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Help us keep this guide up to date
This recycling guide is a work in progress. While we have done our
best to make sure that everything is as uptodate as possible and
all the information in here is correct, things change and we’re only
human. If you find an error, if you know of some information not
included in the guide or even if you have suggestions about other
types of information to include in future guides, let us know. We
plan to update this recycling guide regularly and we will include as
many of your suggestions as possible. To download the most
recent version of this guide visit www.treevolution.co.za/guide
Here’s how you can keep in touch with us:

facebook.com/treevolution
@treevolution
guides@treevolution.co.za

2

Treevolution’s
Beginner’s Guide
to Recycling in
South Africa
Second edition, September 2018
Research & Writing by Laura Grant
Design & Layout by Alastair Otter
www.treevolution.co.za
guides@treevolution.co.za

Beginner‘s Guide to Recycling

Introduction
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What’s in this guide

The infrastructure for collecting recyclable material from ordinary households
and businesses in the same way that general waste is collected isn’t really in
place yet in South Africa.
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Why you should recycle
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Learn about the three Rs

Apart from paper and cardboard – which many of us have been recycling for
years – it can be pretty difficult to get information about what you can recycle
and how you go about doing it. If the queries sent in to Treevolution are
anything to go by, there are lots of enthusiastic people out there who want to
recycle, but who are struggling to get going.
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Test yourself with a 3Rs quiz
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Some stats about recycling in South Africa
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Learn about what can be recycled

It’s really not that complicated. Remember the Chinese saying: A journey of a
thousand miles begins with a single step. Treevolution’s Beginner’s Guide to
Recycling aims to make it easy for you take your first steps in the right
direction.
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Start recycling: Treevolution’s 3 tips on how to get started
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An easy guide to plastics: how to tell what plastic you can recycle

WHERE TO TAKE YOUR RECYCLABLES
MyWaste has created a searchable list of dropoff points and recycling
companies around South Africa to help you find out who recycles what
material and where. Go to www.mywaste.co.za.
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Your impact on the Earth

The three Rs: Reducing your impact

We live on a planet that has a finite amount of resources – there’s only so
much fresh water in our lakes and rivers, there’s only so much coal and oil
reserves under the ground and there’s only so much land that’s suitable for
growing food crops. If we use up all those resources, what then?

When products are recycled they are broken down into their constituent parts
and some of those parts, perhaps even all of them, are then used to produce
new products. For example, plastic cold drink containers can be recycled and
turned into the stuffing for pillows and duvets. But recycling is just one way
that you can reduce your impact and help save resources. There are two
other steps that come before recycling — reducing the amount of natural
resources you consume and reusing what you buy at least once. Together
these steps are the three Rs: Reduce, Reuse, Recycle.

The World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF) says that by 2016 people were
already using the resources of 1.6 Earths, double what was being used just
50 years ago. By 2030 we could be be using the resources of two Earths.
But there is only one Earth.
We need to look after what we’ve got. And that means living less wasteful
lifestyles, and learning that we can no longer just use things once and throw
them away into a landfill site.
We need to learn the three Rs: reduce, reuse, recycle.

ECOLOGICAL FOOTPRINTS
For more about ecological footprints go to www.footprintnetwork.org
and the WWF’s Ecological Footprint page and Living Planet Report.

Consider these steps before you recycle:
● Reduce the amount you consume. If you don’t need it, don’t buy it. It
sounds obvious, but how often are we tempted to buy something simply
because it’s on special offer or because there is a new model?
● When you do buy something, choose a brand that has the least amount of
packaging or the kind that can be reused, recycled or composted. And look
for products that are as Earthfriendly as possible.
● Look also for products that are made from recycled material. If there is a
demand for recycled plastic products, more plastic will be recycled and less
will end up in landfill or polluting oceans. Also, less virgin material will have to
be mined or grown. Remember, what you buy influences what is made.
● Before you throw something away, either for recycling or into your normal
rubbish, think first if there is any way it can be reused. Can you grow
seedlings in it or use it to hold paper clips or wrap a birthday present? Can it
be given to a charity shop, a nursery school or a children’s or oldage home?
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How are you doing?
Treevolution has devised a short quiz so you can see how sussed
you are when it comes to the three Rs.

