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ABSTRACT 

 

Materials are all around us. In many ways, they structure our world; economically, 

socially, and physically impacting the places they move through. In this paper, I approach 

material flows from a sociological perspective. I am interested in how material flows are 

sustained (Wallsten, 2015).  

 

To do this, I use Cape Town’s scrap metal material flow as a boundary object to study it 

quantitatively, through urban metabolism’s material flow analysis, and qualitatively, through a 

sociological case study. I call this a social material flow analysis, which I define as an analysis of 

a material’s flow in a human system, delimited by space and time. I place it within sociourban 

metabolism instead of urban metabolism.   

 

I have three major findings. (1) My design for a social material flow analysis works and 

is useful. (2) Capetonian scrap metal exports were twice as large as previously thought. (3) 

Describing the flow of scrap metal as a social structure highlights the systemic exploitation and 

extreme insecurity of Capetonian waste pickers.  

 

I establish that the social MFA is useful for three reasons. (1) It allows me to understand 

the scrap metal flow not in economic or environmental terms, but as part of the structure that is 

Cape Town. (2) It uncovers the relationships that move scrap metal through its value chain. (3) It 

provides a foundation for future research.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Materials are all around us. In many ways, they structure our world; economically, 

socially, and physically impacting the places they move through. Urban metabolism quantifies 

the flow of materials in urban areas through the material flow analysis (Kennedy et al, 2007). 

Past studies built around material flow analyses have sought to measure a city’s ‘sustainability’ 

(Zhang, 2013). In this paper, I approach material flows from a sociological perspective. I am 

interested in how material flows are sustained (Wallsten, 2015).  

 

To do this, I use the economy-wide material flow analysis (EW-MFA) as a database of 

what goes in and out of Cape Town, South Africa. I locate the flow of scrap metal in Cape Town 

and use it as a boundary object. I then study it both quantitatively, through urban metabolism’s 

material flow analysis, and qualitatively, through a sociological case study. The EW-MFA shows 

the beginning and end points of scrap metal’s ‘flow,’ otherwise known as value chain. Sociology 

gives me the tools to study the people involved in sustaining it.  

 

This kind of research design is unique. Because it studies the people behind the material’s 

flow through Cape Town, I call it a social material flow analysis. The social material flow 

analysis is a shift away from urban metabolism and towards sociourban metabolism. Sociourban 

metabolism seeks to both quantify and describe the flow of materials in an urban area. As a new 

discourse, sociourban metabolism does not come with its own tools.  

 

By localizing the material flow to the level of the individual, I found that scrap metal 

exports were part of a much larger network than the material flow analysis led me to believe. 

Linking the formal to the informal, the wealthy to the homeless, the world to a landfill in 

metropolitan Cape Town, scrap metal has an important story that is only partially told in my 

research.  
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The flow of scrap metal, I found, is a structure nested within the bigger structure that is 

Cape Town. From these structures, agents choose actions. The agents I analyze are waste 

pickers, small-scale collectors, buy-back centers, large-scale collectors, processors, brokers, and 

end-users. The relationships between them move scrap metal up its value chain. However, not all 

of these relationships are founded on social ideals like equality and mutual respect. Waste 

pickers are systematically exploited by everyone in the value chain. External agents, like gangs 

and the police, also play an important, if under-researched, role. All of these people are 

embedded in communities. Some, like small-scale collectors and manual processors, protect their 

social networks through financial and social support. Others, like buy-back centers, ignore the 

risks faced by their suppliers because it would cost them more money to care. These 

relationships both determine, and are determined by, the structures they arise from. I uncover 

these in the scrap metal case study section.   

 

I have three major findings from my research. The first is that my design for a social 

material flow analysis works and is useful. The second is that Cape Town’s scrap metal exports 

were twice as large as previously thought. The third is that describing the scrap metal value chain 

as a social structure highlights the systemic exploitation and extreme insecurity of Capetonian 

waste pickers.  

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

Sociourban Metabolism 

 

Urban metabolism is founded on an analogy. In 1894 Theodor Weyl published a paper, 

‘Essay on the metabolism of Berlin.’ He likened Berlin to a human and studied its ‘intake’ and 

‘excreta’ (Lederer and Kral, 2015; Weyl, 1894). Some hundred years later, the comparison – of a 

city to an organism – remains the same (Ayres, 1997). Urban metabolism does not have a 

consensus definition, but that it was adopted from biology, where it refers to ‘physiological 

processes,’ is accepted (Schandl, et al., 2015). Today’s researchers, in the industrial ecology 

discourse, still find the biological analogy compelling. 
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Assumptions made in the natural sciences do not translate directly to social science 

(Fischer-Kowalski and Steinberger, 2011; Wassenaar, 2015; Paulik et al., 2015). Yet, industrial 

ecologists apply ideas from ‘physiological processes’ to social systems without concern for 

contextual differences. Inevitably, they reduce metabolism into something that can fit into a 

social science discourse. Such over-simplification is epistemically fatal (Fischer-Kowalski and 

Steinberger, 2011). The analogy is imprecise.  

 

In biology, boundaries around individuals do not exist (Wassenaar, 2015). Biological 

events, like the estimated 100 trillion microbes that comprise human ‘organs’ (ectosymbiosis) or 

the non-human enzymes that dissolve food for bloodstream absorption (external digestion), 

reflect this reality (Hsiao et al, 2008). Biochemists, physiologists, and ecologists have updated 

the concept of metabolism. Metabolic imbrication – the overlapping metabolisms of living things 

– does not separate individuals by physical boundaries (Pereto et al. 2013; Wassenaar, 2015). It 

considers individual metabolisms in terms of temporally- and geographically-bounded 

‘metabolic networks’ dialectically influenced by, and influencing, ecosystems and evolution 

(Pereto et al. 2013; Wassenaar, 2015).  

 

Industrial ecologists do not incorporate the metabolic network into their understanding of 

urban metabolism.1 Instead, they have selected a variety of concepts from an array of natural 

sciences (biology, physiology, ecology) without considering the relevant contexts at-hand 

(Wassenaar, 2015). The analogy is also outdated.    

 

Wassenaar (2015) provides a non-analogical definition for urban metabolism. He starts 

with social metabolism – human mediated matter change for the maintenance and enjoyment of 

human life (Wassenaar, 2015). He uses social metabolism as opposed to socioeconomic 

metabolism, which industrial ecologists define as the social, economic, and biophysical interplay 

between economy and nature (Schandl, et al., 2015).  

 

                                                 
1 The prevailing ‘biological analogy’ used in industrial ecology “pertains to the autopoietic standpoint [of] organic 

metaphors and analogies in sociology” (Di Paolo 2009). 
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I use Wassenaar’s term, social metabolism, instead of socioeconomic metabolism 

because it emphasizes the social nature of metabolic networks; it is more etymologically correct. 

2 It also aligns with dialectical materialism, which stresses the absence of absolute boundaries in 

nature (Wassenaar, 2015). The individual interactions of social metabolism are inseparable from 

the whole. As a subset of ecological metabolism – biologically mediated matter change – social 

metabolism transcends socioeconomic metabolism’s society-nature dichotomy. Such a binary, 

Wassenaar (2015) argues, deepens the divide between sciences that urban metabolism claims to 

‘bridge’ (Schandl, et al., 2015).  

 

 Changing this binary requires new conceptual tools (Wassenaar, 2015). As such, I reject 

the term ‘urban metabolism’ as it is defined by most industrial ecologists (Wassenaar, 2015). 

Instead, I use Wassenaar’s term, sociourban metabolism, meaning the social metabolism of an 

urban area. The key difference between sociourban metabolism and urban metabolism is that 

sociourban metabolism falls beneath social metabolism and, thus, ecological metabolism as 

opposed to socioeconomic metabolism, which is derived from industrial ecology. Sociourban 

metabolism studies the urban metabolic network, rather than the ‘complexity of socio-technical 

and socio-ecological processes’ that define urban metabolism (Currie and Musango, 2017). 

 

 The irony of socioeconomic metabolism is that its scholars use the prefix ‘socio-’ in most 

of its terms but ignore the ‘social dimension’ entirely. Only one researcher, Wallsten (2015), 

explores it in practice and, still, he avoids defining what ‘social’ means in the context of 

socioeconomic metabolism. This failure is documented by its leading scholars. In the 

introduction of the special ‘Frontiers in Socioeconomic Metabolism’ issue of Yale’s Journal of 

Industrial Ecology, Schandl, Muller, and Moriguchi (2015) state the need for a ‘sociological 

view’ in sociometabolic analysis. They offer no solutions for moving beyond their existing 

‘simplistic analysis’ of social systems (Schandl, et al., 2015).    

 

                                                 
2 Socioeconomic metabolism is, “[Derived] from a narrow interpretation of the term ‘industrial’ (with the study of 

Industrial Metabolism taken to be necessarily restricted to industrialized societies and modes of subsistence) … It 

could have been argued at the time that ‘industry’ should be considered in its widest sense (human technological 

activity, as, e.g., in Lifset and Gradel [2002]), thus covering all human systems and not only those containing 

secondary sectors” (Wassenaar, 2015).  

 



 8 

 Most researchers, however, implicitly assume this ‘sociological view’ in their work. 

Conke and Ferreira (2015) wrote a well-cited book on urban metabolism. In it, they congratulate 

themselves for having a ‘sufficiently robust, consistent, and well-anchored’ literature to analyze 

social, economic, and environmental ‘forces’ of ‘complex systems’ (Conke and Ferreira, 2015). 

Yet, they never define the ‘social forces’ in these ‘complex systems.’ Barring Wallsten (2015), 

no one has, in practice, considered the people, places, and structures that materials touch as they 

flow through an area.  

