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1. SAMWU’s resolutions on waste:

The SAMWU National Congress resolution of 2003 on “Sanitation, waste management and refuse collection” 

· Recognizes the health and safety and environmental concerns inherent in waste removal in municipalities and calls for “an audit to be made for all municipalities who not provide safety material for their own employees. These municipalities to be reported to the department of labour and media used in the process of exposing them.”

· Calls for waste removal services that have been outsourced to be returned to the municipality.

· Recognizes that community and/or volunteer waste removal services are “generally highly exploitative, reflect a failure by the municipality to redistribute resources and to employ workers necessary for an essential service.” The resolution goes on to call for these services to be exposed.

2. The waste cycle
South African produces about 556-million tonnes of waste a year, and 90% of this ends up in landfill sites, rather than being recycled. Precise figures cannot be given because precise figures do not exist. This is particularly the case for hazardous waste – we simply don’t know how much is produced and what exactly happens to it.
Solid waste includes domestic refuse, business waste, industrial waste, medical and hazardous waste.

Government is becoming increasingly aware of waste as a problem and recognises that landfills are finite and when they are full, there are problems of finding land to start a new one. There are also environmental problems with landfills. In summary, in the long term landfills are not an environmentally sustainable solution.
The focus is therefore increasingly on recycling waste (which includes composting – inserting that which is no longer needed in one context back into the economy and society so that it can be used in another context.

While the collection of waste and its disposal in landfill sites has traditionally been a municipal function, waste management processes which involve recycling seems to be regarded by government and mainstream society/media, as well as  by many environmentalists, as ideally suited to private sector initiatives and involvement. Many of the recycling operations, which pick up recyclable material from outside residents’ houses, are run by private companies, often SMEs, either taking their own initiative or contracted by the municipality. 

Because waste recycling is a burning issue for environmentalists, private initiatives by environmental groups, or concerned environmentalists are also fairly common.

In general our approach would be that municipalities should be responsible for collecting, sorting and separating waste. In order to this, municipalities would need to employ more workers, workers who would be moving into the more secure, better paid jobs, with better benefits than they would be if they were employed by the externalised employers.

However, we do need to discuss and develop a more nuanced position towards these waste collection and recycling initiatives which are external to the municipality. Do we distinguish between those that are profit-making and those that are not and develop different responses? Do we seek a way for municipalities to work with ‘reclaimers’, whose livelihood depends on what they are able to collect for recycling; but develop a position that where recycling is contracted out by the municipality to private companies, those recycling operations should be brought into the municipality?
3. Waste as a social issue:
Waste is fundamentally a social issue. It is about the environment we live in, and our access to a clean, hygienic, aesthetically pleasing environment, and how that is affected by class and the areas we live in. It is about our lifestyles, and what is thrown away and how much is thrown away and how that differs between classes. It is about capitalism as a system and how it promotes a “throw away” society. It is about the health and safety and working conditions of workers who get rid of the rubbish for us. And yet, waste collection is often dealt with as simply a technical matter – a question of how to effectively dispose of tons of rubbish, without addressing the question of why we have so much waste in the first place and how we can reduce that waste. It is a question of why working class often have streets full of rubbish, with open skips where waste must be dumped, rather than individual closed black bins as there are in middle class areas. 

There is, in effect, a two-tiered rubbish collection system in place in South Africa. Most municipalities outsource waste removal in specific areas only. Generally it is those areas that traditionally did not have a decent waste removal service that are outsourced – in other words, working class areas. And the waste removal service provided by the outsourced company is of a lesser standard than that provided by the municipality – black bags rather than the big black bins for instance. So the outsourcing of waste tends to perpetuate class divisions and inequalities. 

4. Environmental and health and safety issues:

a) Landfill sites

First point to make is that we all generate too much waste – and business is particularly complicit in this. They use excessive packaging, and/or packaging that is not recyclable. South Africa in general is a throw-away society.

The major problem is that landfills are environmentally problematic. Landfills produce methane, which is a greenhouse gas. Other problems include leachate, water contamination, etc. 

And landfills take up space and in many municipalities, the landfills are getting overfilled causing even more environmental and health and safety problems. At present there are 1327 known disposal sites, with 639 unregulated sites. Many of the disposal sites are situated in or close to poor working class communities.