1. Do you put at least one wheelie bin filled with rubbish out for collection every week?
2. Do you separate out paper and cardboard for recycling?
3. Do you throw glass bottles and jars out with the trash?
4. Do you throw used cans and aluminium foil out with the trash?
5. Do you know what PET is?
6. Do you use reusable bags every time you go shopping?
7. Do you know where your nearest dropoff point for recyclables is?
8. Do you know where to recycle old cell phones?
9. Do you look at the amount of packaging and the recyclability of that packaging before you buy a
product?
10. Do you have a compost heap or a worm bin?
11. Do you recycle more material than you throw away?
12. Do you look out for products that are made of recycled material when you are shopping and buy
them rather than products made of virgin material?

Scores: 1. yes = 0, no = 5; 2. yes = 5, no = 0; 3. yes = 0, no = 5; 4. yes = 0, no = 5;
5. yes = 5, no = 0; 6. yes = 5, no = 0; 7. yes = 5, no = 0; 8. yes = 5, no = 0; 9. yes = 5, no = 0;
10. yes = 5, no = 0; 11. yes = 5, no = 0; 12. yes = 5, no = 0.

Score Yourself
Between 0 and 10
Well done, you’ve made a start and, by
downloading this guide, we hope to help
you keep your footprint shrinking.

Between 15 and 40
You’re doing well. Keep up the good
work.

45 and over
I bet it takes you at least three weeks to
fill your rubbish bin and, when you go out,
you find it really hard to throw recyclables
away with ordinary trash. You’ve seen the
benefits of living a less wasteful lifestyle
and you’ll never turn back.
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How is South Africa doing?
South Africa recycles:
• Steel beverage cans: 72%
• Paper: 70%
• Glass: 42%
• Plastic: About 42%
Informal recyclers, or bin pickers, recover much of this material from dustbins
and landfill sites. This is not ideal, firstly from the point of view of the health
and safety of the recyclers, but also because the recyclable material is
contaminated with other waste. First prize would be if households and
businesses sorted their waste, so that “uncontaminated” recyclable material
can be collected.
The government wants to reduce the amount of plastic, cans, paper and
glass going to landfills. To meet that target, households and businesses need
to stop simply throwing everything away as rubbish and start implementing
the three Rs: Reduce, Reuse and Recycle
The City of Joburg has a target to collect about 13kg of dry recyclables
(paper, plastic, glass and metal) from each household per month by 2021. It
collected only about 4.5kg per household per month during 2016/17 in the
areas where its separation at source progrmme has been rolled out – so it
has some way to go to meet its target.
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Research done by recycling industry body Petco in 2016 found that only 11%
of its target audience recycled “all the time”. Lack of storage space at home,
and the absence of “easily accessible” recycling depots were cited as two of
the biggest barriers. But many of the people interviewed for the research said
they would be happy to take their recycling to depots if they were close
enough to their homes.

What can be recycled?
Metal
Cold drink and beers cans, food tins, aluminium foil, paint tins and aerosol
cans can all be recycled. In fact, just about any old metal can. But in your
daytoday household or office waste you’ll probably find that you’re most
likely going to recycle steel food and aluminium beverage cans.
In the past cans were made from steel, but the SA beverage packaging
industry started converting to aluminium cans in 2013 so now most cans are
made of aluminium. Steel and aluminium cans are both 100% recyclable.
Cans that are collected are taken to steel and aluminium mills and melted

It can take up to 80 years for a steel can to decompose and 200 to
500 years for an aluminium can to decompose. – CollectaCan
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down to make new metal, according to CollectaCan, a nonproﬁt can
recovery organisation.

glass, window glass, computer and TV screens and laboratory glass.
(Source: The Glass Recycling Company)

Here are the four groups of cans that CollectaCan accepts:
1. Aluminium beverage cans
2. Steel beverage cans
3. Aerosol, oil and paint cans
4. Clean food cans

The Glass Recycling Company provides glass banks which can be found at
locations all over the country, such as schools and shopping centres. To find
a glass bank near you, visit theglassrecyclingcompany.co.za/findaglass
bank

Rusty cans can be recycled.
All cans must be empty.

Glass
Glass is completely recyclable. According the The Glass Recycling Company,
in South Africa about 42% of glass is recycled, but thanks to the returnable
bottle system, 86% of glass is prevented from going to landfill sites. Most
producers of beer, wine and spirits in South Africa use returnable glass
bottles, which are ultimately returned to the brand owners, sterilized and
refilled. Glass containers such as tomato sauce, jam and mayonnaise
bottles, juice bottles and wine bottles, no matter what the colour, can be
recycled.
The following items, however, are not collected for recycling:
Drinking glasses and crystal, light bulbs, crockery and cookware, windscreen

Before you put glass into glass banks:
● Remove the corks and lids
● Rinse bottles or jars to remove food residues if you can because it’s more
hygienic – although you don’t strictly have to
● You don’t need to separate the different colours of glass
Returnable bottles include: large beer bottles, glass cola bottles and many
spirit and liquor bottles. Return them to the shop you bought them from so
they can be reused.