 

Material Flow Analysis 

 

 This failure is most evident in the primary tool of urban metabolism – the economy-wide 

material flow analysis (EW-MFA). Socioeconomic metabolism has three methods for 

researchers to use. There is the energy flow analysis, the substance flow analysis, and the 

material flow analysis (MFA) (Zhang, 2013). The biggest difference between them is the kind of 

flow analyzed. Their methods are structured the same.  

 

 All three are accounting projects. The MFA is the most popular. It counts imports, 

exports, extraction, and emissions in a geographically- and temporally-bounded area to 

‘comprehensively analyze’ flows, stocks, and processes within a defined system (Allesch and 

Brunner, 2015). For endogenous processes, the MFA uses an input-output analysis, which 

organizes production into tables of inputs and outputs, to compute the quantities of natural 

resources in intermediate and final goods (Zhang, 2013; Brunner and Rechberger, 2004). Like 

other industrial ecology methods, the MFA relies on a systems approach and the mass balance 

principle (Zhang, 2013; Brunner and Rechberger, 2004). A systems approach lets industrial 

ecologists define an area as a system of flows bounded by imports and exports (Zhang, 2013; 

Brunner and Rechberger, 2004). The mass balance principle – stating that any mass entering a 

system must, by conservation of mass, either leave the system or accumulate within the system 

(Input = Output + Accumulation) – lets them conduct the input-output analyses between imports 

and exports (Zhang, 2013; Brunner and Rechberger, 2004). Unaccounted raw materials in an 

exported good must come from either the existing accumulated stock or the environment 

(Brunner and Rechberger, 2004).  
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 Urban metabolism relies on urban-scale economy-wide flow analyses. The rules for the 

economy-wide MFA were made by Eurostat in 2001, when they conducted the first EW-MFA 

for the European Union. In Economy-wide Material Flow Accounts and Derived Indicators: A 

Methodological Guide (2001), Eurostat classifies system boundaries, categories of flows, 

material inputs, outputs, stocks and stock changes. Since 2001, Eurostat has released a 

periodically updated Compilation Guide that remains the EW-MFA standard (Hoekman and von 

Blottnitz, 2017). Most researchers adapt this to the urban scale (Zhang, 2013).   

 

 Nowhere in the Eurostat Methodological Guide (2001), Compilation Guide (2016), or 

any other popular guides – namely, the Institute of Social Ecology (SEC) Vienna’s Introduction 

and Guide (2018) and Brunner and Rechberger’s Practical Guide (2004) – is the word ‘social’ 

used substantively. The Eurostat guides fail to mention it, the SEC incorrectly conflates 

socioeconomic with social metabolism, the Practical Guide (2004) mentions ‘social aspects’ 

three times without defining them further. For their part, these guides, from which EW-MFA 

methodology is derived, do not claim to investigate these ‘social aspects.’ They recognize the 

EW-MFA as an accounting exercise in macroeconomic and ecological contexts.  

 

The same, however, cannot be said for researchers who use and analyze EW-MFAs. 

MFA scholars see the city only as a biophysical entity, through which material flows over time 

and accumulates into the urban fabric (Wallsten, 2015). They simplify this fabric into a device 

for accounting (Wallsten, 2015). Assumed is its existence as a result of actors engaged in 

sociotechnical processes (Wallsten, 2015).  

 

Although an EW-MFA may have social implications, it is inaccurate to imply that such 

‘social aspects’ are fairly represented when using these methodologies. Researchers, like Conke 

and Ferreira (2015), continue to include 'social aspects’ in their definitions of urban metabolism, 

as studied by the urban-scale EW-MFA.3 They derive these definitions from the likes of 

                                                 
3 They do this to support the ‘social dimension’ of sustainability, which they seek to align with the EW-MFA. In this 

goal they succeed. The MFA is today a widely-used tool for evaluating sustainability (Anderberg, 2017). As 

Anderberg (2017) demonstrates, it is hardly reliable for this purpose.  
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Kennedy et al. (2007) and Paulik et al. (2015). They explain urban metabolism only in terms of 

‘quantifying’ interactions between society and the environment (Kennedy et al., 2007; Paulik et 

al., 2015).  

 

 In extrapolating quantifications to ‘social transformation,’ Conke and Ferreira (2015) rely 

on Newman (1999), Kennedy et al. (2011), and Kennedy et al. (2014). Newman (1999) was the 

first to try including ‘social aspects’ (he also uses this term) into an ‘extended metabolism 

model’ for Sydney, Australia. His argument is founded on the ‘local sustainability movement’ to 

decrease natural resource use and waste volumes, while simultaneously increasing ‘livability’ 

(Newman, 1999). He suggests adding ‘typical sustainability indicators’ like ‘increase local 

leisure opportunities’ and ‘decrease deaths from urban violence’ to quantitatively measure 

livability (Newman, 1999). He concludes by recommending that cities reduce ‘metabolic flows’ 

and improve livability to ‘address fundamentals of sustainability’ (Newman, 1999). Although 

statistics can measure the extent of aspects of quality of life, they cannot describe the qualitative 

nature of quality of life. Inherent in quality of life are subjective descriptions of ‘goodness’ and 

‘badness’ that Newman’s (1999) framework does not include. His well-intentioned, oft-cited 

paper treats social statistics as proxies for social networks and reduce someone’s quality of life to 

a list of numbers that may not represent how they feel. Even less clear is how he proves that 

material flows, quality of life, and the social statistics he tacks on to EW-MFA methodology 

impact one another and sustainability at-large.   

 

 Kennedy et al. (2011) complain that such ‘social indicators’ are added on to MFAs, rather 

than integrated into methodology. In response, Kennedy et al. (2014) ‘layer’ non-social and 

social indicators to compare 27 of the world’s megacities. Their aim is to relate common ‘social 

characteristics’ to these indicators, and then the indicators to megacity ‘growth drivers’ 

(Kennedy et al., 2014). They do not define ‘growth drivers’ (Kennedy et al., 2014).4 They divide 

15 first-level indicators into four ‘layers.’ They claim that these layers are both quantitative and 

qualitative (Kennedy et al., 2014). Of the 100 second-level indicators he lists, only one is 

qualitative (Kennedy et al., 2014). In 2015, Kennedy et al. published their findings on the 27 

                                                 
4 In May 2018 these drivers were defined as socio-cultural, economic, political, demographic, and environmental 

‘macro-developments’ that influence ‘micro-level’ needs and constraints (Dijst et al., 2018). 
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megacities. In their dataset, the open-ended ‘qualitative’ question was not found. It was also not 

in the article (Kennedy et al., 2015). My conclusion is that the researchers did precisely what 

they complained about in 2011. Although they organized them into confusing ‘layers,’ 

quantitative social indicators were tacked on as methodological after-thoughts.  

 

As Marans and Stimson (2011) show, Newman’s (1999) and Kennedy et al.’s (2015) 

statistics are a subset of ‘community data.’ This, in turn, is one of four datasets to be considered 

in quantifying quality of life (Marans and Stimson, 2011).5 Even if Kennedy et al. (2014, 2015) 

substitute quality of life for undefined ‘growth drivers’ underlying ‘social characteristics’ of 

megacities, neither their indicators, nor their methods, are substantively different from those of 

Newman (1999). Urban metabolism’s limited consideration of ‘social aspects’ in quantifying 

societal-environmental exchanges is clear. Assumed is the qualitative nature of the ‘socio-

processes’ at the core of these exchanges. 

 

In terms of social theory, this is consistent with Anthony Giddens’s (1979; 1981; 1984) 

conception of social structure as lawlike regularities that govern the behavior of social facts. 

Social relationships in a system, in this view, are denied of independent causal properties 

(Porpora, 1989). They are effects of the underlying social structure (Porpora, 1989). Porpora 

(1989) calls this ‘reductive materialism’ – in which agency is determined by material 

circumstances rather than a dialectic of emergent properties among structure, system, and agent 

(Carter and New, 2004). The philosophy beneath this is positivism.   

  

Over 80 urban-scale EW-MFAs have been conducted (Zhang, 2013). Conke and Ferreira 

(2015) illustrate problems that are in all of them. The crux of these problems, I argue, is bias 

towards quantitative methods in urban metabolism studies, tools, and definitions. Reducing 

social systems to statistical inputs and outputs and relating it to quality of life or social ‘growth 

drivers’ follows the deductive-nomological model of causation (Manicas, 2010). In relating 

material flows to social systems urban metabolism scholars assume that certain materials always 

have a predictable effect for every urban social system. These conclusions are based solely on 

                                                 
5 The others are household survey data, census data, and environmental data (Marans and Stimson, 2011). 
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quantitative evidence.6 By statistically correlating material and social variables, they state 

causation and predict future event outcomes.    

 

Events, however, do not operate atomistically or without properties, as the deductive-

nomological model assumes (Manicas, 2010). In trading description for correlation, positivists – 

which include those who use the deductive-nomological model – conflate variables and 

universalize their findings (Porpora, 2007). Further, causal mechanisms, relevant in any causal 

model, remain unexplored by positivists (Porpora, 2007). These mechanisms are uncovered and 

described by qualitative, not quantitative, concepts.   

 

 Qualitative concepts are needed to describe the social context in which urban metabolism 

occurs. In treating the social system of a city as separate from the material flows at hand, the 

MFA illuminates urban metabolism’s failure to recognize that materials ‘flow’ because people 

move them; that social and material systems are existentially intertwined.  

 

 As such, the MFA does not align with social metabolism – human-mediated matter 

change for the maintenance and enjoyment of human life (Wassenaar, 2015). Both data and 

description are required to study human life. Social metabolism needs a conceptual tool – a 

social MFA – aligned to its definition (Wallsten, 2015).  

 

Boundary Objects 

 

 Boundary objects (Star and Griesemer, 1989) were invented to study shared infrastructure 

from different points of view. By structuring collaboration, the ‘knowledge object’ brings 

together divergent stakeholders (Dar, 2018). Studying this object directly can inform 

interdisciplinary research design.    

