materials and have little time to rest.  

Exposure to harsh weather conditions was identified as having an impact on their work as the 

waste pickers had no access to shade or protection in four of the landfill‟s sites. They are 

exposed to harsh weather in summer and winter which in addition affects the recyclables. 

Recyclables are affected; for example, when it is raining the paper will get wet and the waste 

pickers will not be able to sell it. This affects their income and it is not their preferred 

recyclable to collect. The waste pickers themselves also get directly affected by cold, heat and 

rainy weather conditions. In four of the five case study sites there was no shade or protection 

available under which they can work when it is cold, very hot or raining. This may directly 

affect their income as they cannot work in extreme adverse weather conditions. VR provided 

shade but because its location was too far from their working area, they did not use it. Only in 
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GR was suitable shade and protection against the weather conditions provided that enabled 

the waste pickers to continue with their work in inclement weather.  

On the positive side, the municipality associated with landfill GR built a material recovery 

facility (MRF) next to the landfill where waste was delivered onto a hard surface. The waste 

pickers could collect and sort the recyclable waste and separate what they regarded as 

valuable. What was left was then taken to the landfill. The waste was easily accessible and 

there was a building where the waste pickers could sort and store the recyclable waste, and 

which provided shade, toilets and water for the waste pickers. 

6.2.2 Health effects  

The World Health Organisation (2019) pointed out that workers‟ health is vulnerable to 

factors that could lead to cancers, musculoskeletal diseases, respiratory diseases, hearing loss 

circulatory diseases, stress-related disorders, communicable diseases and others. Working at 

landfill sites poses a health risk to the waste pickers as they are exposed to dangerous items 

during the selection of recyclables and work without gloves or protective shoes. Injuries were 

reported by some participants: “Walk on glass and get injured”, “Get hurt if we don’t have 

gloves”. These findings are supported by a study undertaken in South Sudan were waste 

pickers shared similar health conditions that are mainly caused because they work without 

protective clothing (UNEEP, 2013; Mothibi et al., 2017). 

During the dry season there is an issue of dust affecting the waste pickers‟ health. Respiratory 

diseases were said to develop frequently amongst the waste pickers. “…. when the trucks 

come in and out of the landfill there is a lot of dust …” “… the dust is not good for my 

asthma”. 

Despite their exposure to these health risks it is unlikely that waste pickers will access health 

services as the “cost” may prevent this. There is both the financial cost of accessing either 

private or public health services and the opportunity cost of loss of employment and earning if 

they take time out to attend a health service facility. 

Lack of protective clothing. On most landfill sites there was no provision of protective 

clothing like industrial nose masks, placing the waste pickers at risk of breathing in dust and 

contaminated air. ST landfill site did provide masks, but the workers did not use them, and 

they were observed wearing them hanging on their necks. Otherwise, at the ST and VR 
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landfill sites there seemed some sense of order with the waste pickers wearing reflective 

jackets so that they were visible to dump truck drivers and cold reduce the risk of being run 

over. The lack of protective clothing remains one of the major health risk factors as waste 

pickers are exposed to sharp objects, dust and airborne diseases. The only explanation for the 

municipalities‟ neglect of the waste pickers and offer them protective clothing is that unlike 

other developing countries where waste pickers contribute to the recycling chain and 

diversion of the waste from the landfill and save municipalities money in refuse collection, 

these municipalities in South Africa have not acclimatized to this positive development 

(Mueller & Bjerlik, 2005). Maybe the municipalities can make it “attractive” to people to 

enter the waste collection arena as it is so valuable in terms of ecological management by 

providing protective clothing. It was also noted by Mueller and Bjerlik (2005) that smoke 

from burning chemicals and paper at dump sites may cause breathing, allergic and other 

complications. Moreover, injuries from direct contact with wrongly disposed substances 

might cause some form of skin burns, inhalation burns, explosions and intoxication. 

Similarly, because informal waste pickers use the simplest methods of protection, normally 

use their bare hands to handle waste, they are particularly at risk of injury from needles, 

broken glass and nails (Ciocoiu & Târţiu, 2012). Van Heerden (2015), who bought gloves for 

the street waste pickers with whom he interacted for his research, found that they preferred to 

work without gloves as they „feel‟ their collections when they scratch among the waste. 

Similar findings were shared by the waste managers who provided gloves and masks to the 

waste pickers. The researchers also observed that the masks given to the waste pickers on the 

ST landfill site were hanging around their necks but were not being used. 

Distance to and from the landfill site was also identified as vulnerability at all the sites except 

OU where the waste pickers lived near the landfill site. Because of the distance most waste 

pickers lived from the other landfill sites many had to start walking to the landfill site as early 

as 1am in order to reach the site in time for opening and for some this involved trespassing 

through farmland in order to get to work on time. Some landfill waste pickers at OU had 

resorted to staying on the landfill site in temporary shelters; the absence of any permanent 

structure left them vulnerable to harsh weather conditions and poor ventilation exposed them 

to health risks such as contracting tuberculosis. As also observed in the OU site some 

substance abuse was evident.  
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At VR the landfill site had recently been relocated far away from town and residential areas, 

so the waste pickers were reliant on the transport provided by the BBCs and some had to walk 

about 1,5km to the site if they missed the transport. One of the challenges expressed was the 

absence of any public transport travelling in the direction of the landfill site. If towns and 

cities had an integrated plan, transport routes (e.g. bus or taxi) including at least one morning 

trip and one afternoon collection trip could be part of what the city negotiates when they plan 

relocation of a dumpsite. 

6.2.3 Vulnerability of women and children  

Observation at GR and OU revealed that vulnerable children were seen at landfill sites 

playing whilst their parents were working. This is mainly because of the cost of placing 

children in Early Childhood Development centers. To this effect, socio-economic 

achievements attained from the profits of waste picking have little effect on safeguarding the 

children‟s health and wellbeing. In a study undertaken in Pakistan it was also found out that 

there are child waste pickers on the road and at landfill sites; they are there for different 

reasons such as poverty, being orphaned, domestic violence at home, among others. Children 

as young as 8 years old were found on the dumpsites and some shared that they started waste 

picking when they were around 6 years old (Janjua, 2008).  

Female waste pickers shared their vulnerability where young boys and those using substances 

stole their recyclables and money on the landfill where it was not managed, or the 

municipality did not provide any security to maintain order.  

One participant expressed that “when they are high, they will start robbing the women”. Other 

studies have also shown that if the collected waste is not secure it gets stolen by other waste 

pickers. Also, after selling waste some of the vulnerable waste pickers are robbed off their 

cash by street gangs (Schoeman & Sentime, 2011). 

6.2.4 Substance abuse 

Regin (2013) asserts that the growing trend of substance abuse has been because of the lack of 

formal education to orphans and vulnerable children, and limited government intervention 

with young adults.  

Waste pickers work very hard to earn a living, but some prefer to use their money to buy 

drugs and other substances. Waste picking provides “quick money” to be able to buy the next 
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fix. It is also a job where it is possible to earn something when needed, for example only 

working when in need of a fix. 

On the OU landfill site, due to the absence of the management children were observed 

sniffing glue collected from the dumpsite. Substance abuse can have a detrimental effect on 

the mental and physiological health of the waste pickers. Increased conflict and fights among 

other waste pickers were thought to be a result of substance abuse. Stealing from the elderly 

women was identified as a trend on the part of some of the children and young adults at the 

landfill site. Drugs are said to have indirect effects on both the user and the people around 

them (Mudavanhu & Schenck, 2013; National Institute of Drug Abuse, 2017). 

The exposure of children to the landfill sites such as OU has resulted in behavioral changes 

partly due to substance abuse, the daily working environment and poor parenting. It was 

shared that the children‟s parents were not at home, so the children would come to the landfill 

on their own. One of the children narrated that his “... parents were deceased” and another 

one said that his “father was at work …”. It was also confirmed by the pickers on the landfill 

site that the children regarded the site “as home” as the adult waste pickers were looking after 

them in some way and the children felt welcomed there.  

6.2.5 Vulnerability to market prices 

In their plight to earn a sustainable livelihood, the landfill waste pickers‟ income is are 

dependent upon the global, national and BBC pricing unit. As the case studies revealed some 

of the BBCs in their need to maximize profits charge the landfill waste pickers transport 

money, thus cushioning their operational cost at the expense of the waste pickers. This is also 

supported by Nahman and Godfrey (2014) who say that prices remunerated for recyclables 

are often influenced by factors external to the South African economy, for example, the 

demand for resources by developing markets can raise up prices and oil price variations. Also, 

changes within the outside environment, in which South Africa has little control, could impact 

local recycling prices and therefore unit value (Marello & Helwege, 2014). This lack of a 

clear-cut pricing unit or transparency in the price regulating framework for the landfill waste 

pickers puts them at risk of exploitation. Thus, the vulnerability of waste pickers is a bone of 

contention. In the same vein Nzeadibe and Iwuoha, (2008) said that waste pickers do not have 

direct dealings with large buyers; they may sometimes be exploited or perceive exploitation 

by the small buyers/ middlemen who take advantage of their illiteracy or not ignorance of 
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global and national markets. The pricing of the recyclable materials is dependent to its own 

supply and demand function, the demand which gets to be driven by the end-users of items 

made from the biodegradable materials while the supply is subjected to the volume of waste 

products obtainable by the BBC (Langenhoven & Dyssel, 2007). 

Based on the above it is evident that waste pickers are vulnerable to exogenous factors at the 

landfill sites over which they have no control. Some of the vulnerabilities cannot be changed 

by management practices as they are characteristic of global market prices and intrinsic waste 

picking like dirt, pollution and toxic objects. However, factors such as cold and heat plus 

criminal behaviors can be managed by the municipalities and waste managers of the landfill 

sites in collaboration with the waste pickers. 

6.3 LIVELIHOOD ASSETS  

The livelihood assets owned, controlled and claimed by the household/community/group are 

defined in five categories. These comprise human capital, social capital, physical capital, 

financial capital and natural capital (Bebbington, 1999). Capital has a role in challenging the 

structures under which one makes a living, making living meaningful and finally making a 

living (Bebbington, 1999). Capital is therefore seen as a means by which people can 

participate more productively with the world and most importantly able to change the world 

(Morse & McNamara, 2013). Comparison of the research findings according to the livelihood 

assets, looking at human capital, natural capital, financial capital, physical capital, and social 

capital provides an overview of the assets they have or do not have to be able to function 

effectively as waste pickers.  

6.3.1 Human Capital 

The basic demographic characteristics and features of waste pickers will be discussed next in 

terms of gender and race distribution for all the landfill sites. 

6.3.1.1 Gender distribution  

Like many other informal economy activities, landfill waste picking is male dominated. This 

was evident in four of the study sites as indicated in Table 6.1 below. 
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Table 6.1:  

Gender Distribution of Waste Pickers at the Five Studied Sites 

 ST OU PO VR GR 

Male 78 73 100 79 30 

Female 20 27 0 21 70 

Other 2     

Total 100 100 100 100 100 

Source: Survey data 

The gender imbalance was especially noticeable at PO, where only males were permitted to 

work there. Historically women had worked at PO site and it was a decision made by the 

municipality to marginalize women from having equal opportunities as men. Furthermore, 

two respondents at ST Landfill site insisted that his/her gender be recorded as gay. The 

studies undertaken in Durban by Mkhize, Dube and Quazi (2014) and in the Free State by 

Schenck et al. (2012) also found more men than women working at the landfill sites. This 

emphasizes waste pickers‟ reliance on the decision of the landfill management and their 

possible marginalization from certain sites which would deprive them of a livelihood, such as 

at PO. 

However, at GR there were more females than males; this can be compared to the study by 

(Viljoen, 2014) who found that far fewer women were on the streets than on the landfill sites. 

It was easier for women to be on landfill sites although there were still more men than 

women. The MRF was also more conducive for females as the facility offered protection.  

6.3.1.2 Racial distribution 

Table 6.2:  

Racial Distribution of Waste Pickers at the Five Studied Sites  

 
ST OU PO VR GR 

African/Black 33 0 94 96 0 

Coloured 67 100 6 4 100 
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Total 100 100 100 100 100 

Source: Survey data 

The study showed that it is mainly African/Black people who engage in waste picking on 

these landfill sites depending on the area where the landfill is situated. However, in ST and 

OU landfill sites and GR MRF it was predominantly coloured. Stellenbosch municipality has 

a population of 52.24% coloured people, 28.07% black people, 18.46% white people, 0.83% 

others and 0.40% Indian/Asian people (Census, 2011). Oudtshoorn‟s current population is 

predominantly coloured which is 77.35%; the white population comes second comprising 

12.49% and lastly the black population which is 9.11% (Government Handbook, 2017). GR 

MRF was 100% coloured; this was predominantly due to the historical origins of the Khoisan 

the original inhabitants of the area. The population today is also predominantly coloured; the 

population of landfill waste pickers is primarily a function of the composition of the 

town/city. 

In the next table the languages predominantly spoken by the waste pickers will be presented. 