Glass is 100% recyclable but it does not biodegrade. The raw materials
for glass  sand, soda ash and lime, among others  all have to be dug
from the Earth and melted together at very high temperatures. Every
tonne of glass recycled saves 1.2 tonnes of raw materials. The energy
saved from recycling just one bottle saves enough energy to power a
fluorescent light bulb for seven hours. (Source: The Glass Recycling
Company)
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Paper

● new toilet tissue and paper towelling are made from recycled otffice
paper, newspapers, magazines and printer offcuts;
● old office paper, corrugated boxes, newspaper, carton board trims
and printer offcuts can made into cereal boxes and soap cartons;
● and newspapers and carton board trims can be reincarnated as egg
boxes.
(Source: Design for Recycling, Packaging SA)

Paper is a renewable resource and most paper can be recycled.
Here are the different types of paper that you can collect for recycling:
● white office paper,
● envelopes and shredded paper
● all types of card board boxes,
● magazines and brochures,
● newspapers,
● wine bottle sleeves, egg cartons, pamphlets and telephone
directories.
● paper gift wrap
● juice and milk cartons (see Tetrapak section)
Recycled paper has a variety of uses. For example:
● used corrugated boxes can be recycled into new corrugated
boxes;
● newspapers and magazines can become newspapers again;

There are some paper products that aren't suitable for recycling, though.
They are:
● Wet or soiled paper or cardboard products, such as used paper
plates and pizza boxes, tissues, kitchen roll, and toilet paper;
● laminated, waxcoated, or foillined paper and cardboard;
● punch confetti and carbon paper;
● stickers and Postit notes (because of the glue);
● cement bags;
● dog food bags that are lined with plastic;
● disposable nappies.
: Food wrappings, kitchen towel, paper napkins and tissues cannot
be recycled, but you can put them on your compost heap to
biodegrade.
TI P

In the six years since 2012, more than 7 million tonnes of paper
and paper packaging have been recovered for recycling. If baled,
this amount would cover the surface of 1,273 soccer fields, one
metre deep. (Source: Paper Recycling Association of SA)
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In South Africa only about 16% of the paper consumed is not suitable for
recovery.
When you recycle paper it is important to keep your paper clean and dry,
preferably by storing it in a separate container from your other recyclables.
Buyers will not accept wet paper.
For more information about paper recycling go to the Paper Recycling
Association of South Africa’s website, www.prasa.co.za.

9

Tetrapak
Fruit juice and milk containers look like they’re made out of paper, but they
are lined with aluminium foil and plastic so they must be recycled separately.
The paperboard pulp can be separated from the polyethylene and aluminium
in the recycling process and new products can be made or the whole carton
can be recycled into new products. For more information go to
https://www.tetrapak.com/za/sustainability/environmentalactivitiesinsouth
africa or contact Mpact Recycling, www.mpactrecycling.co.za.
Contact info for their various offices is on the website.

WHERE TO TAKE YOUR PAPER FOR RECYCLING
There are Ronnie Banks where you can drop off paper in seven hubs in South Africa. To see if there’s a
Ronnie Bank near you, go to www.mpactrecycling.co.za/recyclenow/paperbanksearch. Mpact also
operates a kerbside paper collection service in parts of Ekurhuleni, Pretoria, Johannesburg and
Durban. To find out more go to www.mpactrecycling.co.za/recyclenow/kerbsidecollection
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Plastic
Plastics are made from petrochemical feedstock, which comes from oil,
natural gas and coal, all nonrenewable resources. Plastics do not
biodegrade, they just break down into increasingly smaller particles  this is
known as photodegradation because it’s caused by the sun’s ultraviolet rays.
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The easiest way to determine whether a plastic product is recyclable is by
looking for its recycling logo. There are seven different plastic logos, each
representing a different kind of plastic such as PET or polystyrene etc. They
are all explained in Treevolution’s Easy Guide to Plastics. (See page 17)

Discarded plastics litter our cities and countryside. They make their way into
the oceans through stormwater drains and rivers. There are huge garbage
patches in the oceans made up of expanses of “plastic soup” – tiny ﬂoating pieces
of plastic – that are a hazard to sea life. It is up to you to reduce the amount of
plastic you use and to ensure that your unwanted plastic does not become litter and
an environmental hazard

Most of the plastic packaging we use every day is recyclable. Ice cream and
milk containers, fabric softener bottles, plastic bags and even clingwrap can
all be recycled.