Basically, landfills are not sustainable in the long term and other solutions to dealing with waste need to be explored.

b) Incineration of waste

An alternative way of getting rid of rubbish is through incineration – burning waste, either as a way of simply making the mound of rubbish a smaller mound of ash, or in order to convert waste to energy. But this has serious environmental problems as well, and environmentalists reject it as dangerously hazardous.

One of the specific problems with incineration is that it releases dioxins, furans and heavy metals into the atmosphere. There is no way to test for dioxins over Africa, so there is no way to say for certain that only “safe” levels of dioxins, which can cause cancer, birth defects, infertility etc are released.

Numerous municipalities and countries around the world have banned waste incineration.

c) Recycling waste/separation at source:

· Reclaimers

Reclaimers are integral to the recycling of waste. Recycling is recognised as essential to any waste management strategy as it returns back into the economy material that has been discarded and which would otherwise clog up landfill sites, causing increasing environmental and health and safety problems. And yet the role of reclaimers is generally totally undervalued and unrecognized. Instead of being supported by municipalities, they are often hounded and harassed.

Reclaimers refers to both those who collect waste off the streets (looking into people’s bins on waste collection days); and to those who separate out recyclable waste on landfill sites.

Reclaimers depend for their livelihoods on reclaiming – either using what they find themselves or selling it on to others for recycling. As unemployment increases and the economic situation worsens, so the number of reclaimers increases. It is a precarious livelihood, made more precarious when municipalities cut-off access to landfill sites.

Samson documents cases where municipalities, instead of negotiating with existing reclaimers to see how the recycling of waste can be better managed, shut out the reclaimers, many of whom have years of experience in recycling, and bring in SMMEs. Municipalities see this as a more effective way of mining the goldmine that recyclable material can represent. There are only a few cases where municipalities have made any attempt to engage with or relate to the traditional reclaimers in their area.

Samson also points to the often problematic attitude of SAMWU members and shopstewards to the reclaimers, and tensions between the two groups of workers. SAMWU members/shopstewards do not see the reclaimers as recruitable because they are not employed by the municipality, although they are working in municipal space; often they are perceived as competition because SAMWU members have a side-line in selling on recyclable material themselves; or they are not taken seriously because they are regarded as the dregs of society who are scrounging around on unhygienic, unsafe landfill sites scratching out a living. 

As SAMWU we need to build our understanding of reclaimers, the important social role they play in dealing with waste, their particular needs, concerns and fears, and how best we can relate to them. Do we encourage them to be organised into the union or assist them to form their own organisations? What role can we play in making municipalities take the reclaimers seriously? How can we contribute towards overcoming discrimination towards reclaimers?

· Involvement of private sectors:

Public private partnerships, SMEES, subcontracting are rife in the area of recycling involving collecting separated waste from households and in the area of separating out recyclable material from landfill sites. 

Often, municipalities don’t take it on, but contracts it out, if they do anything at all. So for instance, they will give the contract for recycling at the landfill to a contractor and so avoid dealing with paying municipal wages, being responsible for health and safety issues etc. 

d) Zero waste

For environmentalists, zero waste is the ultimate answer to dealing with the problem of waste management. Zero waste means that less waste is produced, and everything is recycled or composted. The idea is to have a cradle to cradle cycle of waste – ie. everything is recycled, rather than cradle to grave.

In 2001 the first National Waste Summit was held in Polokwane. It was attended by representatives of government, community organisations and business. It came out with a progressive declaration around waste management. It calls for “the development and implementation of a Legislative and Regulatory Framework to promote waste avoidance, prevention, reduction, re-use and recycle.” It also commits government, business and communities to progressively reduce waste, and to develop a plan for zero waste by 2022.

The approach of reducing, re-using, recycling and recovering waste is reflected in the National Environmental Management: Waste Bill, but the commitment to move towards zero waste is not as strongly stated as in the Polokwane Declaration.

e) Health and safety issues for workers

Waste is generally not a healthy substance to deal with, particularly when toxic and hazardous waste gets mixed up with general waste. Therefore the health and safety equipment for and protection of workers involved in dealing with waste should be particularly good. This is not, however, the case.

As earlier indicated, waste collection is a sector rife with subcontracting and other externalised forms of employment. Some of the problems that externalised workers face include:

· lack of changing and cleaning facilities

· lack of protective clothing like gloves

Externalised workers not only face the actual health and safety risks of poor health and safety standards being applied, they are also given the run-around in terms of who is responsible for implementing health and safety measures – the municipality, or the subcontractor/labour broker?