6.3.1.3 Predominant languages  

Table 6.3:  

Main Languages Spoken by the Waste Pickers at the Five Studied Sites  

 ST OU PO VR GR 

English 4 0 0 0 0 

Sesotho 0 00 00 4 0 

Xhitsonga 0 0 6 0 0 

Afrikaans 67 100 6 4 100 

Setswana 0 0 53 92 0 

IsiXhosa 29 0 35 0 0 

Total 100 100 100 100 100 

Source: Survey data 

There is a clear correlation between the predominant language spoken by the waste pickers 

with their province and country of birth. For example, many of the waste pickers in VR and 
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PO were Setswana speaking. The same applies to the number of Afrikaans speaking waste 

pickers in ST, OU and GR. 

6.3.1.4 Educational attainment 

Data obtained from the five case studies conducted suggest that majority of waste pickers did 

not have access to proper education or did not finish school. The most common reasons were: 

 Financial problems 

 Poverty  

 Academic incompetence 

 Family responsibilities 

 Loss of one or both parents 

 Parental neglect 

Almost 99% of participants interviewed across all case studies revealed that financial 

problems and death of parents no one to pay for the school fees were the main cause of school 

dropouts. As one of the participants narrated, “… stopped going to school because my mother 

died … no money to pay for fees …”.  

Some of the comments made by participants on not completing grade 12 because of not 

having finances were described as follows across the case studies: 

“… struggled with school fees, granny move back to Upington …” 

“…. did not have money for school materials” 

“…. there was no source of income in our house …” 

“…. there was no financial support ...” 

Although most waste pickers did not complete grade 12 education some of them had attained 

training in various skills sets. Waste pickers have relatively low literacy levels, are unskilled 

and have low levels of education which severely limit their ability to access formal work 

(Nzeadibe & Mbah, 2015; Schenck et al., 2016), The skills that the waste pickers in each of 

the five sites indicated they had obtained are illustrated below. 

 Building  

 Carpenter  
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 Construction work 

 Driver  

 Gardening  

 Machine operator 

 Painter  

 Panelbeater  

 Paving/Painting 

 Plastering  

 Plumbing  

 Re-cycling operator 

 Security  

 Sewing  

 Sketching 

 Smoke fish/Woodwork  

 Waiter/Sheet metal worker 

In Latin America, an estimated population of between 500,000 and 4,000,000 million is 

thought to be involved in waste picking (Marello & Helwege, 2014). In all five sites in this 

study, regardless of their different setup, demographics and location, respondents consistently 

reported that a lack of skills had brought them into waste picking. A significant number of 

landfill waste pickers asserted that they were unable to attain the much-needed skills due to 

the challenges they faced in acquiring national registration identity documents. From their 

perspective, the ID documents were costly such that they could not afford. However, those 

who had obtained portable skills/ vocational skills, also highlighted that the lack of job 

opportunities had forced them to work in landfill sites as waste pickers. Some waste pickers 

also mentioned that they enjoyed the “freedom” of not working for a boss. Personality (or 

habits such as drugs that impact on daily routine, lack of discipline etc) may therefore also 

drive individuals to waste picking. 

In Brazil waste pickers have formed waste picker cooperatives which enhance their income 

level while harnessing their limited skills and competencies (Marta, 2014). 
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6.3.2 Social Capital  

6.3.2.1 Relationships between the waste pickers  

Social assets/capital are defined as the relationships and networks developed by people to 

survive and improve their livelihoods (DFID, 1999; Adama, 2012; Neves & DuToit, 2013). 

Wilson et al. (2006) and Women in Informal Employment: Globalizing and Organizing 

(2012) stated that in the field of waste picking some waste pickers who work alone; there are 

however many people who work as families and microenterprises comprised of women, 

children and elderly relatives. During this research teamwork was identified amongst the 

waste pickers at all the landfill sites; they helped each other in various ways. For example, 

some people worked as a group in order to maximize the amount of waste collected per day. 

A group of sisters at OU landfill site confirmed that they worked very well together. On good 

days some of the waste pickers recovered food from the restaurant and butchery waste and 

cook to eat as a group. At PO landfill some people pointed out that they helped each other 

with things like loans, food, shelter, personal care products and helped to collect and share 

what they had collected especially when it came to food. From previous studies (Viljoen, 

2014; Van Heerden, 2015; Schenck et al., 2016), it emerged that the waste pickers were self-

employed and worked independently but were supportive of each other. 

On the other hand, the notion of Ubuntu or oneness fails to come to life in the wake of 

poverty and life vulnerabilities as can be detailed in the ill-treatment of some woman and the 

harsh treatment they suffered from some of their male counterparts. At OU landfill site there 

were reports that some women had to take turns to guard their recovered waste materials 

packed in bags whilst others were on site working. They worked and supported each other but 

they did not share their income. This was done to prevent some men from stealing. At ST 

landfill a group of cousins who specialized in collecting metals said they worked together. 

6.3.2.2 Relationships between the waste pickers and the BBCs 

It was clear from all sites that there was not much trust from the waste pickers towards the 

BBCs as they do not understand the pricing structures. The lack of transparency resulted in 

distrust. On the other hand, the BBCs complained that the waste pickers were not trustworthy 

as they filled recycling bottles with water to make their bags heavier and so get more money 

for them from the BBC. In some instances, there were however trust issues from both sides; 

one of the participants commented: “The scales are not working properly, and we feel they 
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are cheating us … never get to see the prices they should charge per kg, each buyer has their 

own price, it’s not like selling plastics where you know a certain kg will cost this much”. On 

the other hand, the BBCs also expressed distrust of the waste pickers saying that, “… they fill 

recyclables bottles with water to increase the weight of the packed bags”. 

In VR one of the BBCs mentioned that they were trying to maintain a good relationship with 

the waste pickers to give them food by organizing the abattoir to donate offal from 

slaughtered animals to the waste pickers every Friday. 

6.3.2.3 Relationships between the waste pickers and the municipality  

Across all the case studies the waste pickers expressed a positive relationship with the 

municipality officials. 

6.4 CAPITAL 

Table 6.4 below shows a summary of the observation of the basic facilities available at the 

landfill sites. 

Table 6.4:  

Basic Facilities at the Landfill Sites and MRF for the Waste Pickers 

Landfill site Water Sanitation Shade 

ST Yes Yes No 

OU No No No 

VR Yes Yes Yes 

PO  Yes Yes No 

GR Yes Yes Yes 

Source: Researchers‟ observations 

Table 6.4 shows that OU was the only landfill site that did not provide the waste pickers with 

access to water, sanitation and shade. On the other PO and GR provided each of these 

facilities for the waste pickers. VR made a shed available on site; however, it was far from 

where the waste pickers worked. The MRF provided dignity to the waste pickers, as facilities 

such as water, toilets and shade were available and waste pickers could collect recyclable 
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waste in all weather conditions. They were able to store their recyclables at the MRF without 

the risk of it being stolen.  

In a study undertaken by Schenck and Blaaw (2011) waste pickers‟ choice of certain waste 

was dependent on what they could utilise at home for personal use or what they could sell; 

this study is consistent with their findings. The waste pickers did not only reclaim recyclable 

goods; they also gathered food and materials to use in their households. This improved and 

maintained and their livelihoods. Food waste was not allowed to be disposed at the VR and 

PO landfill sites. Food waste was usually buried in the ground and covered over to prevent 

waste pickers from taking it. On the other hand, food waste was reclaimed and cooked on 

each of the other sites and some was taken home for sharing with their families. Ingredients 

for a full meal with a dessert could be found, especially from upmarket household waste and 

restaurants. Alcohol and soft drinks were also part of the recovered food waste. 

The landfill waste pickers refrigerated some food as means of preservation for future 

consumption. The desire by landfill waste pickers to collect food on the landfill sites 

illuminated the fact that their income per day was insufficient to cater for their daily needs or 

those of their family. South Africa has one of the highest rates of food waste in Africa, yet 

many people are sleeping without food and need food. It is estimated that about 201kg of food 

per person per year is being lost in South Africa and 90% of this food ends up in landfill sites 

(WWF, 2007; Oelofse, Muswema & Ramukhwatho, 2018). Waste pickers selected the food 

that they needed to eat with their families, and this is consistent with other studies. Oteng-

Ababio (2012) supports this claim stating that waste pickers collect food because it is 

essential for them to survive. 

Some of the food items that the waste pickers reported recovering from the waste are listed 

below: 

 Fruit  

 Meat  

 Sugar  

 Tea  

 Coffee 

 Amasi  

 Soft drinks  
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 Cake  

 Bread  

 Mageu  

 Tlokwe  

 Alcohol 

Other goods that the waste pickers recovered from the waste included cell phones, clothes, 

money, cups, spoons and clothes, nails for building, metals, toiletries, photo frames, 

household items, toys, and jewellery. At OU landfill site one participant said that the waste 

pickers had named the site “oumies” (“old madam/caregiver”), who was the provider of all 

their needs. 

6.4.1 Financial Capital 

6.4.1.1 Employment  

In all the five case study sites, it was evident that the waste pickers had a subsistence 

existence, thus their goal was to earn enough to live. As such, waste picking in South Africa 

can be categorized as informal self-employment. Notably several reasons were tabled when 

waste pickers were asked why they were involved in waste picking. Some participants echoed 

that waste picking provided the much-needed freedom and flexibility they needed with no 

supervision, other than their own free will. Some waste pickers attributed their involvement in 

waste picking to the lack of formal jobs despite having attained the pre-requisites in 

vocational training. Some had no better alternative since they had not completed any formal 

education and some of the responses indicated that in a bid to earn a livelihood they had 

resorted to waste picking as there was no other means of income accessible and it made fewer 

demands. The findings of case study are consistent with Hugai‟s (2014) research on the 

Wynberg community in which 28% of participants suggested that they were in waste picking 

because there were no jobs. That having been said, it is essential to note that there are two 

factors that determine employment either it be formal or informal employment; the first is the 

skills set that the individual has in relation to the available opportunities, the other could be 

the income that one attains from the given job opportunity.  
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6.4.1.2 Income 

Some of the reasons for becoming a waste picker were describes as a means of “… earning 

quick cash, … daily income”. Indeed, waste pickers gained some monetary value from waste 

picking; however, the question of sustainability remains unanswered. In three sites, the GR 

Transfer Station, and ST and OU landfill sites, study data showed that on average the lowest 

amount obtained per day was ZAR 30-60 while the maximum per day was ZAR200. These 

findings are in line with the SLF (2016) and Urban Earth (2018) suggesting that on average 

waste pickers earn ZAR 120 per day. Some of the issues that affect the income of waste 

pickers are discussed below. At OU site waste pickers indicated that they did not get the 

needed recyclable waste every day, since waste disposed by townships had less value 

compared to waste obtained from affluent suburbs. According to the waste pickers at GR 

MRF their best days for earning were Mondays and Tuesdays because these immediately 

followed weekends when most households and businesses throw away valuables. In PO waste 

pickers expressed that their income was the same throughout the year as every month was a 

busy one for them. This was except for public holidays when the site was closed although the 

waste came in abundance following the holidays. This is because during public holidays many 

households were off work and they tended to spend more money on shopping and parties 

resulting in leftovers and waste that they throw away. 

At VR landfill site the waste pickers had less income compared to their peers in other landfill 

sites and waste pickers in OU and ST struggled to earn a living as the low profits they 

obtained reduced them to living from hand to mouth. This had a significant effect on their diet 

and nutritional health as the nature of the food an individual can consume is directly 

dependent upon the person‟s available income. Their income is also influenced by the fact 

that the municipality restricted to whom they were able to sell and the fact that Vryburg is 

situated far from the big cities and transport costs may eat into their profits. 

6.5 TRANSFORMING STRUCTURES AND PROCESSES 

This dimension refers to establishments that form and administer legislation and provide the 

necessary requirements for obtaining and capitalizing upon assets (Kollmair & Gamper, 

2002). It also refers to analyzing the organisations, institutions, processes and policies 

affecting the livelihoods of people (DFID, 1999; Scoones, 2009). It is these institutions and 

policies that determine the sustainability of the waste pickers livelihoods, and how and when 
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the waste pickers can access, collect and sell the recyclable waste. Institutions such as the 

municipality or the private waste management company responsible for managing the landfill, 

as well as the BBCs, played the most significant role in the lives of the waste pickers. Without 

the existence of the BBCs, it would not be possible to collect and sell recyclable waste 

(Viljoen et al., 2012). On visiting the different BBCs, it emerged that there were complex 

price structures depending on a variety of factors, such as transport costs, quality of recyclable 

waste and global macro-economic price fluctuations. Waste pickers are the informal 

grassroots of the waste recovering process and are regularly omitted from policies and 

programs in the wider waste management organization (Gunsilius, 2012; Hayami, Dikshit & 

Mishra, 2006; Moreno-Sánchez & Maldonado, 2006; Ruiz-Restrepo & Barnes, 2010). The 

crafting of policy and its full implementation must be participatory. Chambers (1994) reasons 

that it is through participation and involvement of waste pickers, municipalities and private 

players the plight of the waste pickers can be ameliorated. The informal waste economy has 

been a neglected and unfavored sector in African economies in terms of policy support and 

responses, unlike the situation in countries in Asia and Latin America (Medina, 2007; Dias, 

2012). 

This was reflected in all five study sites as none had policies pertaining to waste pickers. Even 

though there were no national or provincial policies on waste pickers it is worth pointing out 

that there were certain procedures and processes that were followed at each landfill site except 

for OU landfill site where there were no rules. 