2.15billion PET bottles (plastic bottles) were recovered for recycling in 2017 alone. That means 65% of the SA’s PET
bottles were recycled, removing 93 000 tonnes of plastic from landﬁll. PET can be recycled into other products, for
instance, 5 PET bottles can be recycled into one Tshirt. (Source: Petco, PlasticsSA)
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Electronic waste
Ewaste is the term used to describe discarded appliances that use
electricity. It includes computers, cellphones, iPads and other tablets, gaming
consoles, fridges and other household appliances, batteries and ﬂuorescent
lightbulbs. You should not throw away old electronic equipment with ordinary
rubbish for two reasons. Firstly, these products often contain valuable
materials – such as gold, silver, copper and platinum, and, secondly, they
may also contain harmful materials, such as lead, arsenic, mercury and
brominated ﬂame retardant (BFR) plastics, which require special handling
and recycling methods. If electronic waste ends up in landfill there is a
chance that those harmful materials could leach into the ground and water
and create health problems. For more information about electronic waste visit
the Ewaste Association of South Africa’s website, ewasa.org.
The recycling of electronic waste also has to be done responsibly, so as not
to harm the environment or the people doing the recycling. You therefore
need to take your ewaste to a proper ewaste recycler. Ewasa’s website has
a useful map and list of ewaste recyclers around South Africa. You can email
Ewasa on info@ewasa.org, contact them via Facebook or phone
0315357146.

Batteries
Batteries are a type of electronic waste. Care should be taken not to throw
them away with ordinary household waste because they may contain toxic
chemicals, such as cadmium, mercury or lead that can leach into the soil and
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groundwater if they end up in a normal landﬁll site. In some countries
batteries are considered hazardous waste.
Types of batteries:
● Alkaline (alkaline manganese) are the nonrechargeable batteries
commonly used in household items such as toys and torches. Dispose of
them responsibly. Visit www.ewasa.org or www.mywaste.co.za to find a
dropoff point.
● Silver oxide batteries or button cell batteries are found in watches and
calculators. These contain mercury, which is a toxic substance. Dispose of
these batteries in the same way you’d dispose of alkaline batteries.
● Nickelcadmium batteries (NiCd) are a rechargeable form of alkaline
batteries so they will last longer than ordinary batteries. But cadium is a toxic
metal. Dispose of as you would alkaline batteries.
● Nickel metal hybrid (NiMH) batteries are also an alternative to alkaline
batteries, but these do not contain cadmium. Dispose of as you would
alkaline batteries.
● Lithium ion batteries are rechargeable batteries found in consumer
electronic products such as cellphones and laptops. These can be recycled
and should be disposed of with electronic waste. Visit Ewasa’s website for
information: www.ewasa.org.
● Lead acid batteries are the kind that you ﬁnd in your car. These are very
harmful in landﬁll because they contain lead and sulphuric acid. But they can
be recycled. When you replace your car’s battery ﬁnd out if the dealer
recycles used batteries.
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For a list of places where you can dispose of batteries safely visit Ewasa’s
website or go to mywaste.co.za.

Compact fluorescent lightbulbs
Lowenergy lightbulbs (CFLs) and ﬂuorescent tubes should not be disposed
of with normal rubbish. They contain mercury, a toxic substance, that can
leach into the soil and groundwater if thrown into ordinary landﬁll sites. Pick n
Pay and Woolworths stores have boxes where you can deposit your used
CFLs for safe disposal. For a list of dropoff sites visit ewasa’s website,
www.ewasa.org, or mywaste.co.za.