 

 The term is confusing. ‘Boundary’ denotes separation, ‘object’ implies materiality. In the 

context of infrastructure studies, where the term arose, it is the opposite. ‘Boundary’ means a 

                                                 
6 I make this assumption because nowhere in the discourse – from its definition to methodologies – have urban 

metabolism scholars included qualitative methods, beyond mentioning the need for them occasionally. 
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shared space, ‘object’ the common thing, idea, or actor structuring the space to be shared (Star, 

2010). Within the boundaries of the object, “several intersecting social worlds” come together 

(Star and Griesemer, 1989). Boundary objects, thus, adapt to different scientific viewpoints and 

foster collaboration among stakeholders (Star and Griesemer, 1989). Their common structure 

makes boundary objects recognizable to more than one world; they can adhere to several 

demands simultaneously (Star and Griesemer, 1989).  

 

 One kind of boundary object is the repository (Star, 2010). A repository’s contents can be 

individually removed without changing its structure (Star, 2010). Libraries and databases are 

both repositories (Star, 2010). Repositories are boundary objects because the data they contain 

are not exclusive to the people who collect it. Interdisciplinary scholars, for instance, can share a 

library without it collapsing when they borrow a book or two. This is why repositories are valued 

by those who use them (Star, 2010).     

 

 An MFA lists things as they move through a system. As such, it is a repository – a library 

of a system’s materials. It traces materials and compiles them in a database. On its own, the 

MFA does not tell us much. Limiting the MFA to a specific material flow, however, can show 

how that material moves through an area over a timeframe. Other disciplines can then use that 

material flow as a boundary object, and study it within their discourse.  

 

 An example of this is the flow of scrap metal in Cape Town, South Africa, 2013. A 

sociologist can declare this as a boundary object and use the information to structure a case study 

on the flow of Capetonian scrap metal during 2013. This is helpful because information in the 

urban-scale EW-MFA can lead to the relevant people involved, while also contextualizing the 

flow of scrap metal within Cape Town’s broader sociourban area. By tracing who moved what 

materials from one point to another, and how they changed those materials along the way, 

previously hidden aspects of a sociourban area may be uncovered.  

 

 The boundary object is a powerful tool for designing interdisciplinary research. As a 

repository, the material flows within an MFA can be studied by other disciplines as boundary 

objects. In this way, I can quantify and describe the scrap metal material flow in Cape Town.  



 14 

 

Scrap Metal Recycling 

 

 Scrap metal is not new. Since at least 1600, communities from China to Europe have 

engaged in metals recycling (Tana, 1985). I define scrap metal as a metal artefact which can be 

recycled to produce something new (Tana, 1985). In West Africa, early metal imports from 16th 

century Europe included cookware and chamber pots (Tana, 1985). These objects were rarely 

used for their original purposes (Tana, 1985). Through the mid-20th century, many were 

transformed into ‘manillas,’ which look like metal nails bent into bracelets, and used as 

(wearable) currency (Tana, 1985).  

 

 Today, scrap metal is a vital source of income for people around the world, especially in 

the global south. Scrap metal is a form of recycled waste. Other recycled wastes include paper, 

plastic, glass, and rubber (tires). They are recycled formally, by municipalities and private 

companies, and informally, by individuals unrecognized by the state. The ILO estimates that 15 

to 20 million persons worldwide make a living from recycling waste (Huegel, 2013). The 

majority can be found in the global south, where about one percent of the urban workforce is 

engaged in recycling (Huegel, 2013).  

 

Much of the recycling in the global south is informal (Huegel, 2013). This is because 

many Southern countries do not have adequate municipal waste management systems (Huegel, 

2013). Although informal waste reclamation (picking, collecting, re-processing) in the global 

south occurs in a range of settings, distinct patterns have emerged (Medina, 2008).  

 

Because all kinds of waste are mixed together, respective value chains for recycled 

materials are structured the same way (Langengoven and Dyssel, 2007; Huegel, 2013; Medina, 

2008; Benson and Vanqa-Mgijima, 2010). Some collectors and processors focus on specific 

materials – women micro-scale collectors, for instance, often only collect paper and plastic 

(lighter to carry) while men sometimes only collect scrap metal (most valuable per kilo) (Huegel, 

2013; Benson and Vanqa-Mgijima, 2010). Most micro-scale collectors reclaim all materials 

(Benson and Vanqa-Mgijima, 2010). Similarly, some buy-back centers and processors will only 
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collect paper, plastic, or scrap metal (Benson and Vanqa-Mgijima, 2010; Huegel, 2013). Most 

take everything (Benson and Vanqa-Mgijima, 2010; Huegel, 2013). Although the exact 

breakdown is uncertain, it is clear that how recyclable waste flows from consumption to re-

usable raw material is the same, even if specific details (metal, for example, takes more time to 

re-process than plastic) vary (Benson and Vanqa-Mgijima, 2010).  

 

Below, I outline the value chain for recyclable waste, which includes, but is not limited 

to, scrap metal. Until the ‘second tier’ is reached, the material flows are exactly the same. Once 

the ‘second tier’ is reached, the processes can look different per material, but the value chains are 

still structured similarly. Differences in this part of the value chain are due mostly to geography 

and local market dynamics. A place without a scrap metal processor, for example, would need to 

export their bulk-collected scrap metal to the right processor for their material. Somewhere 

without recycled paper end-users would also need to export.  

 

 The supply-chain and flow of reusable materials to recycling facilities is based on two 

origins (Langengoven and Dyssel, 2007). They are divided by pre- and post-consumption 

(Langengoven and Dyssel, 2007). Pre-consumption waste comprises discarded and excess 

materials from industrial and commercial processes (Langengoven and Dyssel, 2007). Due to 

bulk, most pre-consumption recyclable waste moves through formal channels, although micro- 

and small-scale collectors also play a role (Langengoven and Dyssel, 2007). Post-consumption 

waste comprises household and commercial waste (Langengoven and Dyssel, 2007). Post-

consumption recyclables are collected mostly by micro-scale collectors in the global south.   

 

 The value chain for recycled waste is diagrammed in Figure 1 (Langengoven and Dyssel, 

2007). Although the researchers drew this specifically for Mitchell’s Plain, Cape Town, it is 

relevant to the broader recycling industry. The ‘role-players’ are described below. 

 

1. Micro-scale collector 

 

Any individual who collects waste with the help of a trolley or bag. Generally, they collect only 

recyclable materials of value. These materials come either directly from factories or businesses 
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in industrial or commercial hubs (pre-consumer waste) or are received from post-consumer 

sources such as household waste bins and landfills. They mostly sell to middlemen or buy-back 

centres due to transport limitations and only receive a fraction of the price paid by the big 

recyclers.  

 

2. Small-scale collector 

 

Independent individuals with motorized transport that enables them to collect waste from 

industrial outlets. They usually target pre-consumer waste sources. Small-scale collectors are 

able to react quickly to price fluctuations in local recycling markets, which strongly determine 

the type of materials they collect and to whom they sell recyclables. 

 

3. Large-scale collector 

 

Collectors who manage a fleet of collection vehicles (large trucks) and have premises where 

collected material is sorted and often to some degree processed (e.g. pre-sorting and granulating 

of plastic waste). These are typically municipal waste collectors and are illustrated as ‘formal’ 

collectors in Figure 1. Not all large-scale collectors operate formally.  

 

4. Buy-back center 

 

A location where mostly post-consumer but also some pre-consumer waste materials are bought 

and temporarily stored. Buy-back centers are often supported directly by a recycling firm, which 

can offer start-up finance, a location and infrastructure for an individual to start collecting waste 

for them. Most buyback centers accept all types of waste that are sorted on the premises and then 

sold to the respective recyclers. 

 

5. Recyclers/End-users – the ‘second tier’ 

 

Companies that buy scrap metal from collectors and buy-back centers. They recycle the scrap 

into raw material, which they sell to manufacturers or export to other end-users. 
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Figure 1 (Langengoven and Dyssel, 2007) 

 

 

The recycling industry is comprised of two tiers (Langengoven and Dyssel, 2007). The 

first tier relates to an intermediate market that includes collectors, processors, brokers and 

converters (Langengoven and Dyssel, 2007). The second tier to end-use markets that use 

recyclables as raw materials (Langengoven and Dyssel, 2007).  

 

Waste picking, in which micro- and some small-scale collectors sort through waste for 

recyclables to resell, is generally a survivalist activity (Medina, 2008). Waste pickers enter the 

industry because of poverty, inability/unwillingness to find employment, and industrial demand 

for cheap raw materials (Medina, 2008). They are often immigrants. They collect in dumps, 

streets, and rivers (Medina, 2008). Their incentives follow buy-back demand (Medina, 2008). 
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Waste pickers are central actors in the informal economy. The informal economy has a 

vague definition. It is generally described as socioeconomic activities without recognition or 

protective oversight from the government (Huegel, 2013). Informality is a key feature of the 

global south (Pieterse, 2014). Because waste picking is a survivalist activity that can be done 

anywhere, it can be seen as someone’s last line of defense against unemployment. Without 

income, the unemployed are at-risk personally – in terms of mental and physical health – which 

causes, and is caused by, social problems of crime and violence (Extremera and Rey, 2016; 

Mafiri, 2002). Mafiri (2002) links unemployment to crime and violence in the context of South 

Africa. ‘Extreme crime’ in South Africa generates fear and insecurity across society (Mafiri, 

2002). As an essential backstop to unemployment, waste picking is important to South African 

social structure. 

 

Waste pickers provide services that otherwise would not be provided (Huegel, 2013). 

Through their efforts of retrieving, collecting, sorting, dismantling, breaking down, and 

sometimes washing the collected materials, they turn these into commodities that can be sold as 

raw material to manufacturing industries (Huegel, 2013). This links waste pickers to the supply 

chains of various industries (Huegel, 2013). It also underscores the importance of their economic 

and environmental roles within the communities they serve.   