As per the findingspresented in the case studies a summary of the rules and processes for each 

landfill site are outlined below. 

CASE STUDY 1: ST LANDFILL SITE 

Management 

The management of the ST landfill site was outsourced to a private waste management 

company. The company received the tender from the Stellenbosch municipality to manage 

and operate the landfill site for 5 years although the landfill manager from the municipality 

was closely monitoring the management of the site. The management company was 

instructed to allow only 40-50 people per day on the landfill as per instruction from the 

Western Cape Provincial Government. According to the site manager 60 people were 

registered as waste pickers at the site although only 50 were permitted to pick waste daily. 
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The landfill site worked on a first-come-first-served basis and this impacted on the waste 

pickers‟ income as there were no guarantees that they might be one of the first 50 people to 

get on site for the day. It is noted that the day we completed the quantitative interviews, 50 

waste pickers were on the landfill site. Each morning the waste pickers were required to sign 

in at the gate and sign out when leaving with their ID documents.  

ST was the only landfill where the municipality tried to give the waste pickers a voice. A 

committee was elected by the waste pickers through which they communicated with the 

municipality. Therefore, the waste pickers had leaders that represented the wider population 

of the waste pickers. These leaders provided the first line of the complaint‟s procedure, and 

if they were unable to resolve the issue, they would then refer the case further to the landfill 

site manager. The chosen leaders were not given any privileges and they were treated 

equally with the rest of the group. They were specifically chosen by the waste pickers 

together with the landfill managers based on their years of work experience on the site; 

therefore those with 20 years of experience were selected. 

The security guards were responsible for monitoring the number of people to enter and leave 

the site. They were responsible only for what happened at the entrance but did not monitor 

at the waste picking point and waste pickers reported that some people hid drugs and sold 

them inside the site. 

One of the responsibilities of the municipality on the landfill site was to determine when the 

landfill site had reached its capacity to take waste and announce closure of the site. The 

manager from the municipality in the waste management division reported that the landfill 

site would be facing closure in the 2018 and this meant that the waste pickers would be left 

with no means of sustaining their livelihoods. Being informally “employed” the 

municipality had no legal responsibility towards the waste pickers. 

CASE STUDY 2: VR LANDFILL SITE 

Management Processes 

According to the manager VR landfill site had 36 permanent waste pickers working at the 

site who were registered with four recycling companies to whom they were obliged to sell 

their recycled material. All the recycling companies were in the Vryburg area.  

The recycling companies / BBCs reported that they did not have a good trusting relationship 

with the municipality as decisions were made without them and they felt that they did not 

have representation. The municipality management always did what benefited the 

municipality at the end of the day without listening to them. They did not agree with the 
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arrangement that the waste pickers were allocated to BBCs. It cost them a considerable 

amount of money to provide the waste pickers the overalls. Some of the challenges that they 

encountered were that the waste pickers allocated to them sometimes were not faithful as 

they often secretly sold their recycled material to other recycling companies where they 

thought they could get a better prices. When the waste pickers were asked about this, they 

reported that, “there is no profit to continue selling to the people who pay you less, 

sometimes you have to go to the highest paying company”. 

BBCs’ insecurities 

Interviews were undertaken with the representatives from BBC (A) and they reported that 

they, “… feel threatened by the municipality as they are planning to open their own 

recycling company”. If this plan were to succeed the result would be that fewer waste 

pickers would be selling to them. 

Landfill site rules 

VR landfill site had on site rules to which the waste pickers were required to adhere, for 

example signing in and out of the site each day. They were also not allowed to enter the site 

if they were not wearing protective clothing such as industrial safety shoes. 

CASE STUDY 3: PO LANDFILL SITE 

Management 

Previously the municipality had banned all waste pickers from the landfill site. To be able to 

access the waste, they would enter the landfill during the night to collect recyclables. When 

the waste company was appointed, the landfill site was open to men only. There was also a 

system requiring waste pickers to register at the gate with their ID. No new pickers were 

welcomed unless someone had left. According to the municipality official the reason only 

men worked on this landfill site was because:  

“… initially the site was situated close to the community it was easier for everyone to go 

and when it was full, and we relocated far the distance has made women to stay at home and 

slowly it remained a site for men only”.  

A representative from the private company pointed out that their main responsibility on site 

is to: 

“… monitor what goes in and what goes out, there is a weigh bridge at the entrance. This 

helps us to manage the recycling volumes as to what has been removed”. 

Rules and regulations were also in place to monitor how the waste pickers operated; for 

example they were not allowed to run after the truck when it arrived, they had to wait until 
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they truck had disposed the waste before starting to collect what they want. With the coming 

of the controlled system by the management, only 35 waste pickers were allowed to work at 

the site compared to 150 previously, making it more manageable. One of the management 

officials on site reported that:  

“… we could not fully control them, so we decided to work with 35 and they all registered 

and every day when they get it they report at the reception, so we know who is in and out of 

the site”. 

“We came to the number 35 by kicking out those who were using drugs on site, jumping on 

the trucks and want to be territorial and those who were picking up fights”. 

PO Landfill site management had put in place certain polices like the non-smoking policy 

and the Environmental Policy. There were no other polices. 

The site had instituted the following rules for the waste pickers. 

Mandatory and Prohibited Rules for waste pickers “harvesters” waste pickers 

 Touching or climbing on vehicles that come to dump 

 Helping to offload private vehicles for favours or any reason 

 Running after vehicles and causing a disturbance 

 Intimidating or threatening members of the public or employees/security 

 No weapons such as knives etc. allowed on site. Spot checks will be conducted 

 No harvesters are allowed on site over weekends and public holidays 

 No harvesters are allowed on site before 7am or after 5pm 

 Sorting areas must be kept neat and harvesters must adhere to instructions from staff 

members always 

 No guiding of trucks or any form of interference with the safe operations 

 Only SA citizens with the identity document are allowed on site 

 No drugs are allowed on site neither is anyone intoxicated by such allowed on site  

 Harvesters will do litter picking for two hours per week on a Wednesday in return for 

the privilege of earning a living on the site 

 No bags or harvested material will be dragged through the storm water run roof 

channels‟ 

 Bags will be removed when instructed to avoid interfering with the operations on site 

On admission to be part of the team working on the site a new waste picker was oriented on 

the rules and if they were found not to comply with any of the rules they would be banned 

from the site and a replacement person recruited. 
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The site management representative informed us that future planning included the 

introduction of an on-site recycling facility:  

“We want to put a recycling facility on site, so as to take the burden of going to the 

recycling companies”.  

Another future was: “… to formalise the waste pickers, give them basic salary”. 

Formalising the waste pickers would most likely restrict waste pickers‟ earnings because 

some had the potential to earn more than the basic salary that the municipality would be able 

to pay. It would be better for the municipality to dignify their work by improving the 

services through, for example, providing a conducive workspace and protective clothing. 

A good relationship between management and the waste pickers was identified by the 

management representative:  

“… we have a very good relationship; we allow them to be on site and we give them security 

and giving attention to all pressing issues on site”. 

Waste pickers also confirmed that they had a positive relationship with the management. 

Processes 

Five BBCs collected the recyclables from this landfill site. It was reported that there was an 

“open door policy” between the BBCs, the municipality and the waste pickers. 

At the municipal offices the researcher had a chance to talk to a person who held a portfolio 

to oversee environmental management. He mentioned that even though waste picking was 

not formalised, previously they used to have a recycling forum:  

“The recycling forum was put in place to see how they operate and how they can assist 

them. It collapsed due to political interference so they 

CASE STUDY 4: OU LANDFILL SITE 

Management 

As stated previously, the municipality from Oudtshoorn was under administration. On 

observation it seemed that the municipality was not actively involved in the management of 

the landfill. According to the person responsible for the waste management they had no 

policies to guide them. An earthworks company was also contracted to cover the waste as 

per waste management regulations. In a discussion with the person on the scraper 

responsible for covering the waste, he confirmed that he did not interact with the waste 

pickers. He “just covers the waste” when they are done,  

One of the participants on the landfill confirmed that they had little interaction with the 

municipality and said:  
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“There was a man who was seen as a leader he left so there is currently no one who is 

taking a leadership role everyone looks out for themselves”. 

“Men are usually in charge of everybody” said a female participant. 

OU site was an ungovernable landfill site. There were no explicit rules, structure or 

management to monitors the place. The implication was that it could expose the waste 

pickers at high risk. From the group discussion it emerged that women were at risk as some 

of the young men on the landfill site were mainly there to collect waste to sustain their drug 

use. At times they stole what women had gathered and there was no security to protect the 

women or keep some form of order. As maintained by Murrelo (2013) waste pickers if 

supported by the government can earn a living out of the waste, this also supports that at the 

very end the protection of woman and vulnerable children must be expanded in government 

parastatals to effect a level of consciousness to their plight. 

Waste pickers indicated that they had problems with applications for identity documents at 

Home Affairs as they could not afford the application fee. They indicated that it would be 

better if the government exempted them from the application fee. Not having identity 

documents had cost them job opportunities as sometime local farmers came to look for 

people able to do temporary work at their farms but they always required someone with an 

ID. The following is a response given by one of the participants as a reason of why they do 

not have ID: 

“… Home Affairs is not being considerate for the poor people because they earn little, and 

they expect us to pay for their IDs”. 

CASE STUDY 5: GR MRF 

Management 

The municipality had a female manager to whom we spoke to and who gave approval to 

enter the MRF. She also reported that the municipality had taken a deliberate decision to 

divert waste from the landfill and improve the working conditions of the waste pickers 

through building the MRF. The municipality did not have policies that guide, protect or 

determine how the waste pickers should be managed. Nothing was documented on the 

waste pickers even in the byelaws of the municipality. 

The GR MRF had a well organised programme. The MRF at the GR landfill was built to get 

the waste pickers off the landfill site and increase their access to the recyclable waste. The 

MRF was fenced and access was strictly controlled. Access to the site for the waste pickers 

was on a „first-come-first served‟ basis and 20 waste pickers needed to sign in by producing 
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their identity documents. At 14:00 each day the front loader cleared the surface and the 

waste not recovered was taken to the landfill site. After the removal of the waste, pickers 

were able to continue sorting the recyclables until the BBC collected them up around 17:00 

with their sorted recyclables, but they were unable to take out more recyclables. The 

municipality was responsible for the management of the transfer station and there was an 

employee who acted as a supervisor at the station. There was also a security guard at the 

entrance who managed people entering and exiting the landfill and who recorded the 

registration and weight of vehicles entering and leaving the station. In case of waste 

pickers‟ misconduct, bringing in drugs or causing disorder at the station the municipality 

also took a disciplinary the role. Meetings were conducted when there was a problem. Rules 

negotiated with the waste pickers included pickers being disciplined by being prevented to 

enter the MRF. The municipality however did not take any responsibility for the wellbeing 

of the waste pickers if there were any injuries or other occupational hazards. One of the 

municipality officials reported that their role was solely to provide waste and take 

responsibility of the building and operations. The supervisor sometimes called in the police 

to do random checks as the waste pickers brought in drugs for personal use and to sell to 

others, some even bringing dangerous weapons. 

The municipality treated the waste pickers as informal independent entrepreneurs, they did 

not govern them, and they only provided access to the waste to make living and humane 

working conditions. The supervisor of the station expressed:  

“… the Buy Back Centres are the ones responsible for the safety and the wellbeing of the 

waste pickers as they are the ones who directly benefit from them” 

It also emerged that the municipality provided land and RDP houses to the waste pickers. 

The land was in relative proximity to the landfill site. The waste pickers showed 

appreciation for this gesture. One participant responded: 

“… we were given land and now I own a house that I built with recycled material” Access 

to the waste therefore served more than the one purpose of facilitating access to the 

recyclables 

Structures 

Some of the organisations that helped in the livelihood of the waste pickers were the local 

churches and SASSA as reported by the waste pickers: 

“… we get Old Age Grant and Child Care Grant from SASSA and this has been helping and 

then we top up with our daily income from waste picking …” 
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In the following section the livelihood strategies of landfill waste pickers will be discussed. 

6.6 LIVELIHOOD STRATEGIES  

Livelihood strategies are the range and mixture of activities and choices that individuals make 

to accomplish their livelihood goals (Krantz, 2001; Ruben,   Pender & Kuyvenhoven, 2007). 

Poor people are said to have complex and diverse livelihood strategies and activities, and this 

is particularly identified on poor urban people who are often involved in different laboring 

and self-employment activities (Alinovi, Marco D‟Errico & Romano, 2010). Although the 

participants could not reveal the amounts of money they got from other part-time jobs, it is 

worth noting that some of the waste pickers were not confined to waste picking as a source of 

income. Perhaps this can dismiss the assumption that waste pickers do this job because it is 

the only available source of incoming for them. For each case study waste pickers expressed 

the same livelihood strategies. The following were found to be common livelihood strategies 

across the case studies: 

 Construction worker 

 Farm worker in dairy department 

 Repair cranes 

 Painting and tiling 

 Chicken farming and Phosphate feed 

 Domestic on farm 

 Gardening/ Seasonal work 

 Peanut sorting 

 Cutting grapes on farm 

 Seasonal worker  

 Cleaning eggs at Egg Factory 

 Domestic work 

Through doing various activities mentioned above waste pickers earnt extra income for 

themselves and their families, hence improving their livelihoods. A different livelihood 

strategy that emerged in the case studies was at VR landfill site where collection of hooves 

and horns from cattle and game was undertaken by waste pickers. As indicated in Chapter 6 

Vryburg is situated in the Kalahari which is well known for its cattle and game farms. The 
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hooves and horns were sold to the BBCs which sold them on to bone meal milling companies. 