But it is not only the externalised workers that face health and safety issues, municipal workers also face the problem of inadequate protective clothing, and poor and/or insufficient equipment.

5. The restructuring of the municipal waste management sector

a) Contracting out:

Waste removal is a labour intensive sector, which does not rely on bulk infrastructure like water or electricity, and has low start-up capital requirements. Because of this it is an easy sector to outsource – either waste for the whole municipality or waste for only one section of the municipality can easily be outsourced to one or more small companies. 

We know anecdotally that a lot of municipalities have outsourced part or all of their waste collection/rubbish removal section. But we don’t know the full extent of this outsourcing or use of other kinds of externalised labour (such as labour brokers, temporary/casual workers, volunteers, community empowerment schemes etc) 

We do know that the City of Tshwane recorded no staff in the refuse removal sector for 2006 – presumably because all waste removal functions had been outsourced. (National Treasury report: 2008 Local Government Budgets and Expenditure Review: 183) This does seem to have shifted in subsequent years, because of strike action taken by the workers themselves, and more are now employed as permanent municipal employees.
Some of the forms that waste is externalised in include:

· entrepreneurial schemes

· volunteers

· informal labour

· EPW

· Councillor paid

· Labour brokers

As a justification for externalising waste management in specific areas, municipalities often refer to the opportunities for black economic empowerment and community participation if waste is contracted out to small local black-owned businesses.

b) Mechanization:

At the same time as waste is labour intensive, it is also possible to mechanize waste so that fewer workers are employed, so cutting costs. Examples of mechanization include:

· introduction of 240-litre wheeled bins – which are wheeled onto a trolley and lifted into the truck. (although its not actually clear if fewer workers are on trucks as a result of this?).
· mechanized street sweepers
c) Alienation of workers and communities
Waste management workers work directly in communities and are in direct contact with community members. The workers sweep streets, collect rubbish from outside people’s homes or from skips in the community, and so on.

And yet, in the restructuring of the sector in municipalities, no attempt has been made to draw closer links between workers and communities, and to build the role that workers could play in relation to educating the public about waste minimisation, recycling and so on.

This is a real opportunity lost.
6. Gender issues:
The number of women in the waste removal sector is increasing. Not only are women employed as street sweepers, but they are also starting to be employed on waste collection trucks. In addition, many of the workers working as reclaimers, that we don’t, as yet, organise, are women.

And yet employers are not making any special arrangements or adapting the work environment to accommodate women, or in fact, to allow all workers, male and female to carry out their work in a dignified way. For instance, no toilet provisions have every been made for workers on the trucks – the presumption in the past has been that all workers are men, and they can urinate in the streets. Women however, need toilet facilities. This is not taken into account. 

The IHRG “draft findings” report makes the very important point that the employers failure to make changes to tools, work processes, PPE clothing, transport, supervision and facilities to address the needs of women has resulted in gender power relations among workers in the workplace being perpetuated, and sexist, chauvinistic behaviour of men towards women continuing. For instance, there is a reluctance from the side of SAMWU male members to allow female workers onto the trucks – instead of presenting a joint demand to management that facilities be improved, they tend to reject the placing of women on the trucks.
7. Collective Bargaining Arrangements

Waste management workers who are employed by the municipalities fall under the South African Local Government Bargaining Council.

SAMWU is still in a struggle to get the scope of the SALGBC extended to cover all workers working in municipal undertakings, which would then cover externalised workers. 

Drivers and workers on trucks, who are not employed by the municipality, are covered by the Road Freight Bargaining Council (RFBC).

8. Legislation:

The legislation on waste – the National Environmental Management: Waste Bill, focuses on environmental and technical issues relating to waste and how to manage it. It does not deal with the work situation and the situation facing workers, which is the responsibility of other legislation. And yet, the two needed to be looked at simultaneously. How is neo-liberal restructuring of local government, particularly the restructuring of the workplace, impacting on, and impacted on, by environmental and social concerns? Nowhere are questions of how waste management at the municipal level, which results in contracting out, casual, temporary and labour broker workers, undermining of health and safety standards, ongoing inequalities, and so on, might undermine the very tenets of what the Waste Bill is trying to achieve in terms of managing waste.