 

Yet, despite contributing to South African social, economic, and environmental well-

being, waste pickers are not supported by municipalities, in South Africa and much of the global 

south (Huegel, 2013). They are self-employed workers existing in environments of extreme 

insecurity (Huegel, 2013). They often face low social status, deplorable living and working 

conditions, and little support from local governments (Huegel, 2013). Although waste pickers 

and waste buyers are not always among the poorest section of the population in terms of income, 

they are among the most vulnerable, socially excluded and discriminated against populations in 

urban areas everywhere (Huegel, 2013).  

 

Micro-scale collectors are the most socioeconomically vulnerable part of the scrap metal 

value chain. They are easily exploited (Huegel, 2013). This is because they do not have an 
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organized support network (Huegel, 2013). They also have limited capacity for processing or 

storing materials.   

 

Slightly better off are waste pickers who are part of family-type units (Huegel, 2013). 

The downside, however, is that this often exposes children and the elderly to the increased health 

risks associated with waste picking (Huegel, 2013). Family-unit collectors are classified as 

micro-scale collectors, not small-scale collectors.  

 

A small-scale collector is an organized group of micro-scale collectors, usually with 

motorized transport. Small-scale collectors are also buyers that buy in-bulk from micro-scale 

collectors (Huegel, 2013). They then sell to buy-back centers and, sometimes, recyclers (Huegel, 

2013). These two roles – the group and the buyer – are not mutually exclusive. Fiona*, a 

filmmaker I interviewed, is making a documentary on a small-scale collector who collects 

personally, manages a group of waste pickers, and buys from unaffiliated waste pickers. He sells 

to buy-back centers.  

 

As middlemen, small-scale collectors sit at the intersection of the informal and formal 

economies (Huegel, 2013). In some places, small-scale collectors are exploitative. In others, it is 

the buy-back centers that are more exploitative. Who exploits micro-scale collectors depends on 

which, the small-scale collectors or the buy-back centers, are positioned at this profitable 

‘intersection’ of formality. This intersection exists because micro-scale collectors cannot sell 

directly to the ‘second tier’ of end-use markets, as they do not accept small amounts of scrap.   

 

Buy-back centers are bulk transaction points. They act as satellite stations for the 

recycling industry. They are located in waste catchment areas as well as industrial and 

commercial ‘nodes’ of the scrap metal value chain (Langengoven and Dyssel, 2007).  

 

Buy-back centers can have arrangements with large-scale collectors, but large-scale 

collectors typically have their own sorting sites (Langengoven and Dyssel, 2007). These sorting 

sites act as in-house buy-back centers, thus eliminating the buy-back center and small-scale 

collector as middlemen. Large-scale collectors own and operate a fleet of vehicles (Langengoven 
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and Dyssel, 2007). They sell directly to ‘second tier’ processors and manufacturers. Most large-

scale collectors are either formal businesses or government waste management services (Huegel, 

2013).  

 

Buy-back centers and large-scale collectors sell sorted recyclables to the ‘second tier.’ 

These are processors that transform recycled goods as raw materials. They do this through 

smelting and recasting scrap metal (Banyaz*, 2018). There are two kinds of processors – scrap 

and manual. Scrap processors are large companies with relationships to buy-back centers and 

large-scale collectors. Manual processors are small, often ‘backyard’ operations, often with 

relationships to small-scale collectors. These processors sell either to brokers or directly to end-

users. Brokers organize the distribution of recycled materials to end-users. End-users are 

manufacturers who use the recycled raw materials to make consumer goods.   

 

METHODS 

 

 This is a primary and secondary analysis of the scrap metal value chain (also referred to 

as a material flow and a network) in Cape Town, South Africa between the years 2007 and 2017.  

 

Social MFA 

 

 My aim is to aggregate available information on Cape Town’s scrap metal value chain. 

As such, I use scrap metal’s material flow as a boundary object. Doing this allows me to analyze 

it from different perspectives – namely, urban metabolism (MFA) and sociology (case study). 

Following Wallsten’s (2015) lead, I call this quantitative MFA-material flow-qualitative case 

study design a social material flow analysis (social MFA). I define the social MFA as the 

analysis of a material’s flow in a human system, delimited by space and time. I leave this 

definition open-ended because, although an MFA and a case study were useful for me, the social 

MFA should not be limited to these two approaches. My social MFA is not comprehensive. I 

need more perspectives to understand scrap metal in the Cape Town context.  
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The hypotheses for my research question – ‘Is it useful to conduct a social material flow 

analysis study?’ – are yes, it is possible and yes, it is useful. I think this study contributes to 

laying a foundation for tools that sociourban metabolism can use moving forward.  

 

First, I do a secondary analysis of scrap metal from an EW-MFA for Cape Town. My 

calculations are based on the mass balance principle. Then, I conduct a case study of the people 

involved in Cape Town’s scrap metal value chain. I combine analyses in the discussion. This 

leads to my conclusions.   

 

MFA 

 

 Paul Hoekman and Harro von Blottnitz’s (2017) 2013 EW-MFA of Cape Town shows 

what metals enter, exit, and are domestically extracted in Cape Town for 2013. I use the mass 

balance principle to calculate how much scrap metal is used in locally manufactured metal 

product exports. The EW-MFA then contextualizes scrap metal-based exports within Cape 

Town’s exports. It also determines the start and end points for the Capetonian scrap metal value 

chain. These delimit the case study.  

 

Qualitative Research 

Qualitative research aims to create deep understanding through the use of words and 

description (Bryman, 1988). Concepts, context and qualitative descriptions are necessary to 

understand structures. Concepts arise from a case – an event in which a phenomenon takes place 

that is the focus of study (Bazeley, 2013). The study of the case leads to an investigation of the 

broader context which it is embedded in (Bazeley, 2013). Cases are described in qualitative 

terms.  

 Qualitative methods seek to understand structures. Structures order society (Carter and 

New, 2004). People choose action from structures (Carter and New, 2004). Structures are 

everything from a government to a language (Carter and New, 2004). They simplify the world, 

enabling and constraining certain actions, and, thus, provides us with a common understanding 

of the world and how to socially operate in it (Carter and New, 2004). The effects of structures 
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are mediated by agency: in social life, nothing happens without the activation of the causal 

powers of people (Carter and New, 2004). 

 My qualitative methods are two-fold. As previously noted, my interest is the people 

involved in the scrap metal value chain. To study this qualitatively, I conducted unstructured 

interviews with five ‘experts’ on Cape Town scrap metal. Then, I summarized four case studies 

about different parts of Cape Town’s scrap metal network. I used my interviews to fill in gaps 

and verify information from the case studies.   

 

The perspectives of the people I interviewed are unique, relative to each other. Their 

professions illustrate this diversity. They ranged from academics and a consultant to a filmmaker 

and a policy analyst. None, however, work in the value chain.  

 

A reason for this is my positionality. As a white American male without experience in 

Cape Town, I think I felt uncomfortable interviewing people in scrap metal recycling. Given the 

scope and my timeline, I also did not have the resources to collect my own data. Therefore, I 

went to experts who already know the space.      

 

Like the interviews, each case brought a different perspective to a link in the value chain. 

One focuses on street waste pickers, one on landfill waste pickers, and two on specific 

neighborhoods. All described the broader flow of scrap metal, as it related to the focus of their 

research.  

 

The bias of experts and researchers was both explicit and implicit. Waste pickers were 

portrayed sympathetically by all. They were the subject of half the case studies; the other two 

investigated them at the expense of stakeholders. I attribute this to the strength of the waste 

picker’s narrative and the lack of information on other stakeholders.  

 

Four of the five experts treated waste pickers as equal stakeholders in the value chain. 

This was useful for balancing the case studies’ bias. A reason for this could be that they were 

responding to my interest in scrap metal’s flow, rather than the waste pickers collecting it. 
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However, that three of these experts focus on the ‘big picture’ of Capetonian scrap metal in their 

work shows that they likely held these opinions before I interviewed them.  

 

These perspectives were essential to uncovering relationships that structure scrap metal’s 

flow through Cape Town. By filtering them into one coherent case study, I can start to see the 

structural contours of the scrap metal network. The actions that stakeholders choose – like 

collecting metal instead of paper – are tied to financial incentives that, in turn, inform social 

priorities. Other concerns, like safety, are social rather than financial. Other stakeholders, like 

buy-back centers, respond to end-users (‘the market’) at the expense of waste pickers. The 

environment is an externality to everyone. More important are their daily needs, emerging from 

the world they live in, and how they respond to them, in the context of that world. In leveraging 

the diversity of five experts and four cases, all describing scrap metal stakeholders in Cape 

Town, I can make these claims with confidence. They are supported in my research.   

 

Unstructured Interviews 

 

 My interview method was unstructured. Unstructured interviews vary widely. They differ 

from structured interviews and aim to ‘understand’ rather than ‘explain’ (Fontana and Frey, 

1994). They are useful for understanding the interplay between individual agency and structure 

(Fontana and Frey, 1994). With unstructured interviews, I could capture the nuances of divergent 

perspectives without trying to categorize responses into codifiable data (Fontana and Frey, 

1994).  

 

I conducted face-to-face in-depth interviews in the constructionist approach, which 

means that my questions were open-ended and emphasized the exploratory nature of the 

interview (Yeo et al., 2014). This is opposed to the emotional approach, which tries to uncover 

emotions or stories that may spark emotions (Yeo et al., 2014). This aligned with my objective of 

documenting Cape Town’s scrap metal network from expert perspectives.  

 

Rapport was built beforehand. I helped two subjects with professional projects, sat-in on 

the class of one, and met another at the Stellenbosch Waste Symposium in February. Only one 
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subject, Banyaz*, was met for the first time at the interview. My interviews were one-on-one. 