Bone meal was used as a fertilizer for plants.  

Waste picking routines varied across the cases studies. The waste pickers explained that it 

was their routine to go to the landfill daily, as this was their workplace or „their job‟. If they 

did not recycle daily, there would be no income and food for their families. They arrived at 

the landfills as early as possible. On the controlled access landfill sites (ST, PO, VR), they 

could not enter before the gates opened at 7:30 am, while on the landfill sites with no access 

control, they could enter and leave at any time and on any day. Some workers slept on the 

landfill sites in temporary structures. Most pickers left the landfills after the BBCs had 

collected their recyclables in the afternoon around 17:00 h. On all the landfills in this study, 

the waste pickers were paid daily. 

Not all waste pickers collected all recyclable waste available on the landfill site. The waste 

pickers mentioned that they mainly collected those items which the BBCs bought from them. 

Landfill VR was, for example, the only landfill where waste pickers collected bones, which 

were supplied to the BBCs for the bone meal milling company close to the town. Waste 

pickers were selective in the type of recyclables they collected because of the different prices 

paid for the different recyclables. It was noted that the pickers on the ST landfill site did not 

collect cardboard boxes. Due to the limited time they had available to access the waste, they 

would rather go for the scrap metal and polyethylene terephthalate (PET plastic), which 

provided the best income. If they could spend more time collecting, they would take the 

cardboard boxes. An adjustment in the management practice could allow for greater 

productivity and income for the waste pickers. Besides the recyclable waste, some waste 

pickers collected other products for their own or their family‟s use or to sell. These products 

included bricks, clothes, blankets, cool drink crates, electric appliances, food, computers, 

heavy loading bags, leather and wood. 

Ruben,   Pender and Kuyvenhoven, (2007) and Krantz, (2001) suggested that livelihood 

strategies are the individual choices made to affect a livelihood and attainment of marked 

goals. The context of waste pickers opens a rather philosophical argument. The case studies 

presented have shown that waste pickers resorted to this type of work because of a lack of 

employment opportunities; the lack of tuition can be thought as having cornered these 

vulnerable and poor individuals into waste picking hence leaving them with no choice. 
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Livelihood outcomes will be discussed in the next segment. 

6.7 LIVELIHOOD OUTCOMES 

Livelihood outcomes are achievements that waste pickers accomplish from reclaiming waste. 

Livelihood outcomes refer to the achievements or the output of the strategies of the waste 

pickers (Nzeadibe & Mbah, 2015). According to Scoones (2009), livelihood strategies should 

result in (1) creating working days; (2) reducing poverty; (3) enhancing the well-being of the 

person; (4) developing capacity; and (5) assisting in the recovery from setbacks or unexpected 

problems. The livelihood outcomes will be discussed according to Scoones‟ (2009) 

conceptualization. 

6.7.1 Outcome 1: Creation of working days  

Collecting and selling recyclable waste on the landfills created regular working days for the 

waste pickers to ensure a daily income. The waste pickers may determine how many days per 

week they want to work, and it depends on the management of the landfill site whether they 

allow the waste pickers on the site over the weekend. Some of the waste pickers indicated that 

they worked seven days a week. Working on the landfill allows for some flexibility, as 

mothers shared that they could attend to their families in the morning and see their children 

off to school, after which they could go to the landfill site. The men usually started earlier and 

left later than the women. Some of the waste pickers also mentioned that this allowed them to 

have a choice when and how often they want to work.  

6.7.2 Outcome 2: Poverty reduction 

The informal economy is mainly seen as a subsistence strategy (Nzeadibe & Mbah, 2015; 

Radchenko, 2017). The current income of the waste pickers assists them to sustain themselves 

and their families, as supported by Turner at al. (2014). It is argued that factors such as good 

governance, maximum access to recyclables and dignified protective working conditions can 

assist in increasing their income and possible movement out of poverty. During the 

observations across all landfill sites the VR site stood out as the waste pickers were wearing 

clothing in different colours (blue, green, red and orange), provided by the BBCs. The four 

different colours represented the different BBCs to which they were assigned to sell waste. 
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6.7.3 Outcome 3: Enhance the subjective well-being of the landfill waste pickers 

Scoones (2009) argues that a livelihood should enhance well-being. Well-being, according to 

Hicky & Du Toit (2007), is linked to many factors, such as working conditions, sense of 

agency, social relations, and income. One of the questions asked of the waste pickers was to 

determine how happy they were (on a scale of one to ten with ten being very happy and one 

being not happy) with their life on the landfill, given the working conditions described in the 

study. The subjective experiences shared by the waste pickers confirmed Hicky & Du Toit‟s 

(2007) findings: 

The waste pickers‟ unhappiness included the following themes: 

Theme 1: Lack of Safety 

“Unhappy about violence among other waste pickers” and  

“Corruption −There are nyaope smokers. We don’t work peacefully” 

Theme 2: Lack of support 

“Nobody really cares about us and don’t help us” 

Theme 3: Lack of dignity 

“I have no choice. The place is not conducive for people” 

“… no toilets we go to the bush … for water some people fetch in the nearby stream ...” 

Themes indicating the reasons for being satisfied to be working on the landfill were:  

Theme 4: Opportunity to daily income 

“I get paid daily”  

Theme 5: Sense of independence 

“I am self-employed, work when I want”  

“Nobody tells me what to do”  

Theme 6: Sense of responsibility 

“Being able to assist my mother with her income”,  

“Just happy I can provide for my kids and send money home”. 
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Theme 7: Experience of social support: 

“I like it here. I have many friends” and  

“We help each other out a lot” 

6.7.4 Outcome 4: Develop capabilities 

One of the major factors in poverty reduction is the growth of people‟s capabilities (Scoones, 

2009; Rodrik, 2015; Radchenko, 2017). This was also confirmed by the waste pickers. The 

waste pickers shared that the skills needed to recycle were learned “on the job”. They learnt 

from each other and from the BBCs what was of value and how recyclables should be 

salvaged and sorted. They gained knowledge regarding the prices paid for the recyclables, the 

fluctuation in the prices and they learnt which BBCs were willing to pay the best prices for 

various items.  

6.7.5 Outcome 5: Recover from setbacks 

A livelihood is sustainable when it can recover from setbacks (DFID, 1999; Turner et al., 

2014; Rodrik, 2015). The volume of waste generated is on the increase and waste recycling is 

becoming more critical and necessary. The biggest threat to the livelihoods of the waste 

pickers was linked to waste management of municipalities in general, including the 

management of the landfill sites, the threat of closing the landfill sites, technology and the 

possibility of policies and practices that could make waste pickers obsolete. This study 

showed that careful consideration should be given to decisions made regarding the waste 

pickers. For example, not all waste pickers will be able to pick waste on the kerbsides (if that 

is an option) due to limited physical health, strength, and safety. The studies by Viljoen 

(2014) and Schenck et al. (2016) also showed that women are less able to operate as street 

waste pickers. This study showed that MRFs could be considered as more viable and 

dignified options.  

6.8 CHAPTER SUMMARY 

In conclusion this chapter has focused on comparing the findings from each of the five case 

studies. Themes were presented according to the elements of the SLF. Findings revealed the 

livelihoods of landfill waste pickers showing their vulnerabilities, livelihood assets, 

transforming structures and processes, livelihood strategies and livelihood outcomes. Four 
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landfill sites and the MRF were managed differently. ST landfill site was a well-managed site; 

however, the waste pickers there had concerns about their job security due to the possibility of 

the site closing by end of 2018 − among other concerns. The OU landfill site was a less 

managed site, and the Oudtshoorn municipality had recently been placed under administration 

due to political turmoil and mismanagement. The PO landfill site was managed by a private 

waste company. Prior to this, pickers had not been allowed on the site, although they had 

managed to enter it illegally during the night to collect waste. Only a limited number of men 

were allowed on the site. VR landfill site was well managed by the Naledi municipality. Even 

though the landfill site was well managed there were no policies or by-laws that referred to 

the waste pickers in this municipality A different system existed on this landfill site as the 

waste pickers were “working” for one of the four BBCs in town. The GR MRF provided a 

different model where waste was taken to a transfer station for sorting before the wet waste 

was transported to the landfill site. The municipality did not allow people on the landfill site. 

It had a much-organized approach; it was more manageable compared to a landfill site mainly 

because of good supervision and a smaller work force. There was a huge gap in the waste 

management system as there were no set no policies or byelaws in place catering for waste 

pickers rights or guiding their practice at municipal or national levels. This study aimed to 

show the need to dignify and recognize waste pickers and their livelihoods. The next chapter 

will conclude the study and recommendations will be given. 
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CHAPTER 7: 

 

SUMMARY, REFLECTION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

7.1 INTRODUCTION 

This study attempted to provide an analysis of the livelihoods of the waste pickers on four 

landfill sites and one MRF in South Africa and the effect of various forms of non/governance 

on the livelihoods of the waste pickers. Using the SLF as an analytic framework the study 

describes the complexities, strengths and vulnerabilities in the livelihood of the waste pickers 

and how this could be improved if well managed by the municipalities. The SLF further 

emphasized the complex interplay of the relationships between the role players involved in 

the landfills. Study of the literature and empirical study have shed light on the primary and 

secondary objectives of this study. A summary, self-reflexive issues of the researcher and 

recommendations to this study will be presented in the next section.  

7.2 SUMMARY OF FINDINGS 

Landfill waste pickers took the initiative to provide for themselves and their families by 

recovering recyclable resources from the municipal landfill sites and MRFs. In view of these 

characteristics the term 'waste pickers,' for this study, was defined as a person who 

repossesses recyclable and other materials from what others have thrown away as waste 

material (Samson, 2009. 

This study recognized numerous benefits resulting from waste picking for individual‟s 

livelihoods and for the municipality on waste minimization and reduction and highlighted 

some of the concerns associated with waste picking at landfill sites which pertain mostly to 

undignified working conditions and safety considerations. The study showed that the 

livelihoods and dignity of landfill waste pickers is determined by the actions and non-actions 

of the local municipality. If a landfill site is uncontrolled it may impact on the quantity and 

quality of waste, undignified working conditions coupled with fierce competition, people 

stealing from each other and increasing substance/alcohol misuse. In all five case studies a 

similar view was gathered that there is no provision of necessities, such no provision of shade, 

no toilets or access to clean water. 
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The study then considered the policy documents and legal framework pertaining to waste 

management in South Africa at the local and national level with a view to determining the 

extent to which they enable and recognize waste picking. Section 24 of the Constitution of 

South Africa as well as government waste management policies and documents were 

analyzed, The Act that guides waste management does not specifically mention waste pickers, 

but one of its major thrusts is that of recycling, re-using. This analysis showed that waste 

pickers are at the bottom of the waste value chain and they are not recognized. This study 

therefore aimed to inform policies about waste pickers and their need to be recognized and 

their work to be dignified. 

A well-managed landfill sites has proven throughout the study has minimized risk to waste 

pickers, they are more dignified working conditions and they are more accessible to the 

public. This is evident at the MRF which provided necessities to the waste pickers such as 

water, clean drinking water and a shed to work under in harsh weather conditions. However, 

the critical, unintended consequences emerging from the case studies are that, where access 

and numbers are formally controlled, for example at ST landfill site where they work on a 

“first-come-first-served basis”, some waste pickers are excluded and time constraints limit 

access to recyclable waste and income. The limited time for recyclable waste recovery causes 

shorter lifespan of the landfill site. On the other hand, waste diversion from the landfill sites 

can increase with well researched and planned management. 

The findings of the study have led the researcher to conclude that for the livelihoods of the 

waste pickers to be sustainable they need to be integrated into the waste management system. 

This will be through dignifying their work and valuing their skills.  

7.2.1 Research question 

The primary research question that this thesis addressed is: How sustainable are the 

livelihoods of the landfill waste pickers? 

The research question was answered with a robust methodology approach and research 

strategies used throughout the research process. The study found out that the livelihoods of 

landfill waste pickers can be sustainable if they are recognised and their work is dignified 

within the waste management system at local, provincial and national level. 
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7.2.2 Research aim and objectives 

In chapter 1 the aim of the study was identified to analyze the sustainability of the livelihoods 

of landfill waste pickers using the sustainable livelihood framework.  

 Explore the vulnerability context of the waste pickers. 

 Explore the livelihood assets of the waste pickers. 

 Identify and explore the policies, institutions and processes affecting the waste 

pickers‟ livelihood. 

 Explore and observe the livelihood strategies of the waste pickers.  

 Explore and analyze the livelihood outcomes of the waste pickers. 

7.2.3 Summary of the research methodology 

The implementation of the sustainable livelihoods approach enabled the researcher to achieve 

the stated objectives. This methodological model and methods from basic research 

contributed to achievement of the goal of the study. 