The National Environmental Management: Waste Bill is waiting to be legislated. It went through an extensive process of public comment in 2007 and environmental groups/activists were able to bring about some necessary changes. For instance, for the first time, there is now recognition of reclaimers in the legislation. The lack of recognition of reclaimers, or salvagers, was one of the problems that environmentalists had with the bill.
Some of the key aspects of the legislation include:

a) Emphasis on reducing, re-using, recycling and recovering waste
This is in general a very positive commitment in the legislation. There are two areas that environmentalists have identified as needing clarity:

· As has already been noted, there is no commitment to planning for zero waste in the legislation. 

· There is opposition to the practice of recovering energy from waste because of the problems with incineration outlined above. Therefore one of the submissions to the portfolio committee called for “recovering waste” to be clarified to make it clear it doesn’t refer to the recovery of energy from waste.

b) Priority waste

There is provision for the Minister to declare a waste a “priority waste” if there is reason to believe it “poses a threat to health, well-being or the environment because of the quantity or composition of the waste”

c) Extended producer responsibility measures

These are measures which make a person responsible for the post-consumer stage of the product. So for instance, a company that makes and sells TVs in large boxes could also bear responsibility for making sure the boxes are recycled, and there is no unnecessary packaging used.

The Minister is responsible for identifying a product or class of products to which this principle will apply and specifying the measures that must be taken.

If an offence is committed under this provision, the person convicted is liable to a fine which can’t be higher than R10 million or 10 years in prison.
d) General duty for waste holder
This applies to a holder of waste, who is anyone who imports, generates, stores, accumulates, transports, processes, treats or exports waste or disposes of waste. It requires the waste holder to take responsibility for reducing waste as far as possible and to avoid the more onerous repercussions of waste.

e) Contaminated land

This is a requirement that the landowner is responsible for the remediation of contaminated land. The banks made a submission to the portfolio committee about this – asking for exemption in cases where they foreclose on a mortgage and take over ownership of land. In terms of this legislation they will be responsible for remediating that land before they can sell it on. The felt that this was unfair as the contamination might have occurred after they granted the mortgage, and have been entirely out of their control.

Although their concern was given a sympathetic hearing by the portolio committee, it was dismissed by the Select Committee on Land and Environmental Affairs of the National Council of Provinces.
f) Other aspects of the bill which are worth noting include:
· the development of standards for the waste sector
· the development of a waste information system

· the development of a national waste management strategy

· the inclusion of mining waste as hazardous waste

· the inclusion of a licensing process

9. Possible areas of intervention for SAMWU
a) Recruiting externalised workers

Because it is a sector so prone to outsourcing, informalisation and externalisation, it is a sector we need to focus on in recruiting workers.

Data collected during the IHRG/SAMWU/MSP project indicates that in the City of Cape Town SAMWU organises 44% of the workforce, if only permanent workers are taken into account. However, that figure drops to 28% if permanent and non-permanent workers together are taken into account.

This is a real wake-up call for us – currently we organise only 28% of the workers in the solid waste sector in the City of Cape Town!

It is likely that the figures in other municipalities would reflect a similar trend – that if we count the workforce as both permanent and non-permanent workers, our representation of the total workforce is much smaller than we think, and in many cases may drop below the majority.

We also need to develop a strategy in relation to the reclaimers who work on the landfill sites. Do we organise them? Do we assist them to organise themselves and develop a close working relationship with them?

Organizing externalised workers is extremely challenging for the union, but not a challenge we can ignore. It is going to mean seriously addressing how we recruit workers, and how we integrate them into our structures. It is also going to mean seriously addressing the attitude of our members who are permanent municipal employees towards externalised workers.
b) Promote an approach of reducing, reusing, recycling and recovering waste, working towards an end goal of zero waste.

We need to play an active role in educating our own members, who can then play a role in educating the broader society, around an approach to waste which emphasises reducing, reusing, recycling and recovering waste.
c) Focus on health and safety issues affecting workers in waste sector
As well as being an important issue to take up in its own right, this is a key issue around which to organise unorganised workers.

d) Scope

We need to continue to work on extending the scope in practice to all companies, organisations etc working in the municipal sectors, so that externalised workers are automatically covered by the SALGBC agreement.
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