They were more like conversations than traditional interviews. Ideas and opinions explored in 

the interviews emerged mostly in the rapport-building process. I noticed them by paying 

attention to details in conversation.   

 

During the interview, I was focused on probing these details. Assumptions made in the 

case studies, like waste pickers wanting formalization, were exposed as academic, policy, and 

cultural debates. This was done explicitly by questions-and-responses and implicitly by 

comparing interviews. Analysis of the interviews was limited to digitally transcribing relevant 

notes on that I handwrote during the interview and comparing them to one another.   

 

Scrap Metal Case Study 

 

For the case study, I use four case studies done on scrap metal in Cape Town in a range 

of locations around the metropolitan area. They are: (1) Benson and Vanqa-Mgijima (2010), 

studying street collectors and buy-back centers in Salt River-Woodstock, Khayelitsha, and 

Philippi-Gugulethu, (2) Langenhoven and Dyssel (2007), studying street collectors and buy-back 

centers in Mitchell’s Plain, (3) Huegel (2013), studying landfill collectors, small-scale collectors, 

and buy-back centers in Mitchell’s Plain-Muizenberg, and (4) Timm (2014), studying scrap 

recycling in Philippi.  

 

I took notes while reading the cases, which I compiled into one document. I then 

organized my notes by the five stages of scrap recycling, as described in the literature review, 

and location. After this, I deleted redundant information and compared my draft to the interview 

notes. I filled in gaps with my interviews before condensing it a final time.  

 

As a sociological case study, this is about people across the scrap metal value chain. I am 

interested in who they are, what they do, where they do it, why they do it, and how they do it. 

These structured how I approached each of the five stages I analyzed in the value chain. 
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RESEARCH 

 

Cape Town, South Africa 

 

Cape Town is the capital of the Western Cape Province and the legislative capital of 

South Africa. In the 2011 census, its population was 3,740,025. I use ‘Cape Town’ in reference 

to Metropolitan Cape Town. Demographically, 42% of the population was colored, 39% black, 

and 16% white (Census, 2011). From 2001 to 2011 Cape Town grew at a rate of 2.57% year-

over-year. Cape Town’s 2017 population was estimated to be 4 million (City of Cape Town, 

2018). 

 

In 2011, 36% of Capetonians lived below the poverty line. There were 1,068,572 

households, 129,918 (12%) of which were informal (Census, 2011). It is not clear how many 

people lived in informal, as opposed to formal, housing. 232,027 households (22%) were defined 

by the City of Cape Town as ‘indigent’ (Census, 2011). Both informal and indigent houses 

comprised 34% of Cape Town’s housing stock.  

 

Outside of the Central Business District (CBD), Cape Town has four notable 

neighborhoods – the Atlantic Seaboard, Southern Suburbs, Northern Suburbs, and Cape Flats. 

The Atlantic Seaboard, to the west of the CBD, is home to the most expensive real estate in 

South Africa. The Southern Suburbs are mostly English-speaking, the Northern Suburbs are 

mostly Afrikaans-speaking. They are both middle-class.  

 

The Cape Flats lies between them, east-southeast of the CBD. The Flats are where the 

Apartheid government relocated people they considered non-white. To house them, they built 

townships. Townships have the highest population densities in Cape Town. They are where most 

of Cape Town’s informal and indigent homes are located. In 2011, the three biggest townships – 

Khayelitsha, Mitchell’s Plain, and Philippi (all of which are on the Flats) – had a combined 

population of 902,837 in an area of 135.43 square-kilometers. For reference, the Southern 

Suburbs, CBD, and Atlantic Seaboard had a population of 433,688 and an area of 400 square-

kilometers.  
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Below, I describe the three neighborhoods where the cases take place. They represent a 

cross-section of Cape Town. Salt River-Woodstock is in the Southern Suburbs, Philippi-

Gugulethu and Mitchell’s Plain are in the Cape Flats.  

 

Salt River-Woodstock 

 

Salt River-Woodstock is an industrial neighborhood one kilometer east of Cape Town. 

They are the first of the Southern Suburbs.  

 

Historically, Salt River is working class, colored, and Muslim (Worden et al, 1979). It 

was settled by ex-slaves on land given when they were freed in the 19th century (Worden et al, 

1979). Many dock workers, and later Jewish immigrants, stayed in small houses between 

industrial sites in the neighborhood (Worden et al, 1979). During Apartheid Salt River-

Woodstock was declared a white area under the Group Areas Act (Worden et al, 1979). Despite 

this attempt, Salt River today reflects its historical roots (Benson and Vanqa-Mgijima, 2010). 

With a railway junction, Salt River is a central Cape Town location (Benson and Vanqa-

Mgijima, 2010).  

 

Woodstock and Observatory, both adjacent to Salt River, are different. Recently deemed 

‘improvement districts,’ they are both gentrifying (Benson and Vanqa-Mgijima, 2010). Alfred, a 

reclaimer in the area, observed: “I don’t have a place to stay… I used to work in the construction 

industry and we have built most of these buildings you see in Albert Road but now I do not have 

a place to stay. I cry when I see these buildings” (Benson and Vanqa-Mgijima, 2010). Many 

long-time Woodstock residents are unable to pay increasing rents (Benson and Vanqa-Mgijima, 

2010). The government continues forcing them, along with people in informal shelters or 

previously unoccupied buildings, to leave the neighborhood (Benson and Vanqa-Mgijima, 2010).  

 

Light industry remains in both Woodstock and Observatory, as do some affordable 

housing options (Benson and Vanqa-Mgijima, 2010). They are popular neighborhoods among 

wealthier immigrants and UCT students.  



 27 

 

In 2011, Salt River’s population was 6577, Woodstock’s was 12,656, and Observatory’s 

was 9207 (Census, 2011). The combined area is 8.95 square-kilometers (Firth, 2013).  

 

Philippi-Gugulethu 

 

Philippi was originally a farming area, rezoned in the 1970s for light and heavy industry 

(Brown-Luthango et al, 2015). Today it includes six townships. It is notable for its large 

protected farm – Philippi Horticultural Area. It lies parallel to the townships of Gugulethu, 

Nyanga East, Old Crossroads, and the informal settlements covering the area formerly known as 

Brown’s Farm (Brown-Luthango et al, 2015). Its population in 2011 was 191,025 (in 2000 it was 

110,321) (Brown-Luthango et al, 2015). It is 47.5 square-kilometers (Firth, 2013). 

 

Gugulethu is close to Cape Town’s international airport (Benson and Vanqa-Mgijima, 

2010). It was built in 1958, under Apartheid (Benson and Vanqa-Mgijima, 2010). Structurally, 

little has changed since Apartheid ended (Benson and Vanqa-Mgijima, 2010). In 2011, 

Gugulethu’s population neared 100,000. Gugulethu is 6.49 square-kilometers (Census, 2011; 

Firth, 2013).  

 

Mitchell’s Plain 

 

 Like Philippi, Mitchell’s Plain is a collection of townships on the Cape Flats. It was 

created in 1970 as a ‘model township’ (Gebhardt, 2013). Accordingly, its housing stock in 2011 

was 95% formal (Census, 2011). In 2011, it was 91% coloured, reflecting the Apartheid-era 

displacement of coloured people from the CBD, Southern, and Northern Suburbs neighborhoods 

to Mitchell’s Plain. It had the highest household size of any ‘main area’ in Cape Town of 4.57 

people per household (Census, 2011). Its population was 310,485, making it the third biggest 

township in South Africa in 2011 (Census, 2011).  
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 Today, Mitchell’s Plain is known for having the highest crime rate in South Africa 

(Gebhardt, 2013). Specifically, the suburb of Lavender Hill is considered the most dangerous in 

Mitchell’s Plain (Gebhardt, 2013).  

 

Cape Town MFA 

 

Hoekman and von Blottnitz (2017) use the Eurostat framework to conduct their EW-

MFA of Cape Town. Flows are divided into four categories – domestic extraction and imports in 

‘inputs’ and domestic processed output and exports in ‘outputs’ (Hoekman and von Blottnitz, 

2017). Domestic extraction is materials extracted from nature (biomass, minerals); domestic 

processed outputs are materials that flow into the environment (Eurostat, 2016). These include 

air and water emissions and (non-intra-industry recycling) waste disposal (Eurostat, 2016).  

 

Figure 2: EW-MFA Methods (Eurostat, 2016) 

 

 

 

It is important to note that this analysis is for the year 2013. The numbers are annual – 

not aggregate. It is difficult to extrapolate the data to years other than 2013.  
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 Overall, “Cape Town is a city revolving around food, fossil fuels, and 

construction materials” (Hoekman and von Blottnitz, 2017). Domestic extraction (1.6 tons per 

capita) is dominated by non-metallic minerals. These include sand, clay, and stone aggregate; 

they are used for construction. Cape Town has large amounts of imports (4.0 tons per capita) – 

mainly biomass and fossil fuels – and exports (2.1 tons per capita) – mainly processed food and 

manufactured goods. Throughput imports and exports show Cape Town’s role as a regional hub. 

These are goods flowing through the city en route to other markets.  

 

 Although Cape Town has both oceanic and ‘hinterland’ agriculture areas, just 20% of per 

capita food consumption is produced locally. This makes Cape Town dependent on food 

imports.7 Because Cape Town has an oil refinery – the Chevron Refinery – it is a large importer 

of crude oil. Similarly, it is a significant exporter of refined oil products (gasoline, liquified 

petroleum gas, asphalt, etc.). The other non-service sector that ‘Cape Town revolves around’ is 

construction. Construction materials are locally extracted.   

 

Figure 3: Cape Town EW-MFA, Hoekman and von Blottnitz (2017) 

                                                 
7 Half of all imports are biomass.  
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Scrap Metal MFA 

 

 “Another feature worth noting is the large volume of scrap metal” (Hoekman and von 

Blottnitz, 2017). Scrap metal accounts for 2.8% of exports and 11% of throughput exports.8 

Because of scrap metal, Cape Town is a net exporter of metals. This is especially significant 

since Cape Town was a net importer in all other metal subgroups, barring non-ferrous metal 

products.  