The study was undertaken in phases that reflect the activities that were undertaken to this end: 

Phase one − The quantitative phase was completed by gathering information using 

questionnaires.  

Phase two − This was achieved using qualitative research techniques, focus groups and in-

depth semi structured interviews with the waste pickers, management of the landfill sites and 

owners of the Buy Back Centers. 

Documentary analysis of the policies and documents that govern the management of landfill 

sites and waste pickers was also completed in this second phase. 

Phase 3 − This phase involved interpretation of case study data and comparison between the 

case study sites in order to identify best practices to sustain the livelihoods of the waste 

pickers 

Thus, the objective of the study was achieved, and a research report was compiled using the 

information gathered from all the phases of this study. 
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7.3 SELF-REFLEXIVE ISSUES OF THE RESEARCHER 

In undertaking this research, the researcher did not allow her personal opinions to affect the 

research process; therefore, the interviews were carried out in a professional ethical manner as 

the researcher aimed to be non-judgmental and tolerant of the respondent‟s self-worth and 

dignity. The researcher avoided sensitive questions to avoid coercing the participants into 

saying anything with which they might not be comfortable. A process of self-reflection is 

therefore of greatest importance. According to Hammell et al. (2000:113) reflexivity involves 

“articulation of the deep-seated views and judgments that affects the research topic but also a 

full assessment of the influence of the researcher‟s background, perceptions and interest in the 

research process”. Polgar and Thomas, cited in Conneeley (2002) point out that reflexivity is 

a means through which rigor in research can be increased. This process of capturing and 

analyzing subjective elements could result in deeper understanding.  

There were times when I found myself in situations where participants were not willing to 

carry on with the interview because they were not comfortable speaking English. This is when 

I made use of the research assistants who were knowledgeable of the local languages. This 

research improved my communication skills and patience as things did not always go 

according to plan.  

7.4 RECOMMENDATIONS FOR PRACTICE AND TO POLICY DEVELOPERS 

The following recommendations from the research findings help to inform practice and 

policy. 

 Integrated and participatory processes should be respectfully facilitated between each 

municipality, landfill management, BBCs and waste pickers to work out the best 

policies and practices to enhance increased recycling opportunities, enhance the 

dignity of the workers and benefit all role players.  

 Social workers should get more involved with waste pickers mobilizing platforms 

through community engagement including them in decision-making related to 

recycling programmes. Waste pickers should also be supported by social workers to 

organise themselves so that they can better represent themselves. 

 The waste management system should acknowledge waste pickers and integrate them 

in policy making through engaging them reverentially and value their skills. 
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 Waste pickers should be able to participate in the waste process and be valued and 

their working conditions should be dignified. 

 Waste reclamation should be integrated into the formal waste management systems of 

municipalities through partnerships between municipalities, industry and waste 

reclaimers through their associations or cooperatives. 

 More effective landfill site security should be provided to reduce illegal activities. 

 The BBCs should make the pricing structures/processes transparent. 

 Landfill sites should have flexible waste reclamation times to improve access to 

recyclable waste 

 Landfill sites should ensure a safe space and apparatus for storing, packing, bundling, 

and processing waste. 

 School-age children of waste pickers should be returned to full time education. 

 The South African government should publicize waste picking regulations in the 

existing waste management policies stipulating the rights and obligations of landfill 

waste pickers to recognise and dignify landfill waste picking. 

 Municipal by-laws should include waste pickers have clear guidelines to govern waste 

picking and recycling at landfill sites and any other setting where they occur. 

It is highly recommended that the municipalities include waste pickers in their by-laws as 

they are the ones who are responsible for the waste management system. There is a need of 

recognizing them and add dignity to their profession, a formalized union for waste pickers 

will come in handy in representing the larger population of waste pickers in drafting of 

policies and by-laws and giving them a voice. Recognizing the waste pickers in policies and 

national strategies such as NEMA will help in managing the waste picking on streets and 

landfills. With the implementation of the EPR the future and livelihoods of waste pickers are 

compromised as they might be pushed out of the market by the formal players and waste 

might not even reach the landfill sites therefore no means of earning money to support their 

livelihoods. 

7.5 LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY 

Despite the language barriers the researcher, who is an English-speaking Zimbabwean, feels 

that rich and consistent data was gathered through the surveys, focus groups and semi-

structured interviews producing effective and trustworthy case studies on the livelihoods of 
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waste pickers in landfill sites. There was enough support from co researchers and 

fieldworkers to overcome the language barrier. Although this study was very broad the 

researcher managed to extract the applicable data.  
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APPENDIX 1: 

RESEARCH INFORMATION SHEET 

UNIVERSITY OF THE WESTERN CAPE 

Private Bag X 17, Bellville 7535, South Africa 

Tel: +27 21-959 2277, Fax: 27 21-959 2845 

E-mail: cschenck@uwc.ac.za 

Department of Social Work – University of the Western Cape 

Dear Sir/Madam 

We are researchers from the University of the Western Cape, Department of Social Work. We 

are doing research on waste pickers in South Africa. The information resulting from the study 

will be used to inform policy makers on policies which can make a difference in the lives of 

waste pickers. The results from the research might also be published in scientific journals. 

Activities of the project: 

 We are going to ask you some questions that will take about 30 minutes of your time. 

Please remember that: 

 You do not have to do this. If you feel that you do not want to be part of the study, you 

are free to withdraw at any time and your information will not be included in the 

results of the study. 

 Your personal details and any other information will always be kept confidential . 

 You have the right to ask questions about this study. If any questions arise while I am 

explaining this form, please ask them whenever you are ready. I will also give you 

time to think – please indicate if you want this time. 

 No monetary compensation is offered for your participation. 

We value your cooperation in this matter. 
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APPENDIX 2: 

ENGLISH QUESTIONNAIRE 

LANDFILL WASTE PICKERS SURVEY IN SOUTH AFRICA, 2015 

Department of Social Work – University of the Western Cape 

SURVEY DETAILS 

(Can be completed after the interview) 

Interviewer: Complete the following questions after the interview. 

Date of interview:   Time of interview: ...........................   

Fieldworker name:  .........................................................................................................  

Geographical details of the site where interview took place: 

Name of the Landfill site:  .........................................................................................................  

Street Address (of site):  .........................................................................................................  

City/Town/Suburb:  .........................................................................................................  

Questionnaire Completed Not Completed 
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SECTION A 

This set of questions relates to the personal background of the respondent you are 

interviewing. 

1. Respondent‟s gender: 

Male  1 

Female 2 

2. With which cultural group do you associate yourself with? 

African/Black 1 

Coloured 2 

White 3 

Indian/Asian 4 

Other 5 

If other, please specify 

.......................................................................................................................................................  

3. Language predominantly spoken by respondent. Mark ONE only 

English 1 

Sesotho 2 

Sepedi 3 

Isizulu 4 

Isindebele 5 

Xhitsonga 6 

Afrikaans 7 

Setswana 8 

Isixhosa 9 

Tshivenda 10 

SiSwati 11 

Shona  12 

Other  13 

If other please specify 

.......................................................................................................................................................  
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4. From which country do you originate from? 

South Africa 1 

Zimbabwe 2 

Namibia 3 

Swaziland 4 

Mozambique 5 

Botswana 6 

Lesotho 7 

Other 8 

If other please specify 

.......................................................................................................................................................  

5. If from South Africa, in which province were you born? 

Gauteng 1 

Mpumalanga 2 

KwaZulu-Natal 3 

Eastern Cape 4 

Limpopo 5 

North West 6 

Free State 7 

Northern Cape 8 

Western Cape 9 

6. How old are you?  

 

 

7. Which of the following describes your current marital status? 

Never married / Single 1 

Separated / Divorced 2 

Married (Traditional or Western)  3 

Widowed 4 

Living with a partner 5 

Other 6 

Other, specify 

.......................................................................................................................................................  
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SECTION B 

This set of questions relates to the respondent‟s education 

8. What is the highest school or tertiary qualification you have passed? 

Grade 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 

Post School Qualification 13 

Post School Qualification. Please mention the qualification 

.......................................................................................................................................................  

Ask question 9 only if the waste pickers left school before passing Gr. 12. 

9. Why did you leave school before completing Gr. 12? 

 ............................................................................................................................................  

10. Do you have any other training or skills that you might be able to use in another job? 

Yes 1 Go to question 11 

No 2 Go to question 12 

11. If your answer in question 10 is Yes, please specify what training and skills you have, 

where you obtained the training and skills and whether it was formal or informal 

training. (field worker needs to probe) 

1 2 3 

Type of training/skill Where obtained Formal or informal 

   

   

12. How well can you understand English? (field worker ask the question in English) 

Not at all 1 

Somewhat 2 

Well 3 

13. How well can you speak English? 

Not at all 1 

Somewhat 2 

Well 3 
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14. Hoe goed kan jy Afrikaans verstaan? (Ask the question in Afrikaans) 

Not at all 1 

Somewhat 2 

Well 3 

15. Hoe goed kan jy Afrikaans praat?  

Not at all 1 

Somewhat 2 

Well 3 

SECTION C 

This set of questions relates to the respondent‟s employment history. 

16. Have you ever worked where you received a payslip?  

Yes 1 Go to Question 17 

No 2 Go to Question 20 

17. If YES, what was your last full-time job? (field worker needs to probe) 

Job title: 

 ............................................................................................................................................  

18. How long did you have the last full-time job? 

Years    Months   

19. Why did you leave your last job?  

Laid off business/mine/factory closed 1 

Laid off business moved 2 

Laid off business downsizing 3 

Disciplinary reasons 4 

Quit the job because wage was too low 5 

Quit the job because of medical reasons 6 

Quit because of bad treatment from employer 7 

Other, specify 8 

Refused to answer 9 
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20. Are you currently looking for a full-time job? 

Yes 1 

No 2 

21. If not, why not? 

 ............................................................................................................................................  

22. What other job/s have you done before becoming a waste picker or while being a waste 

picker? 

 ............................................................................................................................................  

 ............................................................................................................................................  

 ............................................................................................................................................  

SECTION D 

This set of questions relates to the respondent‟s work as a waste picker. 

23. What do you like about your work as waste picker? (fieldworker needs to probe) 

 ............................................................................................................................................  

 ............................................................................................................................................  

 ............................................................................................................................................  

24. What about your work as waste picker don‟t you like? (field worker needs to probe) 

 ............................................................................................................................................  

 ............................................................................................................................................  

 ............................................................................................................................................  

25. Why did you decide to collect waste? (field worker needs to probe) 

 ............................................................................................................................................  

 ............................................................................................................................................  

 ............................................................................................................................................  

26. How long have you been doing this job? 

Years    Months   
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27. What recyclable waste do you collect? (Mark all applicable) 

Paper 1 

Cardboard 2 

Plastic 3 

Cans 4 

Glass 5 

Tetrapak 6 

Metals 7 

Batteries 8 

Globes 9 

Other 10 

If other, specify 

.......................................................................................................................................................  

.......................................................................................................................................................  

.......................................................................................................................................................  

.......................................................................................................................................................  

28. To whom do you sell the waste? Mark all applicable. 

Private individuals 1 

People from a Buy-back centres/depots 2 

Other sellers 3 

If other buyers, please specify 

.......................................................................................................................................................  

29. Indicate whether buyers collect the waste products from you or whether you have to 

take (deliver) it to them?  

They collect 1 

I have to deliver to them 2 

30. What does it cost you to get the waste from the landfill site to the buyer? 

Rand 
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31. Are there goods that you collect for personal use?  

No 1 

Yes 2 

If yes, please specify 

.......................................................................................................................................................  

.......................................................................................................................................................  

.......................................................................................................................................................  

32. Do you collect food from the landfill site for own and/or family consumption? 

Yes 1 Go to question 33 

No  2 Go to Question 34 

33. If your answer is Yes to Question 32, what food do you collect for consumption? 

 ............................................................................................................................................  

 ............................................................................................................................................  

 ............................................................................................................................................  

SECTION E 

This set of questions relates to the income patterns of the respondents. 

34. How much income did you earn last week for the waste you have collected? 

Rand........................................................................... 

35. How much income do you earn from the waste collected during a good week and during 

a bad week? 

1 Good week R 

2 Bad week R 

(Round off to the nearest Rand) 

36. Is your income as waste picker as good as expected?  

Better 1 

Worse than expected 2 

As good as expected 3 
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37. What are the other sources of income available to you? 

 Sources of income 

You 

 

(Rand) 

Other household 

members 

(Rand) 

1 Another job   

2 Child support grant?   

3 Disability grant?   

4 Old age grant?   

5 Pension from a previous job?   

6 Other    

If other, please specify 

 ......................................................................................................................................................  

 ......................................................................................................................................................  

 ......................................................................................................................................................  

38. How many people (excluding yourself) depend on your income? 

Number of people   

 

39. How many children do you have?   

Number of children   

 

Number of children under 18   

40. Do you send money away to relatives that do not live with you?  

Yes 1 

No 2 

41. If your answer is yes to question 45, how often do you send them money? 

 ............................................................................................................................................  
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SECTION F 

This set of questions relates to the respondent‟s access to basic needs. 

