
 

 

 

Abstract—Scavengers are major stakeholders in the West Rand 

District Municipality (WRDM) waste management process. The 

WRDM is made up of four Local Municipalities (LM’s) which are 

Randfontein, Mogale City, Westonaria and Merafong City.  

Scavengers play an important role in informal solid waste 

management in waste reduction minimisation and material recovery. 

A lot of recyclables are reclaimed from all the West Rand landfill 

sites (Luipaarsdvlei, Rooiport, Lebanaon and Uitvaalfontien).  

Scavenging is a profitable informal business and a source of living 

for poor communities. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

CAVENGERS recover recyclable waste materials for sale 

and for their consumption [1]. Scavenging is done without 

protective clothing risking their health and safety.   Recyclable 

waste originates from households, businesses, industry and 

public offices. Waste produced from these sources is collected 

either through formal or informal sector activities [2]. Waste 

collected by municipalities usually ends up at landfill sites. 

Some of the waste collected by private waste management 

companies and NGOs also lands up at landfill sites, but a 

significant volume is sold to Buy back Centers (BBCs) or 

directly to the formal recycling companies.. Informal sector 

waste management activities include waste collection at 

landfill sites, street waste picking and the collected recyclables 

are sold to BBCs. The BBCs trade among themselves and also 

with large recycling companies. Recycling companies process 

the recyclables into useful products for manufactures or 

consumers. Fig. 1 shows the crucial role that BBCs play in 

linking formal and informal sector activities in the recycling 

industry. 
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Fig. 1 General overview of the waste recycling industry [2] 

II.  RECYCLABLE WASTE 

Waste brought into the landfill site is mixed and dirty since 

it is not separated at source, making recycling difficult. 

Recyclable waste should be separated as near to source as 

possible. This will reduce the cost of separation and minimize 

soiling of waste in mixed streams. The recycled waste stream 

is made up of mainly beverage bottles plus scrap metal, white 

plastics, hard plastics, milk bottles, white paper, K4 card 

boards, newspapers, books & magazine, bottles and aluminum, 

Fig. 2. 

 
Fig. 2 Separated wastes reclaimed at Roipoort landfill site 

(Taken on 30/07/2012) 

There was a reduction in recyclable waste recovered from 

Luipaardsvlei landfill site between 2010 and 2012, Fig. 3. This 

could be attributed to the absence of waste minimization 

incentives and initiatives as well as waste separation in 
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industrial and residential areas. This increases the amount of 

waste disposed at the landfill sites. Separation at source 

enhances quality and value of waste products. 

 
Fig. 3 Recyclable waste types (Tons) recovered from 

Luipaardsvlei landfill. 
Re-usable and recyclable waste should be reclaimed before 

the waste reaches the landfill site. Diverting reusable and 

recyclable waste away from landfill can be done by sorting 

through mixed waste at “dirty” Material Recovery Facilities 

(MRFs) or separation at source combined with further sorting 

at “clean” MRFs. Clean MRFs deliver “clean” recyclables 

which fetch higher prices. Clean MRFs also provide safe 

working conditions. Fluctuating markets for recyclables 

remain a threat for the sustainability of recycling initiatives 

[3]. Regulation of the recycling sector by national government 

may promote fairness and efficiency in this market. The 

success of recycling business in smaller and remote 

municipalities can be hampered by low waste volumes and 

distances to the markets. A cost-benefit analysis of the various 

treatment and disposal options for municipalities should be 

addressed in their Integrated Waste Management Plans. This 

promotes informed decision making based on the relevant 

situations and scenarios. 

III. SCAVENGING AT LANDFILLSITES 

Due to the large quantities of recyclable materials in the 

waste arriving at landfill sites, informal salvaging is 

widespread in South Africa. The salvagers pick through the 

waste and sell the recyclables to agents on the site. This 

practice can lead to unacceptable health and safety risks for the 

salvagers, as well as creating operational challenges for 

landfill staff. Scavenging at landfill sites is usually not in line 

with the landfill permit conditions.  Attempts by municipal 

authorities to stop scavenging activities have sometimes been 

met with a lot of resistance including violence as they 

economically depend on these activities [4]. Salvagers should 

be provided with Personal Protective Equipment (PPE). The 

use of heavy machinery in landfill operations also poses safety 

risks to waste pickers. The accidents liabilities lay with the 

owners of waste disposal facilities which in most cases are the 

municipalities. Informal recycling forms a significant part of 

the South African recycling industry. It contributes 

significantly to the diversion of waste from landfills. Waste 

can also be deposited at sites next to landfills to allow 

organized scavenging before final landfill waste disposal.  

Other valuable products that are recovered are old bricks, Fig. 

4. 

 
Fig. 4 Reclaimed building rubble @ Uitvaalfontein landfill site 

(Taken on 15/06/12) 

Salvaging at WRDM landfill sites is against the permit 

conditions that apply to the sites and attempts by municipal 

authorities to stop or minimize the activities have failed.  

Scavengers have also developed transportation facilities for 

their reclaimed products from waste, Fig. 5. Cooperating and 

supporting informal waste recyclers create conditions for 

sustainable development and cleaner environments [7]. The 

attitude of the formal waste management system to scavengers 

is often negative as it regards scavenging as a health hazard 

and generally incompatible with modern waste management 

systems [8]. 

 
Fig. 5 Scavenger transporting reclaimed material from Uitvaalfontein 

landfill site. (Taken on 15/06/12) 

IV. INFORMAL ACTIVITIES 

Fig. 6 shows the position occupied by the waste pickers in 

the broader waste management system [5]. Informal recycling 

positively contributes to cleaner environments and economic 

growth. 
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Fig. 6 The position of informal waste pickers in the broader waste 

management system 

 

Ideally, re-usable and recyclable waste should be reclaimed 

before the waste reaches the landfill sites. Recycling is done 

by unregistered informal recyclers/scavengers. Material 

recycled on site includes cardboard boxes, plastic bottles and 

tyres Fig. 7 [6]. WRDM lacks a formal programme for 

resource recovery and recycling, and waste separation at 

source.  Hence informal recycling is playing the crucial role of 

material recovery from waste. 

 

 
Fig. 7 Material reclaimed by scavenger at Luipaardsvlei  

landfill site [6]. 

 

 
Fig. 8 Informal recycling at Luipaardsvlei landfill site [6] 

 

There is no proper separation facility or bailing shed in 

WRDM landfill sites, hence separation is done under a 

temporary shade or in the open Fig. 8. 

V. CONCLUSION 

This paper has attempted to address some of the challenges 

of informal recycling in the West Rand district. The paper has 

shown that informal recycling can contribute to both cleaner 

environment and social- economic benefits for poor 

communities. 
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