 

 Using the principle of mass balance, I deduce that Cape Town exported 478,249 tons of 

scrap metal-based goods in 2013.  

 

Non-ferrous metals (aluminum, copper, tin, etc.) in Cape Town are produced from scrap 

metal by sorting, smelting, and re-casting (Bureau of Industrial Recycling, 2018). Non-ferrous 

metal production is the only use for scrap metal (Bureau of Industrial Recycling, 2018). Cape 

Town does not domestically extract or export any metal ore. 9,089 tons of non-ferrous ore 

(mostly copper) were imported; 67,985 tons of non-ferrous metal products were exported. This 

58,896-ton differential can only be explained by scrap metal recycling.9   

 

Scrap and non-ferrous metal exports are so large that they offset net imports in all other 

metal products. In total, Cape Town exported 232,794 tons of scrap metal. 23,326 tons of scrap 

metal were imported.10 Including non-ferrous metal products made from scrap metal, the export 

total is 291,780 tons.  

 

In terms of ferrous metals, Cape Town imported 24,087 tons of iron ore and steel in 

2013. They exported 211,556 tons of metal products (not including non-ferrous metal products). 

These products include machinery, electronic equipment, and transport equipment. No motor 

                                                 
8 Note that throughput figures are counted separately from non-throughput figures. 
9 Given the data that I have to work with, I do not know how to explain where the raw materials for these products is 

coming from, if not scrap metal.  
10 Scrap metal is imported for recycling. It becomes metallic raw material. To avoid double-counting, I do not 

include these imports in the scrap metal export total, even if they are used to produce exported metal products.   



 31 

vehicles were exported. Subtracting imported iron and steel, 186,469 tons of raw material for 

ferrous metal goods produced in Cape Town are unexplained. Again, given the data available, 

the only explanation that makes sense is that it’s ferrous scrap metal.   

 

Figure 4: Metallic Imports and Exports, Cape Town 2013 (Hoekman and von Blottnitz, 2017) 

 

 

 

 

Adding this to the 291,780 of scrap metal and non-ferrous scrap metal-based product 

exports, the total for scrap-metal-based exports for the year 2013 is 478,249 tons. This is 5.8% of 

all exports. Although the value of these exports is unclear, it is assumed to be significant.  
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If scrap metal plays such a large role in the Capetonian export economy, then where 

 does it come from? 

 

The origins of Capetonian scrap metal are not well-documented. That is because much 

scrap metal collection (and some processing) is informal. The government does not recognize 

informal collection and processing as a legal source of income (Huegel, 2013). As informal 

workers, micro-collectors and manual processors do not have rights to do what they are doing. 

The local police have a history of harassing them (Huegel, 2013; Benson and Vanqa-Mgijima, 

2010). This does not make sense, given scrap metal’s importance to Cape Town’s economy. I 

discuss this in the next section.   

 

As scrap metal is recycled, not manufactured, it must come from metal products already 

in Cape Town. Because Cape Town does not extract metal ore, all metal products not made from 

locally-sourced scrap metal have been imported prior to consumption. Apart from the products 

that leave Cape Town during their life-span (non-local reselling or owner relocation), Cape 

Town’s stock of metal products accumulates over time. It is from this stock that scrap metal 

comes from. 

 

I use this stock as the scrap metal value chain start point. I use the aforementioned 

exports as the end point. An additional end point is locally-manufactured, non-exported metal 

products. I do not analyze these as, once they are consumed, they are re-added to the post-

consumption metal product stock.  

 

In the case that follows, I try to fill in the gaps between post-consumption and final 

export.  

 

Scrap Metal Case Study 

 

Cape Town’s scrap metal network is hidden in plain sight. Street collectors are seen 

everywhere; little is known about them. Landfill collectors are less visible, but equally important 

in aggregating and sorting scrap metal. They sell either to small-scale collectors, in the case of 
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landfill collectors, or directly to buy-back centers, in the case of street collectors. In Cape Town, 

buy-back centers are the central nodes for scrap metal aggregation. Large-scale collectors are 

also important. The City of Cape Town is the only large-scale collector in Cape Town, although 

they outsource their municipal collection service in townships to private companies. The most 

recent integrated waste management plan states that they manage scrap metal collection and re-

sales, from which the municipality receives income (City of Cape Town, 2017). 

 

Buy-back centers and large-scale collectors sell to processors. Processors are either large-

scale, like SA Metals, or small-scale backyard operations (Huegel, 2013; Caroline*; Banyaz*). 

Processors convert scrap metal into ‘new’ metal. It is then sold as raw material to local 

manufacturers or exported from Cape Town to end-users around the world.  

 

In this section, I overview three case studies that track scrap metal at different points of 

the value chain. Where they don’t provide details, I try to fill in the gaps through conversations 

with local experts. Caroline* is a metals recycling expert, working on securing the chain of 

custody (value chain) in terms of health and safety risks. She also works to help metals recycling 

achieve formal recognition by state and non-state actors. Banyaz* is a Master’s student at UCT 

who conducted six case studies on manual processors for her thesis. Harold* is a UCT professor 

and expert on scrap metal. Fiona* is a Cape Town filmmaker making a documentary on the life 

of a small-scale collector in Joburg. Samantha* is an environmental policymaker for the Western 

Cape.  

 

Overall, my goal is to document Cape Town’s scrap metal network from the perspective 

of the people who sustain its flow. 

 

The challenges of this were significant. Caroline* and Banyaz* both emphasized the lack 

of traceability throughout Cape Town’s scrap metal network. “Without traceability,” Caroline* 

said, “You cannot hold stakeholders accountable.” In the absence of transparency, “Economics 

are difficult to measure, and conclusions are very hard to draw” (Banyaz*, 2018). There was no 

consensus on what transparency would look like. For Caroline* and Banyaz*, traceability and 

auditing are important first steps to formalizing the value chain. Samantha* was focused on 
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facilitating the circular economy in the Western Cape. Formalization of the scrap metal value 

chain, she said, would be helpful in achieving that goal.     

 

Harold* questioned if waste-pickers want formalization. Fiona* stressed, “The struggle 

of not taking part in [the economy] the way that formal policymakers want it to be,” concluding 

that waste-picking and small-scale collecting formalization efforts are not inclusive. As such, 

they are not helpful for solving the problems of transparency and exploitation by middlemen. 

She believes that formalization pilots in Joburg are not helpful and may be harmful to waste-

pickers and small-scale collectors.  

 

This debate, between formalization for transparency and formalization as exclusionary, 

shaped the responses I received when I tried to dig for data. The reality is that the data does not 

exist. In its absence, are holes in our knowledge. People live and work in this gap – it impacted 

5.8% of known exports in 2013. Not knowing why this industry exists or how it has existed 

means something. Hidden in plain sight are poverty, exploitation, police brutality, and gang 

violence, among stories of support and survival, all of which are ineluctably attached to the 

import and export numbers of an EW-MFA.   

 

Skarrelaars 

 

Scrap collectors call their activity by various names – recycling, collecting, mining, 

minza (a term used by reclaimers meaning “trying to survive”), ukuzizamela (trying for 

yourself), grab-grab, and work (Benson and Vanqa-Mgijima, 2010). The most common term 

used is skarreling, an Afrikaans slang word meaning “always on the look-out for something,” 

“scrounging around,” or “struggling but doing something about it” (Benson and Vanqa-Mgijima, 

2010). 11  

 

                                                 
11 In her book Raw Life, New Hope: Decency, Housing and Everyday Life in a Post-Apartheid Community, Fiona C. 

Ross defines skarreling as ―a frantic search for life‘s basic necessities, the use of many tactics, a sense of haste and 

trickery. It involves living by one‘s wits. 
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As this study is in reference to Cape Town, I use skarrelaar instead of waste-picker, 

collector, or reclaimer. This is to respect the choice that skarrelaars make in using the term to 

describe themselves.  

 

South Africa has a long history of skarrelling (Benson and Vanqa-Mgijima, 2010). 

During Apartheid, landfills were located close to townships and rural villages (Benson and 

Vanqa-Mgijima, 2010). This was waste collected from white areas and dumped in townships 

(Benson and Vanqa-Mgijima, 2010). Skarrelaars still search through these landfills for food to 

consume and scrap to sell.  

 

Street Skarrelaars 

 

 Street skarrelaars were studied in Salt River-Woodstock (Benson and Vanqa-Mgijima, 

2010), Philippi-Gugulethu (Benson and Vanqa-Mgijima, 2010), and Mitchell’s Plain 

(Langenhoven and Dyssel, 2007). Of nearly 100 skarrelaars interviewed across the three case 

studies, all were coloured and black, most were men, a few were women. The youngest was 23, 

the oldest was 76 (Benson and Vanqa-Mgijima, 2010).  

 

 Most street skarrelaars worked alone (Benson and Vanqa-Mgijima, 2010; Langenhoven 

and Dyssel, 2007). They said there were no negotiations with others as to where or when to 

collect: “I take what I see, no territories or gangs” (Benson and Vanqa-Mgijima, 2010). Others 

mentioned ethnicity and fighting over food as sources of conflict (Benson and Vanqa-Mgijima, 

2010). Bethuel* explained that he works alone and because he is Tswana does not mix with 

others (Benson and Vanqa-Mgijima, 2010). One skarrelaar, David*, said: “Some people say that 

this is their street, you go away! I collect here! I don’t have a specific street. If you put strollers 

together, you’ll get murdered. I don’t know you, you stab me. It’s about finding people you can 

trust to work with” (Benson and Vanqa-Mgijima, 2010).   