42. In what type of structure do you usually sleep? 

Construction Site  1 

Backyard room with sleep in domestic worker 2 

Backyard room 3 

Veld/bushes  4 

On the street  5 

Backyard shack 6 

Shack 7 

Hostel/shelter 8 

House (bricks/reeds etc) 9 

Buy-back centre/ depot 10 

Other 11 

If other, please specify 

.......................................................................................................................................................  

43. How many times in the last month was there no food to eat of any kind in your 

household because of lack of resources to get food? 

 

44. How many times in the last month did you go to sleep at night hungry because there 

was not enough food? 

 

45. How many times in the last month did anyone in your household go to sleep at night 

hungry because there was not enough food? 

 

46. How many times in the last month did you go for a whole day and night without eating 

anything at all because there was not enough food? 
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47. How many times in the last month did anyone in your household go for a whole day and 

night without eating anything at all because there was not enough food? 

 

48. Where do you get your food? (Mark all applicable) 

Prepare food at home 1 

Buy ready-made food 2 

On the landfill-site 3 

From other waste pickers 4 

Somebody else, e.g. church/individuals/restaurants etc 5 

49. If you receive food from somebody else, e.g. church/ individuals, specify from whom 

 ............................................................................................................................................  

50. Do you have access to the following while collecting waste? Please specify? 

 Basic Needs No Yes, specify 

1 Drinking water   

2 Food   

3 Toilet   

4 Place to wash 

yourself 

  

SECTION G 

This set of questions relates to the respondent‟s relationship with the municipality, buyers of 

waste and co-waste pickers. 

51. How do the municipal workers treat you on the landfill-site? 

 ............................................................................................................................................  

 ............................................................................................................................................  

 ............................................................................................................................................  

52. Do you work together with other waste pickers to help one another? 

Yes 1 Go to question 53 

No  2 Go to question 54 
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53. If yes, in what way do you help each other? Mark all applicable. 

Transport/getting lifts 1 

Loans 2 

Food 3 

Shelter to sleep/housing 4 

Care when sick 5 

Personal care products 6 

Help to collect/share what they have collected 7 

Selling for each other 8 

Clothing 9 

Other 10 

If other, please specify 

.......................................................................................................................................................  

SECTION H 

This question relates to work related injuries and health risks. 

54. What are the health and injury risks when collecting recyclable goods? 

 ............................................................................................................................................  

 ............................................................................................................................................  

55. On a scale of 1-10 (10 being very happy and 1 very unhappy) how happy are you with 

life at the moment? 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

 

 

56. Would you like to tell us anything else that concerns you or that you think we should 

know? 

Specify 

 ............................................................................................................................................  

 ............................................................................................................................................  
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Interviewer: Thank the respondent for his participation. 

 

For more information contact: 

Dr Viljoen: 084 556 2253 or 

Prof Schenck: 082 864 0600 
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APPENDIX 3:  

AFRIKAANS CONSENT FORM 

 

Departement Maatskaplike Werk – Universiteit Wes-Kaap 

Geagte Mnr./Me. 

Ons is navorsers van die Universiteit Wes-Kaap se Departement Maatskaplike Werk. Ons 

doen navorsing oor rommelversamelaars in Suid-Afrika. Die inligting voortspruitend uit die 

studie sal gebruik word om beleidmakers in te lig oor beleid wat 'n verskil kan maak in die 

lewens van rommelversamelaars. Die navorsingsbevindinge sou ook in wetenskaplike 

tydskrifte gepubliseer kon word. 

Aktiwiteite van die projek: 

 Ons gaan aan u vrae stel wat ongeveer 30 minute van u tyd in beslag sal neem. 

Onthou asseblief: 

 U hoef nie deel te neem nie. Indien u voel dat u nie wil deel wees van die studie nie, 

staan dit u vry om op enige stadium te onttrek, en u inligting sal nie in die bevindinge 

van die studie ingesluit word nie. 

 U persoonlike besonderhede en enige ander inligting sal ten alle tye vertroulik 

gehanteer word. 

 U het die reg om vrae te stel oor hierdie studie. Indien enige vrae opduik terwyl ek 

hierdie vorm aan u verduidelik, vra dit asseblief sodra u gereed is. Ek sal u ook tyd gee 

om te dink. Dui asseblief aan of u sodanige tyd verlang. 

 Geen geldelike vergoeding word vir u deelname aangebied nie. 

Ons stel u samewerking in hierdie verband hoog op prys. 

UNIVERSITY OF THE WESTERN CAPE 

 
   Private Bag X 17, Bellville 7535, South Africa 

Tel: +27 21-959 2277, Fax: 27 21-959 2845 
                                                     E-mail: cschenck@uwc.ac.za 
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APPENDIX 4: 

AFRIKAANS QUESTIONNAIRE 

LANDFILL WASTE PICKERS SURVEY IN SOUTH AFRICA/OPNAME OOR 

ROMMELVERSAMELAARS BY GRONDOPVULLINGS IN SUID-AFRIKA, 2015 

Departement Maatskaplike Werk – Universiteit Wes-Kaap 

BESONDERHEDE VAN OPNAME 

(Kan na die onderhoud voltooi word) 

Onderhoudvoerder: Voltooi die volgende vrae na afloop van die onderhoud. 

Datum van onderhoud:  .....................................  Tyd van onderhoud:  ....................................  

Naam van veldwerker:…………........................... 

Geografiese besonderhede van die perseel waar die onderhoud plaasgevind het: 

Naam van die grondopvullingsperseel:  .......................................................................................  

Straatadres (van perseel):   .........................................................................................................  

Stad/Dorp/Voorstad:   .........................................................................................................  

Vraelys Voltooi Nie voltooi nie 
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AFDELING A 

Hierdie stel vrae het betrekking op die persoonlike agtergrond van die respondent met wie u 'n 

onderhoud voer. 

1. Respondent se geslag:  

Manlik  1 

Vroulik 2 

2. Met watter kultuurgroep assosieer u uself? - Check English: With which cultural group 

do you associate yourself?) 

Afrikaan/Swart 1 

Bruin 2 

Wit 3 

Indiër/Asiër 4 

Ander 5 

Indien "Ander", spesifiseer asseblief 

 ......................................................................................................................................................  

3. Taal wat oorwegend deur respondent gepraat word. Merk slegs EEN. 

Engels 1 

Sotho 2 

Pedi 3 

Zulu 4 

Ndebele 5 

Tsonga 6 

Afrikaans 7 

Tswana 8 

Xhosa 9 

Venda 10 

Swati 11 

Shona  12 

Ander  13 

Indien "Ander", spesifiseer asseblief: 

 ......................................................................................................................................................  
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4. Van watter land is u oorspronklik?  

Suid-Afrika 1 

Zimbabwe 2 

Namibië 3 

Swaziland 4 

Mosambiek 5 

Botswana 6 

Lesotho 7 

Ander 8 

Indien "Ander". Spesifiseer asseblief 

 ......................................................................................................................................................  

5. Indien van Suid-Afrika, in watter provinsie is u gebore? 

Gauteng 1 

Mpumalanga 2 

KwaZulu-Natal 3 

Oos-Kaap 4 

Limpopo 5 

Noordwes 6 

Vrystaat 7 

Noord-Kaap 8 

Wes-Kaap 9 

6. Hoe oud is u? 

 

 

7. Watter een van die volgende beskryf u huidige huwelikstaat? 

Nooit getroud nie/Enkel 1 

Vervreemd/Geskei 2 

Getroud (Tradisioneel of Westers)  3 

Weduwee/Wewenaar 4 

Leef saam met 'n metgesel 5 

Ander 6 

Indien "Ander", spesifiseer asseblief 

 ......................................................................................................................................................  
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AFDELING B 

Hierdie stel vrae het betrekking op die respondent se opvoeding 

8. Wat is die hoogste skool- of tersiêre kwalifikasie wat u geslaag het? 

Graad 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 

Naskoolse kwalifikasie 13 

Naskoolse kwalifikasies. Meld asseblief die kwalifikasie 

 ......................................................................................................................................................  

Vra vraag 9 slegs indien die rommelversamelaars die skool verlaat het voor hulle graad 

12 kon slaag. 

9. Waarom het u die skool verlaat voordat u graad 12 voltooi het? 

 ............................................................................................................................................  

10. Beskik u oor enige ander opleiding of vaardighede wat nuttig mag wees in 'n ander 

werk? 

Ja 1 Gaan na vraag 11 

Nee 2 Gaan na vraag 12 

11. Indien u antwoord in vraag 10 "Ja" is, spesifiseer asseblief oor watter opleiding en 

vaardighede u beskik, waar u die opleiding en vaardighede verwerf het en of dit formele 

of informele opleiding was (veldwerker moet uitvind). 

1 2 3 

Tipe opleiding/vaardigheid Waar behaal Formeel of informeel 

   

   

12. Hoe goed kan u Engels verstaan? (veldwerker stel die vraag in Engels) 

Glad nie 1 

'n Bietjie 2 

Goed 3 
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13. Hoe goed kan u Engels praat? 

Glad nie 1 

'n Bietjie 2 

Goed 3 

14. Hoe goed kan u Afrikaans verstaan? (Stel die vraag in Afrikaans) 

Glad nie 1 

'n Bietjie 2 

Goed 3 

15. Hoe goed kan u Afrikaans praat? 

Glad nie 1 

'n Bietjie 2 

Goed 3 

AFDELING C 

Hierdie stel vrae het betrekking op die respondent se werkervaring. 

16. Het u al ooit gewerk waar u 'n betaalstrokie ontvang het? 

Ja 1 Gaan na Vraag 17 

Nee 2 Gaan na Vraag 20 

17. Indien "Ja", wat wat u laaste voltydse werk? (veldwerker moet uitvind) 

Werktitel: 

 ............................................................................................................................................  

18. Hoe lank het u die laaste voltydse werk gehad? 

Jare    Maande   
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19. Waarom het u u laaste werk verlaat?  

Afgelê; besigheid/myn/fabriek het gesluit 1 

Afgelê; besigheid het verskuif 2 

Afgelê ; besigheid afgeskaal 3 

Dissiplinêre redes 4 

Bedank, want die loon was te karig 5 

Bedank weens mediese redes 6 

Bedank oor slegte behandeling van werkgewer 7 

Indien "Ander", spesifiseer asseblief 8 

Geweier om te antwoord 9 

20. Is u tans op soek na 'n voltydse werk? 

Ja 1 

Nee 2 

21. Indien "Nee", waarom nie? 

 ............................................................................................................................................  

22. Watter ander werk(e) het jy gedoen voordat jy 'n rommelversamelaar geword het of 

terwyl u 'n rommelversamelaar was? 

 ............................................................................................................................................  

 ............................................................................................................................................  

 ............................................................................................................................................  

AFDELING D 

Hierdie stel vrae het betrekking op die respondent se werk as 'n rommelversamelaar. 

23. Wat omtrent u werk as rommelversamelaar hou u van? (veldwerker moet uitvind) 

 ............................................................................................................................................  

 ............................................................................................................................................  

 ............................................................................................................................................  
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24. Wat omtrent u werk as rommelversamelaar hou u nie van nie? (veldwerker moet 

uitvind) 

 ............................................................................................................................................  

 ............................................................................................................................................  

 ............................................................................................................................................  

25. Waarom het u besluit om rommel te versamel? (veldwerker moet uitvind) 

 ............................................................................................................................................  

 ............................................................................................................................................  

 ............................................................................................................................................  

26. Hoe lank doen u al hierdie werk? 

Jare    Maande   

27. Watter herwinbare rommel versamel u? (Merk al die toepaslike blokkies) 

Papier 1 

Karton 2 

Plastiek 3 

Blikkies 4 

Glas 5 

Tetrapak 6 

Metale 7 

Batterye 8 

Gloeilampe 9 

Ander 10 

Indien "Ander", spesifiseer asseblief 

 ......................................................................................................................................................  

 ......................................................................................................................................................  

 ......................................................................................................................................................  

 ......................................................................................................................................................  
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28. Aan wie verkoop u die rommel? Merk al die toepaslike blokkies 

Private individu 1 

Mense van 'n terugkoopsentrum/depots 2 

Ander kopers  3 

Indien "Ander kopers", spesifiseer asseblief 

 ......................................................................................................................................................  

29. Dui aan of kopers die rommel by u kollekteer en of u dit self na hulle toe moet neem 

(aflewer). (Please check the English phrasing) 

Hulle kollekteer 1 

Ek moet dit by hulle aflewer 2 

30. Hoeveel kos dit vir u om die rommel van die grondopvullingsperseel na die koper te 

neem? 

Rand 

31. Is daar rommel wat u vir persoonlike gebruik versamel? 

Nee 1 

Ja 2 

Indien "Ja", spesifiseer asseblief 

 ......................................................................................................................................................  

 ......................................................................................................................................................  

 ......................................................................................................................................................  

32. Versamel u kos van die grondopvullingsperseel vir u of u gesin se verbruik? 

Ja 1 Gaan na Vraag 33 

Nee  2 Gaan na Vraag 34 

33. Indien u antwoord op Vraag 32 "Ja" is, watter kos versamel u vir verbruik? 

 ............................................................................................................................................  

 ............................................................................................................................................  