Motor oil
The Rose Foundation collects, stores and recycles used lubricating oil. Rose
stands for Recycling Oil Saves the Environment. Used oil released into the
environment can contaminate water. For more information visit the Rose
Foundation ‘s website at www.rosefoundation.org.za
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Biodegradable material
Start a compost heap in your garden and put your
food scraps (except meat, or you may attract rats),
garden waste and paper that’s too dirty to recycle
onto it. Food waste in landﬁll sites creates methane,
a greenhouse gas that is worse than carbon dioxide
when it comes to causing global warming.
If you live in a ﬂat or your garden’s too small, buy yourself a wormery and let
those little wrigglies turn your food scraps into ultranourishing vermicompost
and worm tea that you can feed to your pot plants.
You can buy worm farms online from Wizzard Worms
(www.wizzardworms.co.za) or your local nursey or craft market may sell
them. If you’re the handy type you can make your own wormery from plastic
containers or wood and buy the worms only. Note: These aren’t the
earthworms you commonly ﬁnd in your garden.
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Start recycling in three easy steps
Step 1
What you are going to recycle?
You can separate your household or office rubbish into ﬁve categories:
1. glass,
2. plastic,
3. paper
4. metal
5. biodegradable food waste.
Even if you begin with just one material, like paper, or food waste, less of
your stuff will be going to landﬁll and you’ll be headed in the right direction.
Don’t worry about the colour of the glass, or the colour of the plastic, or the
type of paper or whether your metal is aluminium or steel. That’s
overcomplicating things. Allowing yourself to get bogged down in minutiae
like that will put you off recycling.
Do the oneweek challenge
Try separating your rubbish for a week by putting glass, plastic, paper and
metal into separate bin bags. Remember to give everything a rinse ﬁrst so
you don’t get mould growing on your recyclables or attract ants and flies. The
amount of material you collect in a week will probably surprise you  and,
hopefully, give your conscience a jolt.
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After a week you should get a fairly good idea of how much of each
recyclable material you are likely to collect and you can decide what you’re
going to collect, how large a container you will need to store it, and how often
you will need to get it collected or take it to a dropoff point.

Step 2
How you are going to recycle?
In South Africa what you recycle is generally determined by what you are
able to recycle in your area. Some municipalities collect recyclables with
other rubbish, but those are few and far between. Generally you have three
recycling options:
Option 1: A kerbside collection service. Some municipalities pick up dry
recyclable materials as part of their waste disposal service – you just need to
put your dry recyclable material out on the kerb in a separate bag from your
ordinary nonrecyclable rubbish. If you live in a municipality that doesn’t offer
this service, you will have to arrange a private company to come and collect
your recyclables, and you will probably have to pay for the service.
Fortunately, they tend not to be prohibitively expensive and the convenience
factor makes up for the price. Collection services will give you a list of the
materials they collect and all you have to do is rinse off the food residues and
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pop it all into a bag or a wheelie bin (or whatever receptacle your service
prefers). In some cases you don’t need to separate your stuff into paper,
plastic, metal or glass because the company providing the service does this
for you. Then once a week  or fortnight or
whatever you arrange with the company  you put your wheelie bin or bag on
the kerb and a truck comes and takes it away.
Option 2: Take your recyclables to a drop
off point or a buyback centre. You will need
to ﬁnd out where the dropoff points or buy
back centres are in your area and probably
visit them ﬁrst to see what material they
collect.
Option 3: Let informal recyclers, do your
recycling for you. Informal recyclers are the guys
who pick through your dustbins on collection
days. They are a familiar sight dragging huge
bags full of plastic bottles etc on trolleys. Do these
guys a favour and separate your recyclables
into separate bags for them so they don’t
have to go rooting through the rotting food
and used nappies. They perform a valuable
service keeping recyclable material from
ending up in landfill.
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To help you ﬁnd out what recycling services operate in your area.
Mywaste.co.za has put together a fantastic searchable list of recyclers and
dropoff points around South Africa: find it www.mywaste.co.za.