 

 Whether skarrelaars work alone or in groups was influenced by the amount of trolleys 

available and the level of trust in the neighborhood (Langenhoven and Dyssel, 2007). In Salt 

River-Woodstock, half worked alone, half in groups (Benson and Vanqa-Mgijima, 2010). In 
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Mitchell’s Plain, 70% worked alone and 30% in groups (Langenhoven and Dyssel, 2007). Half 

of the groups in Mitchell’s Plain have family ties with one another, a third shared a home, and all 

of them shared a trolley (Langenhoven and Dyssel, 2007). Many worked together for safety 

(Langenhoven and Dyssel, 2007; Benson and Vanqa-Mgijima, 2010). This was especially true 

for women and older men (Langenhoven and Dyssel, 2007; Benson and Vanqa-Mgijima, 2010).  

 

 In Salt River-Woodstock, street skarrelaars often went to buy-back centers in groups 

(Benson and Vanqa-Mgijima, 2010). This is likely because of laws requiring skarrelaars to 

present an ID book in order to sell to buy-back centers. Many skarrelaars do not have an ID 

book. Proceeds were shared at the pay-point (Langenhoven and Dyssel, 2007; Benson and 

Vanqa-Mgijima, 2010). Buy-back center workers rarely witnessed fighting over money (Benson 

and Vanqa-Mgijima, 2010).  

 

 The majority of street skarrelaars collected either a mix of paper, plastic, and metals or 

exclusively scrap metal (Benson and Vanqa-Mgijima, 2010). In Salt River-Woodstock, more 

collected a variety; in Philippi-Gugulethu, more collected scrap metal (Benson and Vanqa-

Mgijima, 2010). Per kilo, scrap metal is the most valuable material to collect (Benson and 

Vanqa-Mgijima, 2010). Because of its weight, it is also the most difficult (Benson and Vanqa-

Mgijima, 2010). Only one woman, who worked with her husband, collected scrap metal (Benson 

and Vanqa-Mgijima, 2010).      

 

Most street skarrelaars were men pushing supermarket trolleys, self-made carts, or horse-

drawn carts (Benson and Vanqa-Mgijima, 2010). Some customized their trolleys by removing 

the upper grid and replacing it with a broader base to accommodate more material (Langenhoven 

and Dyssel, 2007). Many do this to prevent the confiscation of trolleys by security companies, 

employed by big retail stores to retrieve stolen shopping trolleys (Langenhoven and Dyssel, 

2007). The horse cart is used by scrap metal collectors (Langenhoven and Dyssel, 2007).  

 

Collection is planned around municipal trash days, since most materials are gathered 

from household trash bins (Langenhoven and Dyssel, 2007). Mandla* told the researchers that 

collecting scrap is on a first-come-first-served basis (Benson and Vanqa-Mgijima, 2010). On 
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Mondays he woke up early in hopes of collecting more from waste accumulated over the week-

end (Benson and Vanqa-Mgijima, 2010). Many spoke of working “9 to 5” when asked about 

their working hours, but when speaking about how they organize their work in terms of days and 

times and streets, the specifics emerged of where people have learned to go and when (Benson 

and Vanqa-Mgijima, 2010). Two skarrelaars in Salt River-Woodstock spoke of relationships 

with residents (Benson and Vanqa-Mgijima, 2010). They are invited by residents to take from 

their refuse bins and are sometimes given food (Benson and Vanqa-Mgijima, 2010).  

 

This is the opposite situation in Mitchell’s Plain. Crime and aggressive residents make 

Mitchell’s Plain a difficult area for street skarrelaars (Langenhoven and Dyssel, 2007). Due to its 

population, Mitchell’s Plain is an important neighborhood for street skarrelaars (Langenhoven 

and Dyssel, 2007). However, because it covers a large area and lacks buy-back centers, daily 

distances travelled by skarrelaars are roughly double those of other neighborhoods 

(Langenhoven and Dyssel, 2007).  

 

Street skarrelaars face extreme financial, physical, and social insecurity (Benson and 

Vanqa-Mgijima, 2010). Financially, most reported earning R50 to R70 a day, which was ‘not 

much’ (Benson and Vanqa-Mgijima, 2010). The highest and most consistent earners were those 

who focused on scrap metal (Benson and Vanqa-Mgijima, 2010). On average, metal skarrelaars 

earned more than R100 a day (Benson and Vanqa-Mgijima, 2010). Most skarrel as a result of 

being unemployed (Langenhoven and Dyssel, 2007). Many collect on a daily basis to purchase 

essential foodstuff (Langenhoven and Dyssel, 2007). Others live from “hand to mouth” 

(Langenhoven and Dyssel, 2007). There were a few individuals who continued to work in the 

“formal” economy as security guards, and some even spoke of their own businesses (Benson and 

Vanqa-Mgijima, 2010).  In general, competition was very high among skarrelaars (Benson and 

Vanqa-Mgijima, 2010). Decreasing prices paid for materials was a widely shared concern 

(Langenhoven and Dyssel, 2007).  

 

Physically, theft and bodily assault – from ‘criminals,’ other skarrelaars, and homeowners 

– were common experiences (Benson and Vanqa-Mgijima, 2010; Langenhoven and Dyssel, 

2007). Some are robbed of the little money that they have earned for the day (Langenhoven and 
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Dyssel, 2007). In some instances, criminals remove valuable metals from trolleys while 

skarrelaars are queuing at buy-back centers (Langenhoven and Dyssel, 2007). In Mitchell’s 

Plain, homeowners threaten and often assault skarrelaars (Langenhoven and Dyssel, 2007). They 

have sometimes unleashed dogs on them (Langenhoven and Dyssel, 2007). This hostile 

relationship between homeowners and collectors may be indicative of the fear of crime, racism 

and previous behavior by skarrelaars who have littered the neighborhood while waste picking 

(Langenhoven and Dyssel, 2007). Another problem is that skarrelaars do not wear protective 

clothing while sorting through refuse (Langenhoven and Dyssel, 2007). 

 

Taken together, these struggles mean skarrelaars face extreme social insecurity. In 

addition to living hand-to-mouth, many skarrelaars sleep on the streets (Benson and Vanqa-

Mgijima, 2010). They found that, despite harassment, it was possible to survive through 

recycling (Benson and Vanqa-Mgijima, 2010). “I have been more than 20 years on the street. 

When I was first dumped I discovered that one can recycle and make money to live from” 

(Benson and Vanqa-Mgijima, 2010). 

 

In addition to insecurity, Caroline* spoke of skarrelaar complaints of disrespect by buy-

back centers and communities, an inability to voice complaints to anyone, a lack of safety and 

financial protection, and exploitation by middlemen. Fiona* added to this that skarrelaars are a 

‘free workforce’ that receive no benefits, health and safety considerations, or financial security in 

terms of guaranteed pricing for their scrap metal. “They are at the mercy of buy-back centers.”    

 

 Benson and Vanqa-Mgijima (2010) describe skarrelaars in Salt River-Woodstock. 

Skarrelaars came to Salt River-Woodstock from “all over Cape Town, as far as Khayelitsha” 

(Benson and Vanqa-Mgijima, 2010). They did this to sell their take in Woodstock (Benson and 

Vanqa-Mgijima, 2010). According to skarrelaars, Salt River-Woodstock buy-back centers offer 

the best prices (Benson and Vanqa-Mgijima, 2010) Because of this, the Salt River-Woodstock 

scrap metal industry has outsized importance, relative to its small population. Its importance 

comes from a higher valuation of scrap metal in the area. Reasons for this could be Salt River’s 

centrally-located train junction, proximity to the Port of Cape Town, and a strong local 

manufacturing industry.  
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Not mentioned in the case studies is the problem of metal theft from municipal 

infrastructure and public places. Harold* spoke of this as a ‘really big problem’ in Cape Town. 

This was echoed by all experts to varying degrees. It was not clear if traditional skarrelaars or 

gangs or a combination of both were responsible for the theft. Harold* emphasized theft of ‘any 

metal really’ in public places while Caroline* and Banyaz* both stressed copper theft from the 

Cape Town light rail. Especially popular are details about the ‘Copperheads’ – the City’s Metal 

Theft Unit. In the first half of 2017, the Copperheads made 780 inspections of small-scale 

collectors and buy-back centers focusing on scrap metal, 33 arrests, and confiscated 332 

kilograms of stolen metal (half copper, half brass) (Charles, 2017).   

 

Landfill Skarrelaars 

 

Huegel (2013) researches landfill skarrelaars at Coastal Park Landfill (CPL), a city-

owned landfill near the Mitchell’s Plain suburbs of Lavender Hill and Vygrond/Capricorn. 

 

Huegel (2013) interviewed 200 landfill skarrelaars. 197 were coloured, 16 were female, 

half were between 21 and 39 years old. The youngest was 5, the oldest was 59, and the average 

age was 26.4 (Huegel, 2013). Many had a history of crime and little education (Huegel, 2013). 

Most skarrelled as a ‘positive life choice’ (Huegel, 2013). Among landfill law enforcers, 

skarrelaars were seen as thieves and drug addicts who skarrel to make quick cash (Huegel, 

2013). This, however, is wrong. Skarreling is a survivalist activity (Huegel, 2013). 97% sold 

scrap metal to buy necessities (Huegel, 2013). Their motivation for skarrelling was lack of 

employment – not ‘quick cash’ (Huegel, 2013).    

 

90% of landfill skarrelaars exclusively collected scrap metal (Huegel, 2013). Common 

metals included light steel, heavy steel, aluminum, and copper (Huegel, 2013). Non-metal scrap, 

if collected, was found on surrounding streets (Huegel, 2013).  

 

48% worked in groups, mostly of two or three (Huegel, 2013). Larger groups were 

families (Huegel, 2013). Personal safety (theft protection) and income stability (support from 
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partners on bad days) motivated cooperation (Huegel, 2013). Among these groups, there was 

some small-scale solidarity, but no desire to work as a larger group (Huegel, 2013). The 

researcher attributed this to the lack of trust among landfill skarrelaars and the harsh environment 

at CPL (Huegel, 2013).  