 ............................................................................................................................................  
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AFDELING E 

Hierdie stel vrae het betrekking op die respondente se inkomstepatrone. 

34. Hoeveel inkomste het u verlede week verdien uit die rommel wat u versamel het? 

Rand........................................................................... 

35. Hoeveel inkomste verdien u uit die rommel wat gedurende 'n goeie week en gedurende 

'n slegte week versamel word? 

1 Goeie week R 

2 Slegte week R 

(Rond af tot die naaste Rand)  

36. Is u inkomste as rommelversamelaar so goed as wat u verwag het? 

Beter 1 

Swakker as verwag 2 

So goed soos verwag 3 

37. Wat is die ander bronne van inkomste tot u beskikking? 

 Bronne van inkomste 

U 

 

(Rand) 

Ander lede van die 

huishouding 

(Rand) 

1 'n Ander werk   

2 Kinderondersteuningstoelaag   

3 Ongeskiktheidstoelaag   

4 Ouderdomstoelaag   

5 Pensioen van 'n vorige werk   

6 Ander   

Indien "Ander", spesifiseer asseblief  

 ......................................................................................................................................................  

 ......................................................................................................................................................  

 ......................................................................................................................................................  

38. Hoeveel mense (behalwe uself) is afhanklik van u inkomste? 

Aantal persone   
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39. Hoeveel kinders het u?   

Aantal kinders   

 

Aantal kinders onder 18   

40. Stuur u geld aan familielede wat nie by u woon nie?  

Ja 1 

Nee 2 

41. Indien u antwoord op vraag 45 "Ja" is, hoe dikwels stuur u geld aan hulle? 

 ............................................................................................................................................  

AFDELING F 

Hierdie stel vrae het betrekking op die respondent se toegang tot basiese behoeftes. 

42. In watter tipe struktuur slaap u gewoonlik? 

Konstruksieperseel  1 

Kamer van inslaap-huishulp in agterplaas 2 

Kamer in agterplaas 3 

Veld/bosse  4 

Op die straat  5 

Informele struktuur in agterplaas 6 

Informele struktuur 7 

Hostel/skuiling 8 

Huis (bakstene, riete, ens.) 9 

Terugkoopsentrum/ depot 10 

Ander 11 

Indien "Ander", spesifiseer asseblief 

........................................................................................................................................ 

 

43. Hoeveel keer in die afgelope maand was daar geen kos van enige aard in u huishouding 

om te eet nie weens 'n gebrek aan hulpbronne om kos te bekom? 
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44. Hoeveel keer in die afgelope maand het u saans honger gaan slaap omdat daar nie 

genoeg kos was nie? 

 

45. Hoeveel keer in die afgelope maand het enigeen in u huishouding saans honger gaan 

slaap omdat daar nie genoeg kos was nie? 

 

46. Hoeveel keer in die afgelope maand het u vir 'n hele dag en nag sonder kos gebly omdat 

daar nie genoeg kos was nie? 

 

47. Hoeveel keer in die afgelope maand het enigeen in u huishouding vir 'n hele dag en nag 

sonder enige kos gebly omdat daar nie genoeg kos was nie? 

 

48. Waar kry u kos vandaan? (Merk al die toepaslike blokkies) 

Berei kos tuis voor 1 

Koop voorafbereide kos 2 

By die grondopvullingsperseel 3 

Ander rommelversamelaars  4 

Iemand anders, bv. 

kerk/individue/restaurante, ens.  

5 

49. Indien u kos van iemand anders ontvang, bv. kerk/individu, spesifiseer asseblief van wie  

 ............................................................................................................................................  

50. Het u toegang tot die onderstaande terwyl u rommel versamel? Spesifiseer asseblief 

 Basiese behoeftes Nee Ja, spesifiseer 

1 Drinkwater   

2 Kos   

3 Toilet   

4 Plek om u te was   
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AFDELING G 

Hierdie stel vrae het betrekking op die respondent se verhouding met die munisipaliteit, 

kopers van rommel en mede-rommelversamelaars. 

51. Hoe behandel die munisipale werkers u op die grondopvullingsperseel? 

 ............................................................................................................................................  

 ............................................................................................................................................  

 ............................................................................................................................................  

52. Werk u en ander rommelversamelaars saam om mekaar te help? 

Ja 1 Gaan na vraag 53 

Nee  2 Gaan na vraag 54 

53. Indien "Ja", op watter maniere help u mekaar? Merk al die toepaslike blokkies. 

Vervoer/kry saamrygeleentheid 1 

Lenings 2 

Kos 3 

Skuiling om te slaap/behuising 4 

Sorg in tye van siekte 5 

Produkte vir persoonlike sorg 6 

Help om te versamel/deel wat hulle versamel het 7 

Verkoop namens die ander 8 

Klere 9 

Ander 10 

Indien "Ander", spesifiseer asseblief 

 ......................................................................................................................................................  

AFDELING H 

Hierdie vrae het betrekking op werkverwante beserings en gesondheidsrisiko's. 

54. Wat is u gesondheid- en beseringsrisiko's wanneer u herwinbare materiaal versamel? 

 ............................................................................................................................................  

 ............................................................................................................................................  
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55. Op 'n skaal van 1-10 (waar 10 baie gelukkig en 1 baie ongelukkig is), dui aan hoe 

gelukkig u tans is met die lewe. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

 

 

56. Wil u ons graag enigiets vertel wat u raak of wat u dink ons behoort te weet? 

Spesifiseer 

 ............................................................................................................................................  

 ............................................................................................................................................  

Onderhoudvoerder: Bedank die respondent vir sy/haar deelname. 

 

Vir meer inligting, kontak: 

Dr. Viljoen: 084 556 2253 of 

Prof. Schenck: 082 864 0600 
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APPENDIX 5: 

ENGLISH CONSENT FORM 

 

 

  

UNIVERSITY OF THE WESTERN CAPE 

 
   Private Bag X 17, Bellville 7535, South Africa 

Tel: +27 21-959 2277, Fax: 27 21-959 2845 
                                                     E-mail: cschenck@uwc.ac.za 

 

CONSENT FORM 

 

Title of Research Project: Implementing the Sustainable Livelihoods Framework to develop 

understanding of the livelihoods of the landfill waste pickers: 

towards improved policies and practices 

 

The study has been described to me in language that I understand. My questions about the study have been 

answered. I understand what my participation will involve and I agree to participate of my own choice and 

free will.  I understand that my identity will not be disclosed to anyone. I understand that I may withdraw 

from the study at any time without giving a reason and without fear of negative consequences or loss of 

benefits.    

 

Participant’s name……………………….. 

Participant’s signature……………………………….            

Date……………………… 
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APPENDIX 6: 

FOCUS GROUP CONFIDENTIALITY BINDING FORM 

 

 

FOCUS GROUP CONFIDENTIALITY BINDING FORM 

 

Title of Research Project: An analysis of Livelihoods of waste pickers 

 

The study has been described to me in language that I understand. My questions about the 

study have been answered. I understand what my participation will involve and I agree to 

participate of my own choice and free will. I understand that my identity will not be disclosed 

to anyone. I understand that I may withdraw from the study at any time without giving a 

reason and without fear of negative consequences or loss of benefits. I understand that 

confidentiality is dependent on participants‟ in the Focus Group maintaining confidentiality. I 

hereby agree to the following: 

I agree to uphold the confidentiality of the discussions in the focus group by not disclosing 

the identity of other participants or any aspects of their contributions to members outside of 

the group. 

 

Participant‟s name  ......................................................................  

Participant‟s signature  ......................................................................  

Date  ......................................................................  

UNIVERSITY OF THE WESTERN CAPE 

 
   Private Bag X 17, Bellville 7535, South Africa 

Tel: +27 21-959 2277, Fax: 27 21-959 2845 
 

E-mail: cschenck@uwc.ac.za 
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APPENDIX 7: 

INFORMATION SHEET 

 

INFORMATION SHEET 

Project Title: An analysis of the livelihoods of landfill waste pickers 

What is this study about? 

This is a research project being conducted by Naome Mudavanhu at the University of the 

Western Cape. We are inviting you to participate in this research project because you are a 

waste picker at this landfill site and we would like to understand the livelihoods, 

vulnerabilities and subjective well-being of waste pickers. The aim of this study will be to 

explore the livelihoods of the landfill waste pickers implementing the Sustainable Livelihood 

Framework for the purpose to improve policies and practices. 

What will I be asked to do if I agree to participate? 

You will be asked to you will be asked to answer questions and this will be done in the 

language that you are comfortable with. The questions will be asked in a group setting and 

individuals, questioners will be issued to you and participants will be put into smaller groups 

to discuss various questions. The interviews will be approximately 30mins to 1 hr. 

Would my participation in this study be kept confidential? 

The researchers undertake to protect your identity and the nature of your contribution. To 

ensure your anonymity, surveys and other group sessions your information will be kept 

anonymous, pseudo names will be used to maintain anonymity. 

For coded identifiable information, your name will not be included on the surveys and other 

collected data; a code will be placed on the survey and other collected data; through the use of 

identification key, the researcher will be able to link your survey to your identity; and only the 

researcher will have access to the identification key. 

UNIVERSITY OF THE WESTERN CAPE 

 
Private Bag X 17, Bellville 7535, South Africa 

Tel: +27 21 959 2277-Fax: 27 21-959 2845 
                                                     E-mail: cschenck@uwc.ac.za 
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To ensure your confidentiality, the researcher will keep all recorded audio and transcribed 

data in a password protected computer. All printed files will be put stored in locked filing 

cabinets using identification codes. 

If we write a report or article about this research project, your identity will be protected. 

In accordance with legal requirements and/or professional standards, we will disclose to the 

appropriate individuals and/or authorities‟ information that comes to our attention concerning 

child abuse or neglect or potential harm to you or others. In this event, we will inform you 

that we have to break confidentiality to fulfil our legal responsibility to report to the 

designated authorities. 

This study will use focus groups therefore the extent to which your identity will remain 

confidential is dependent on participants‟ in the Focus Group maintaining confidentiality. 

What are the risks of this research? 

There may be some risks from participating in this research study. At the end of each 

interview there will be debriefing sessions, to identify and give clarity to concerning issues. 

All human interactions and talking about self or others carry some amount of risks. We will 

nevertheless minimise such risks and act promptly to assist you if you experience any 

discomfort, psychological or otherwise during the process of your participation in this study. 

Where necessary, an appropriate referral will be made to a suitable professional for further 

assistance or intervention. 

What are the benefits of this research? 

This research is not designed to help you personally, but the results may help the investigator 

learn more about your livelihoods, vulnerabilities and subjective well-being. We hope that, in 

the future, other people might benefit from this study through improved understanding of the 

research aim. 

Describe the anticipated benefits to science or society expected from the research, if 

any? 

The anticipated benefits of this study are that the results will contribute towards informing 

policies and practices with the local municipality and the government at large. Through 

identifying the livelihoods, vulnerabilities and subjective well-being of waste pickers it will 
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be possible to for the government to facilitate the existence of waste pickers in the informal 

economy. 

Your participation in this research is completely voluntary. You may choose not to take part 

at all. If you decide to participate in this research, you may stop participating at any time. If 

you decide not to participate in this study or if you stop participating at any time, you will not 

be penalized or lose any benefits to which you otherwise qualify. 

What if I have questions? 

Should you have any questions regarding this study and your rights as a research participant 

or if you wish to report any problems you have experienced related to the study, please 

contact: 

Telephone: 021-959 2277 

Professor C. Schenck 

Head of Department 

University of the Western Cape 

Private Bag X17 

Bellville 7535 

cschenck@uwc.ac.za 

 

Prof José Frantz 

Dean of the Faculty of Community and Health Sciences 

University of the Western Cape 

Private Bag X17 

Bellville 7535 

chs-deansoffice@uwc.ac.za 
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APPENDIX 8:  

SEMI STRUCTURED INTERVIEW QUESTIONS GUIDANCE 

Seasonal calendar 

Key Questions 

1. What are the busiest months of the year? 

2. At what time of the year is valuable waste is scarce? 

3. How do profits vary over the year for men and women? 

4. How does rainfall vary over the year? 

5. How does the change in seasons affect your work? 

6. When are holidays and how many days in which month? 

7. Which could be the most appropriate season for additional activities for men and 

women besides waste picking? 

8. What time constraints do exist and for what reason? 

Venn diagram 

Key Questions: 

1. Which organisations/institutions/groups are working in or with the community? 

2. Which institutions/groups do the participants regard as most important, and why? 

3. Which groups are addressing household food security and nutrition issues? 

4. Which organisations work together? 

5. Are there groups which are meant for women or men only? 

6. Are some particular groups or kind of people excluded from being members of or 

receiving services from certain institutions? 

Daily Activity Chart 

Key Questions: 

1. For each person, how is his or her time divided? 
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2. What is the difference between the women's and the men's clocks? 