Step 3
Where are you going to store your recyclables?
You’ve decided what you’re going to recycle, and you have a
fairly good idea of how much of it you’ll collect in a week.
Now you need to think about how and where you will store your
recyclables until they’re collected or until you take them to a dropoff
site. You need to be fairly organised about storage because if you’re
not you may ﬁnd that your garage becomes so stuffed with plastic
bottles or beer cans that there’s barely any room for anything else.
And you have to keep paper in a place where it won’t get wet.
At home, most of the material you generate for recycling is likely to
be packaging that originates in the kitchen. But before you rush out
to buy a fancy recycling bin set for your kitchen, here are some
questions you need to ask yourself:
● Is there space for multiple dustbins in your kitchen?
● Do you even need multiple dustbins in the kitchen or can you get by
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with just two  one for recyclables and one for ordinary waste?
● How big would the bin(s) for recyclables need to be? This would depend
on how often you will empty them.
● If you need to store your recyclables for a period of time before they’re
collected or dropped off, where will you store them?
● Would you prefer to keep one bin for recyclables in the house and then
empty that when it’s full into a bigger dustbin(s) outside, one for each of the
different recyclables you decide to collect?
● If you do that what size bins you are going to need? This may depend on
how long are you going to be storing the recyclables before they’re collected
or dropped off.
● Are you going to be able to ﬁt the contents of these bins/containers in your
car when the time comes to take them to the dropoff site?
If you have a collection service, you generally need one or two week’s worth
of storage space. If you don’t have to sort out your recyclables, one wheelie
bin will probably be adequate for your average household with two children.
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An example from an ordinary home
To give you an idea of how to collect recyclable material in your home and
store it until it’s ready to be taken away, here’s an example from an average
household of four people.
In the kitchen:
● one ordinarysized rubbish bin for the stuff that can’t be recycled
● one ordinarysized bin for rinsed recyclable stuff (all tins, plastic and glass
go in here – not paper though, you need to keep that separate so it remains
clean and dry)
● one or two icecream containers with lids for food scraps for the compost
heap or wormery.
Outside:
● 4 x 100litre plastic dustbins with secure lids, the kind you buy from
hardware shops or stores like Makro from about R160 upwards. Each is
labelled: “plastic”, “paper”, “metal” and “glass”.
● Once the kitchen recycling bin is full the contents can be sorted into the
appropriate bin outside. Each bin should have a bin liner in it.
Biggish bins are useful for storage if you have somebody who comes to
collect your recyclable stuff because all you need to do on collection day is
whip out the bin liners and put them on the pavement for collection. You can
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use a wheelie bin for this if you have a spare one and if you’re worried about
dogs rummaging in the bags. Some collection companies offer wheelie bins
as part of their service.
If you have informal recyclers who go through the dustbins on collection day,
you can put the bags of sorted plastics, cans etc. on top of your rubbish bin.
This saves them from having to rummage through your bin, and it keeps the
recyclable material from getting contaminated by other household waste. It
may be worth speaking to the informal recyclers who work your street to see
what it is they are looking for. Some may only collect PET bottles, for
example. If you know this, you’ll have a better idea of what to put out. (See
the Easy Guide to Plastics on page 17)
Transporting your recyclables to a dropoff point
If you have to take your recyclables to a dropoff centre yourself, then you
probably need to look at a storage option that ﬁts neatly into your car. One tip
is to look for plastic boxes with lids rather than bins to store your material in.
Heavyduty plastic boxes are available in a variety of sizes from places like
Makro, Mica, Builders Warehouse and supermarkets. These boxes can be
stacked neatly and when they’re full you can pop them into your boot or back
seat without the need for heavy lifting equipment or the risk of a bag splitting.
Remember, start off simple. As you get the hang of recycling
one thing, you can add another, and eventually you’ll get to the
point where you’ll be amazed at how little you actually throw
away.
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The easy guide to plastics
People seem to get confused about recycling plastics. The good news is that
all plastic packaging these days is generally marked with a recycling logo
and number which makes deciding what’s recyclable a bit easier. Here each
logo is listed so you can identify what kind of plastic you have, whether it is
recycled in South Africa, and what products it is recycled into.
While most kerbside collections will take all the different types plastics
together in one container and sort them at their sorting centres, dropoff sites
may have separate containers for the different plastics. The most “popular”
plastics for recycling in South Africa are PET (or number 1 plastic), HDPE
(number 2) and LDPE (number 4). PP (number 5) and polystyrene (number
6) are also collected, but not at all dropoff sites or buyback centres. If you
are going to take your plastics to a dropoff point it may be worth your while
to ﬁrst take a look at which plastics are collected there, so you know what
you need to sort out at home ﬁrst. You can start by looking at mywaste.co.za
to see where the places that take recyclables near you are, and what
materials they accept.

5.9million PET bottles were collected for recycling per day in
2017. The lids of these bottles are not made of PET but they are
recyclable, so don’t throw them away. – Source: Petco
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PET or Polyethylene Terephthalate
PET is a favourite of soft drink manufacturers. It’s also used
for bottled water and a wide variety of food products are
packaged in it. South Africa has a PET recycling body,
established in 2004, called Petco. Thanks to the efforts of
Petco, PET container recycling is increasing signiﬁcantly from
19,000 tonnes in 2007 to 93,000 tonnes in 2017. In fact, 65%
of PET bottles were collected for recycling in 2017, according
to Petco. Collectors gather PET from landfill sites or
households because they can earn a small amount of money
for it. They are paid by weight. 64 000 employment
opportunities were created through PET recycling in 2017,
according to Petco.
PET is recycled into ...
Hollowﬁbre ﬁlling for jackets, duvets, pillows and sleeping bags. Fibre for
polyester carpeting and for luggage and upholstery. Fabric for Tshirts, long
underwear, athletic shoes, sweaters; strapping, sheeting for sandwich
blisters and chocolate trays, bottles for detergents, and even new PET cold
drink bottles. Green bottles are turned into ceiling insulation (Isotherm). PET
is also recycled in geotextiles for road stabilisation and dam linings, and
Plastiwood. 1kg = about 25 x onelitre bottles or 50 x 500ml bottles.
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HDPE or High‐density Polyethylene
This is a thicker, often coloured plastic. You’ll ﬁnd the
number 2 logo on milk bottles, cleaning products, motor oils,
cosmetics and toiletries (eg, shampoo and lotions), food
storage containers, cereal box liners, carrier bags, crates,
drums for chemicals and pesticides, and pipes used in
various industries.
HDPE is recycled into …
Recycling bins, compost bins, dustbins, toys, automotive
mud flaps, pallets, refuse bags, carrier bags, plastic barrier
cones, pipes and plastic timber products.

PVC or Polyvinyl Chloride
PVC is used to make a wide range of products. When it is
burned it releases toxic dioxins. There are two basic types of PVC: rigid and
flexible. Rigid and flexible PVC are both recycled in South Africa, according
to PlasticsSA. Rigid PVC is used in the construction industry in products
such as water pipes and vents, wastepipes, conduit and guttering. Soft
flexible PVC is used to make shower curtains, rainwear, gumboots, shoe
soles, artificial leather, garden hoses, medical tubing, flooring, banners and
cable insulation, among others. PVC is recycled into shoe soles, pipes,
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hoses, door mats, car mats, gumboots, conduit, speed humps, traffic cones
and sewage pipes, says PlasticsSA.

LDPE or Low‐density Polyethylene
Number 4 plastic is the most popular material for
recycling in South Africa, according to PlasticsSA.
About a third of the plastic recycled in LDPE. It is used
for packaging and wrapping a variety of consumer
goods. It is used to make rubbish bags, frozen veggie
bags, milk sachets, domestic cling film, peelable lids,
bubble wrap, some squeezable bottles and cosmetic
tubs, car wash bristles, road barriers, pallet wrap,
irrigation pipes and cable insulation.
LDPE is recycled into …
Bin liners, pallet sheets, irrigation pipes, a variety of containers, dust bins,
refuse bags, furniture covers and construction and building ﬁlm.
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PP or Polypropylene
This type of plastic is used in a wide variety of products such
as ice cream, yoghurt, margarine and cottage cheese tubs, drinking straws,
microwave dishes, garden furniture and stadium seating, lunch boxes,
packaging tape and bottle caps, woven bags for dog food, chocolate
wrappers and chip packets, baby nappies, sanitary pads, syringes, shopping
trolleys and baskets, car dashboards and bumpers, and coathangers.
PP is recycled into …
Buckets and bowls, rubbish bins, shopping baskets, coathangers, outdoor
furniture, paint trays, flower pots and storage containers.

PS or Polystyrene
Polystyrene is produced from naphtha, a byproduct of the
petroleum refining process. There are two kinds of recyclable polystyrene:
highimpact, from which products like coathangers, breadtags and yoghurt
cups are made, and expanded polystyrene, from which meat and vegetable
trays are made. An industry body called the Polystyrene Association of South
Africa(PASA) facilitates the recycling of this material.
One of the PASA’s betterknown recycling stories is the breadtags for
wheelchairs project, in which volunteers collect breadtags which are then
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bought by companies that will recycle the tags. The money obtained from this
is then used to buy wheelchairs for people who need them. Read more about
the project at https://www.polystyrenesa.com/breadtagsforwheelchairs
Another project collects yoghurt tubs to be recycled into Tutudesks, which
are “simple, portable and robust lapdesks that children can place on their
laps, whether they are sitting on the floor or on a chair.” See more about that
project at https://www.polystyrenesa.com/tutudesk.
PS is recycled into …
Picture frames, curtain rails, skirting boards, cornices, stationery, eg, rulers
and pens, seedling trays, coathangers, Tutudesks, polystyrene beads that
are used in Wonderbags, which are used for cooking, and beanbags.
Recycled polystyrene can also be mixed with cement and used to build
houses.