3. Who has the heaviest workload? 

4. Who has time for rest and leisure? 

Focus Groups 

Key Questions: 

1. What resources are abundant? 

2. What resources are scarce? 

3. Does everyone have equal access to waste? 

4. Who makes decision on who should work at the site? 

5. What kind of development activities do you carry out as a whole community? Where? 

6. Which resource do you have the most problem with? 

Gender analysis 

Key Questions: 

1. What men and women do? 

2. Where and when do these activities take place? 

3. Who has access to and control of resources and services and decision making? 

4. Do men and women have equal access to the landfill site? 

5. What are men and women‟s responsibilities regarding childcare and housework? 

6. What are the cultural norms regarding the division of labor between men and women in 

the areas of childcare and housework? 

7. Would a woman‟s home responsibilities prevent them from participating in a project at 

certain times of day or on certain days of the week? 
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APPENDIX 9: 

ETHICAL CLEARANCE APPLICATION FORM (HUMANITIES AND 

SOCIAL SCIENCES RESEARCH ETHICS COMMITTEE) 

UNIVERSITY OF THE WESTERN CAPE 
 

ETHICAL CLEARANCE APPLICATION FORM (HUMANITIES AND 

SOCIAL SCIENCES RESEARCH ETHICS COMMITTEE) 

 
PLEASE NOTE THAT THE FORM MUST BE COMPLETED IN TYPED SCRIPT. 

HANDWRITTEN APPLICATIONS WILL NOT BE CONSIDERED 

 

SECTION 1: PERSONAL DETAILS  

 

1.1 Surname of Applicant:  Mudavanhu 

1.2 First names of applicant: Naome 

1.3 Title (Ms/ Mr/ Mrs/ Dr/ Professor etc): Miss 

1.4 Applicant‟s gender: Female 

1.5   Applicant‟s Race (African/Coloured/Indian/White/Other: African 

1.6 Student Number (where applicable): 2809038 

 Staff Number (where applicable):  .................................................................  

1.7 School: Social Work 

1.8 College:  .................................................................  

1.9 Campus: Bellville  ..................................................  

1.10 Existing Qualifications: Masters in Social Work 

1.11 Proposed Qualification for Project: PHD in Social Work 
 (In the case of research for degree purposes) 

 

2. Contact Details 

 Tel. No.:   .................................................................  

 Cell. No.: 0796087217 

 e-mail: naomemud@gmail.com 

 Postal address (in the case of Students and external applicants): 

517 Lynwood Gardens, Pinetree Avenue, 

Claremont, Cape Town, 7708 

 

3. SUPERVISOR/ PROJECT LEADER DETAILS 

N
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E
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3.1  Prof C J Schenck  Cschenck@myuwc.ac.za Social Work  

3.2 Dr JMM Viljoen     

3.3      
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SECTION 2: PROJECT DESCRIPTION  

 

 

Please do not provide your full research proposal here: what is required is a short 

project description of not more than two pages that gives, under the following headings, 

a brief overview spelling out the background to the study, the key questions to be 

addressed, the participants (or subjects) and research site, including a full description of 

the sample, and the research approach/ methods 

 

2.1 Project title      

An analysis of livelihoods of waste pickers 

2.2 Location of the study (where will the study be conducted) 

ST, OU, VRY, PO 

2.3 Objectives of and need for the study  

The objectives will be guided by the Sustainable Livelihood framework the objectives of the 

study will be to: 

Objective 1: Explore  and describe the vulnerability context of the waste pickers. 

Objective 2: Explore  and describe the livelihood assets of the waste pickers. 

Objective 3: Explore and describe the policies, institutions and processes affecting the waste 

pickers‟ livelihood. 

Objective 4: Explore the livelihood strategies of the waste pickers. 

Objective 5: Explore the possible livelihood outcomes of the waste pickers. 

Objective 6: Identify improved policies and practices affecting the livelihoods of the waste 

pickers. 

Waste picking is an informal job in South African and it has not been recognized for many 

years. This study will implement the Sustainable Livelihood Framework as a tool to 

understand the complex livelihood context of the waste pickers towards informing policies 

and practices to address factors that affect their livelihoods identifying the risks which affects 

their livelihoods can assist in valuable enabling policy and practice recommendations. 
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2.4 Questions to be answered in the research 

The proposed study will be answering the following question: 

What are the livelihoods of the landfill waste pickers? 

Implementing the Sustainable Livelihoods Framework to develop understanding of the 

livelihoods of the landfill waste pickers the following questions have to be answered: 

1. What is the vulnerability context of the waste pickers? 

2. What are the livelihood assets of the waste pickers? 

3. How does the policies, processes and institutions affect the livelihoods of the waste 

pickers? 

4. What are the livelihood strategies of the waste pickers? 

5. What are the livelihood outcomes of the waste pickers? 

6. How can policies and practices affecting waste pickers be improved? 

2.5 Research approach/ methods 

The proposed study will use multiple case study design within which both qualitative and 

quantitative research methods of data collection will be used to explore the livelihoods of the 

landfill waste pickers implementing the Sustainable Livelihood Framework for the purpose to 

improve policies and practices. 

Population for this study will be made up of the waste pickers at the two landfill sites and the 

transfer station in the Western Cape. 

For qualitative studies purposive sampling and convenient sampling will be used for 

quantitative study will be use and the selection criteria will be only people who are over the 

age of 18 years; have been on the landfill site or transfer station for more than 6 months; and 

those who will be willing and available will be selected to be part of the study. 

2.6 Proposed work plan 

STEPS DATES 

 

Literature review 

 

Data Collection 

 

Data analysis and writing up 

 

Professional Editing 

 

Submission of final paper 

 

30 June 2016 

 

30 September 2016 

 

1 February 2017 

 

20 February 2017 

 

28 February 2017 
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SECTION  3: ETHICAL ISSUES    

 

 

The UWC Research Ethics Policy applies to all members of staff, graduate and undergraduate 

students who are involved in research on or off the campuses of University of the Western 

Cape. In addition, any person not affiliated with UWC who wishes to conduct research with 

UWC students and / or staff is bound by the same ethics framework. Each member of the 

University community is responsible for implementing this Policy in relation to scholarly 

work with which she or he is associated and to avoid any activity which might be in violation 

of this Policy. 

 

All students and members of staff must familiarise themselves with, AND sign an undertaking 

to comply with, the University‟s “Code of Conduct for Research”. 

 

QUESTION 3.1 

Does your study cover research involving: YES NO 

Children   

Persons who are intellectually or mentally impaired   

Persons who have experienced traumatic or stressful life circumstances   

Persons who are HIV positive   

Persons highly dependent on medical care   

Persons in dependent or unequal relationships   

Persons in captivity   

Persons living in particularly vulnerable life circumstances   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

QUESTION 3.2 

Will data collection involve any of the following: 

 

YES NO 

Access to confidential information without prior consent of participants 

 

  

Participants being required to commit an act which might diminish self-

respect or cause them to experience shame, embarrassment, or regret 

 

  

Participants being exposed to questions which may be experienced as 

stressful or upsetting, or to procedures which may have unpleasant or 

harmful side effects 

 

  

The use of stimuli, tasks or procedures which may be experienced as 

stressful, noxious, or unpleasant 

  

 

Any form of deception 

 

  

 

 

If “Yes”, indicate what measures you will take to protect the autonomy of respondents and 

(where indicated) to prevent social stigmatization and/or secondary victimisation of 

respondents. If you are unsure about any of these concepts, please consult your supervisor/ 

project leader. 

If “Yes”, explain and justify. If appropriate, indicate what steps will be taken to minimise 

any potential stress/harm. 
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QUESTION 3.3 

Will any of the following instruments be used for purposes of data 

collection: 

 

YES NO 

Questionnaire   

Survey schedule   

Interview schedule   

Psychometric test   

Other/ equivalent assessment instrument   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

QUESTION 3.4  

Will the autonomy of participants be protected through the use of an 

informed consent form, which specifies (in language that respondents 

will understand): 

 

YES NO 

The nature and purpose/s of the research   

The identity and institutional association of the researcher and 

supervisor/project leader and their contact details 

  

The fact that participation is voluntary 

 

  

That responses will be treated in a confidential manner 

 

  

Any limits on confidentiality which may apply 

 

  

That anonymity will be ensured where appropriate (e.g. coded/ disguised 

names of participants/ respondents/ institutions) 

 

  

The fact that participants are free to withdraw from the research at any time 

without any negative or undesirable consequences to themselves 

 

  

The nature and limits of any benefits participants may receive as a result of 

their participation in the research 

 

  

Is a copy of the informed consent form attached?   

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

If “Yes”, attach copy of research instrument. If data collection involves the use of a 

psychometric test or equivalent assessment instrument, you are required to provide 

evidence here that the measure is likely to provide a valid, reliable, and unbiased estimate 

of the construct being measured. If data collection involves interviews and/or focus 

groups, please provide a list of the topics to be covered/ kinds of questions to be asked. 

If NO to any of the above: (a) please justify/explain, and (b) indicate what measures 

will be adopted to ensure that the respondents fully understand the nature of the 

research and the consent that they are giving. 
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QUESTION 3.5 

Specify what efforts been made or will be made to obtain informed permission for the 

research from appropriate authorities and gate-keepers (including caretakers or legal 

guardians in the case of minor children)? 

 

Permission will be obtained from the management of the landfill sites, they will be educated 

on what the research will entails. Consents forms will be issued and obtained from the 

research participants. Everything will be done in an ethical manner. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

QUESTION 3.6 

STORAGE AND DISPOSAL OF RESEARCH DATA: 

Please note that the research data should be kept for a minimum period of at least five 

years in a secure location by arrangement with your supervisor. 

 

 

Participant‟s identification information would be removed after coding and pseudo names 

would be assigned to them. This will be done to prevent prejudiced answers during 

interviews. Data collected will be kept in the researchers‟ computer with a password, 

questionnaires will be stored in a locked cupboard, audio recording will also be downloaded 

and stored safe in the computer. 

Data will be disposed when a participant decides that they do not want the information that 

they provided to be used in the study. Besides that data will be disposed once the researcher 

has completed the studies and published papers. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

QUESTION 3.7           

In the subsequent dissemination of your research findings – in the form of the finished 

thesis, oral presentations, publication etc. – how will anonymity/ confidentiality be 

protected? 

Confidentially will be well maintained as all the information gathered will be coded using 

pseudo name. The identities of the participants will be protected by using pseudo names, so if 

the name needs to be included it will not be their real name. 
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QUESTION 3.8 

Is this research supported by funding that is likely to inform or 

impact in any way on the design, outcome and dissemination of the 

research? 

 

YES NO 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

QUESTION 3.9 

 

Has any organization/company participating in the research or funding the project, 

imposed any conditions to the research?                       NO      

 

 

 

 

If yes, please indicate what the conditions are. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

QUESTION 3.10 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

  

If yes, this needs to be explained and justified. 

 

 

 

 

 

Do you, or any individual associated with or responsible for the design of the 

research, have any personal, economic, or financial interests (or any other potential 

conflict of interests) that could reasonably be regarded as relevant to this research 

project? 

          NO 

If you answered YES to Question 3.10 please provide full details: 
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SECTION 4: FORMALISATION OF THE APPLICATION  

 

APPLICANT  

 
I have familiarised myself with the University‟s Code of Conduct for Research and undertake 

to comply with it. The information supplied above is correct to the best of my knowledge. 

NB:  PLEASE ENSURE THAT THE ATTACHED CHECK SHEET IS COMPLETED  

 

DATE: 03/05/2016      SIGNATURE OF APPLICANT : N. Mudavanhu           

 

 

SUPERVISOR/PROJECT LEADER/DISCIPLINE ACADEMIC LEADER 

NB:  PLEASE ENSURE THAT THE APPLICANT HAS COMPLETED THE 

ATTACHED CHECK SHEET AND THAT THE FORM IS FORWARDED TO YOUR 

SCHOOL RESEARCH COMMITTEE FOR FURTHER ATTENTION 

 

DATE: …………………………………….. 

 

SIGNATURE OF SUPERVISOR/ PROJECT LEADER/DISCIPLINE LEADER 

 

________________________________________ 

 

 

RECOMMENDATION OF FACULTY RESEARCH ETHICS 

COMMITTEE/HIGHER DEGREES COMMITTEE 

 

 

The application is (please tick): 

 Recommended and referred to the Human and Social Sciences Research Ethics 

Committee for further consideration  

 Not Approved, referred back for revision and resubmission  

 Other: please specify: 

 

 

NAME OF CHAIRPERSON: 

 

__________________________________SIGNATURE:___________________________ 

 

DATE   ……………………………………… 
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RECOMMENDATION OF UNIVERSITY RESEARCH ETHICS COMMITTEE 

(HUMAN AND SOCIAL SCIENCES) 

 

 

 

 

NAME OF 

CHAIRPERSON:__________________________________SIGNATURE______________

_________ 

 

DATE...……………………………………… 

CHECK SHEET FOR APPLICATION 

 

 

PLEASE TICK 

1.  Form has been fully completed and all questions have been answered 

 

  

2.  Questionnaire attached (where applicable) 

 

  

3.  Informed consent document attached (where applicable) 

 

  

4.  Approval from relevant authorities obtained (and attached) where 

research involves the utilisation of space, data and/or facilities at other 

institutions/organisations 

 

 

5.  Signature of Supervisor / project leader 

 

 

6.  Application forwarded to Faculty Research Committee for 

recommendation and transmission to the Research Office 
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APPENDIX 10: 

DECLARATION: TECHNICAL EDITING 
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