Other plastics
The number 7 is used for all packing materials that are not
included in numbers 1 to 6. The material names should appear under the
arrows – such as acrylonitrile butadiene styrene (ABS) or polycarbonate (PC)
– but they often don’t, says PlasticsSA. ABS and polycarbonate are not
commonly used for packing, but polycarbonate was used extensively in baby
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bottles until it was banned in many countries because Bisphenol A (BPA) may
leach from the product. Number 7 can also refer to multilayer plastics, such
as those used in toothpaste tubes, filter coffee packs and portion packs of
butter and margarine. Multimaterial plastic products can only be recycled if
the layers can be separated, says PlasticsSA.

Unmarked plastics
With awareness of recycling growing, you’ll ﬁnd most plastic containers will
be stamped with a number. If you come across something that doesn’t have
a number, but you suspect that it is recyclable, the advice of PlasticsSA is
that you put the item in a separate plastic bag along with the number 4
plastics. The recycling companies that collect the material from the dropoff
sites will sort it out.
If you’re interested in learning more about plastics, PlasticsSA has put
together a great booklet entitled All About Plastics that’s available on their
website: http://www.plasticsinfo.co.za/wpcontent/uploads/2018/06/AllAbout
PlasticsMay2018.pdf
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Useful contact information
Glass
The Glass Recycling Company
www.theglassrecyclingcompany.co.za
info@tgrc.co.za
0861 2 45277 or 011 463 5644.

Paper
Paper Recycling Association of South Africa
www.prasa.co.za
0118035063
Mpact Recycling
www.mpactrecycling.co.za
0800022112

Cans
Collectacan
www.collectacan.co.za
info@collectacan.co.za
0114662939
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Plastic
PET Plastic Recycling South Africa (PETCO)
www.petco.co.za
0860 14 7738
info@petco.co.za
Polystyrene Association of South Africa
http://www.polystyrenesa.com/
072 820 2506
Plastics SA
www.plasticsinfo.co.za
011 3144021
Polyolefin Recycling Company
www.polyco.co.za
021 531 0647
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Electronic waste
Electronic Waste Association of South Africa
https://www.ewasa.org/
info@ewasa.org
031 535 7146

General info
National Recycling Forum
www.recycling.co.za
011 675 3462
Institute of Waste Management of Southern Africa
www.iwmsa.co.za
Searchable list of recyclers and dropoff points across South Africa:
www.mywaste.co.za
For information on how to start a recycling business, the Institute of Waste
Management of Southern Africa has a booklet entitled "Win with Waste for
Entrepreneurs. How to Turn Waste Into Cash" that you can download from
their website here: https://bit.ly/2vHDGBM

22

Beginner‘s Guide to Recycling

23

Acknowledgements

How you can help

The information in this guide has been gathered from a wide range of
sources, but particularly helpful were the websites of PlasticsSA (for
information on plastics as well as the different types of batteries); the Paper
Recycling Association of South Africa; Petco, the Polystyrene Association of
South Africa, the Electronic Waste Association of SA; and The Glass
Recycling Company. A big thank you to DonnaMarie of Impact Recycling for
information on paper and Tetrapak.

The Beginner's Guide to Recycling was first released in 2011 and has
been downloaded more than 14,000 times. Many people asked when we
planned to update the guide. Unfortunately, because the guide was entirely
selffunded, we had to wait until we had the time and the money to do it. So
seven years later we finally have a second edition.

Also a big thank you to all the people who emailed questions about recycling
to Treevolution.co.za. This guide was inspired by you and was compiled in an
effort to answer your questions.

We don't plan ton taking another seven years to release the third edition. We
will be releasing regular updates, but to do that we need your help.
Please consider supporting us or making a contribution if you found the guide
useful and would like to see it updated. Please consider one of these options:

Please share this guide with as many people as you can and feel free to
send suggestions to laura@treevolution.co.za .
Perhaps one day, with your help, South African can become a zerowaste
society.

Support us on Patreon with a small contribution
Visit www.patreon.com/treevolution to become a patron and get access to
exclusive content.
Become an organisational supporter or advertise in the guide
If you run a company or organisation in the recycling sector and you'd like to
be a supporter, or you'd be interested in placing an advert in future editions of
the guide, please contact us at info@treevolution.co.za. We'd love to hear
from you.