 

Huegel (2013) also noticed animosity among skarrelaars from different areas. 71% had 

fought with other skarrelaars while skarrelling (Huegel, 2013). Such conflict was mostly because 

of disputes over collected materials or attempted robbery by another skarrelaar (Huegel, 2013). 

Robberies, by both gangs and skarrelaars, were not uncommon (Huegel, 2013). Such robberies 

occurred while skarrelaars walked from the landfill to the small-scale collectors where they sold 

their take (Huegel, 2013). Many claimed that skarrelaars not from their suburb were gangsters 

(Huegel, 2013). 

 

In addition to gang-related and inter-skarrelaar conflict, CPL skarrelaars also fought with 

the authorities (Huegel, 2013). Police brutality towards skarrelaars was not uncommon (Huegel, 

2013). One skarrelaar reported being locked overnight in the landfill and beaten by the police on 

three occasions (Huegel, 2013). The reason, he said, was because he was seen on the landfill 

after 1600h (Huegel, 2013). This was consistent with experiences from two other skarrelaars 

Huegel (2013) interviewed. Police were rumored to put scrap aside for themselves and ‘tax’ 

skarrelaars leaving CPL (Huegel, 2013). Harold* noted that Cape Town is the only city in South 

Africa that enforces a ban on landfill waste pickers.  

 

Landfill skarreling poses additional health and safety hazards (Huegel, 2013). Skarrelaars 

did not use protective gear (Huegel, 2013). Eleven had been injured at least once during work 

(Huegel, 2013). Skarrelaars did not support each other during injury or illness (Huegel, 2013).  

 

It is not clear how much they collect relative to street skarrelaars. Street skarrelaars have 

access to refuse before it goes to the landfill; landfill skarrelaars have access to more refuse. 

Together, they indicate that Mitchell’s Plain is a large source of scrap metal. 
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Landfill skarrelaars at CPL were especially misunderstood. Huegel’s (2013) study was 

the only one in Cape Town. The disconnect between landfill skarrelaars and police seems 

extraordinarily high, while the broader city remains indifferent. This is likely because street 

skarrelaars are more visible in society.   

 

Small-scale Collectors 

  

Small-scale collectors were not researched extensively by Benson and Vanqa-Mgijima 

(2010), in Salt River-Woodstock and Philippi-Gugulethu, and Langenhoven and Dyssel (2007) 

in Mitchell’s Plain.  

 

Huegel (2013) interviewed nine small-scale collectors around CPL in Mitchell’s Plain. 

Their focus was exclusively scrap metal (Huegel, 2013). This could indicate that, in Cape Town, 

small-scale collectors are prevalent only in places with high scrap metal volume, like a landfill, 

where buy-back centers do not exist within walking distance.   

 

Other important small-scale collectors are bakkies – trucks – that do on-call collections 

from steel and paper companies (Benson and Vanqa-Mgijima, 2010). Bakkies will also transport 

scrap from small-scale collectors in Mitchell’s Plain to buy-back centers (Huegel, 2013). There 

is not much information available on bakkie collectors.    

 

Second-tier recyclers and end-users do not buy small quantities (Huegel, 2013). 

Skarrelaars must sell to the middlemen or store their collected recyclables (Huegel, 2013). Given 

a lack of safe storage space, the latter is not feasible for street or landfill skarrelaars. In the case 

of landfill skarrelaars, the nearest buy-back centers are in industrial areas (Huegel, 2013). CPL 

skarrelaars do not have means to transport their take to a buy-back center (Huegel, 2013). Public 

transport is not an option, as the fare for the trip would cost most of their earnings (Huegel, 

2013). For these reasons, landfill skarrelaars sell to small-scale collectors around the landfill 

(Huegel, 2013). 
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Small-scale collectors buy from the micro-scale collectors (skarrelaars) and sell to the 

medium-scale collectors (buy-back centres) or directly to recyclers (industry) (Huegel, 2013). 

They thus sit at the intersection of the informal and formal economy taking on the role of the 

middlemen (Huegel, 2013). Viljoen (2014) in an assessment of the role of buy-back centres in 

South Africa have found that it is the (formal) buy-back centres which perform the role of the 

middlemen (Huegel, 2013). Thus, CPL small-scale collectors are an extra link in the value chain, 

which is not existent in other cases (Huegel, 2013).  

 

It was difficult for the researcher to find small-scale collectors in the Vrygrond, 

Capricorn, Hillview and Overcome Heights suburbs around CPL (Huegel, 2013). Only two had 

signs outside (Huegel, 2013). Huegel (2013) found the collectors through conversations with the 

skarrelaars and the one signposted scrap dealer on the main road in Capricorn. These, in turn, led 

to the discovery of the others (Huegel, 2013).  

 

Huegel (2013) describes them as ‘backyard businesses.’ Although most of them do have 

a license, it seems inappropriate to call them recycling yards or buy-back centres which suggests 

a formal, at least medium-size place (Huegel, 2013). Most of the small-scale collectors in the 

area operate their business from their house and backyards (Huegel, 2013). All but two live in a 

house on the premises of their business (Huegel, 2013).  

 

They buy the recyclables from the skarrelaars and then sell to buy-back centers 

(ScrapMania) in Lansdowne or Philippi’s Epping industrial area (SA Metal). They use their own 

(sometimes hired) means of transport (Huegel, 2013).12  

 

Small-scale collectors are not important in terms of volumes recycled (Huegel, 2013). 

Nonetheless, they perform vital functions for the Mitchell’s Plain economy (Huegel, 2013). (1) 

They create a market by buying recyclables, thus (2) bringing money into the community by 

selling the materials to formal buyers outside the local (township) economy (Huegel, 2013). In 

                                                 
12 Collectors 4 and 8 load the scrap on their own trucks, collector 3 has a pickup truck (―bakkie) with trailer; 

collectors 5 and 9 also own a bakkie. The other collectors hire a truck or bakkie once a week/month, for which 

they have to pay between R200 and R500 per trip.  
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addition, (3) they bring the skarrelaars a (reliable) income; (4) they directly employ people in 

their micro-businesses; and (5) to a small extent they act as a (social) safety net for the 

economically fragile skarrelaars (Huegel, 2013).  

 

Almost all small-scale collectors said that one reason for running their business was to 

help the community (Huegel, 2013). Many act as microcredit grantors (Huegel, 2013). One 

collector, for example, paid a skarrelaar a few rand, although the skarrelaar had nothing to sell, 

so the skarrelaar could get something to eat (Huegel, 2013). The money would be offset by 

future sales (Huegel, 2013).  

 

Such social responsibility went beyond the scrap trade and employing people (Huegel, 

2013). Collector 5 ran a soup kitchen (Huegel, 2013). Collector 1 owned a soccer team. They 

called them ‘social projects’ and hoped to prevent young people from slipping into crime 

(Huegel, 2013).  

 

Police did monthly checks on the scrap dealers (Huegel, 2013). If they did not have a 

license (or an invalid one), or were suspected of dealing with stolen metals, small-scale 

collectors were fined up to R5,000 (Huegel, 2013). The license for second-hand businesses 

(including scrap metal) were obtained from the police station in Bellville South (Huegel, 2013). 

Collector 4 explained that the license is for free, but that one needs police records to get it 

(Huegel, 2013). He had difficulties obtaining these police records: “―they do not want to help 

you” (Huegel, 2013).  

 

Gangs also infiltrated small-scale collectors (Huegel, 2013). Collector 9 closed his shop 

on the researcher’s fifth day of fieldwork, after a shooting in Lavender Hill (Huegel, 2013). The 

targeted gang sought retribution (Huegel, 2013). Collector 9 belonged to a rival gang (Huegel, 

2013). Collector 3, on the other hand, stayed open (Huegel, 2013). He and his brother grew up in 

this area and were well known (Huegel, 2013). They, like the other scrap dealers, were ‘linked’ 

into Mitchell’s Plain’s social network (Huegel, 2013). This offered them security (Huegel, 2013).  
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Huegel (2013) concludes that businesses are rooted in the places they are built in. He 

calls it a ‘local’ and ‘personal’ economy (Huegel, 2013). The links the businesses have to the 

neighborhood dialectically sustains and is sustained by the community.  

 

None of the experts spoke of small-scale collectors in Cape Town, although Fiona’s* 

experience with a small-scale collector in Joburg inspired her documentary. Like Huegel (2013), 

Fiona’s subject was glued into his community – which he helped and, in turn, was helped by. In 

characterizing his story, Fiona* said, “He is informality … I first found him in an alley. When I 

went back the police bulldozed the alley … his business and his home and chased him out. He 

doesn’t have a cell phone so I searched for him … This search became a conversation between 

two different worlds [in which] he ultimately accepted me into his world. The gap between 

filmmaker and subject was made smaller by acceptance.”  

 

Buy-back Centers 

 

 Buy-back centers are formal businesses that sort recyclables from skarrelaars and small-

scale collectors to then sell to second-tier processors and end-users.  

 

Viljoen (2014) found that buy-back centers are the most common middleman in South 

Africa’s recycling industry. In Cape Town, buy-back centers are located in industrial clusters, 

such as Salt River-Woodstock and Philippi (Huegel, 2013). The most extensive research on buy-

back centers was conducted by Benson and Vanqa-Mgijima (2010).  

 

There were seven buy-back centers in Salt River-Woodstock and seven in Philippi when 

Benson and Vanqa-Mgijima (2010) conducted their research. They either take ‘everything’ 

(paper, plastic, metal) or exclusively metal (Benson and Vanqa-Mgijima, 2010).  

 

The main buy-back centers are L&B Scrap and Uni-Scrap in Salt River; Naledi, Sunshine 

and Metal Mania in Woodstock; and Boland and Scrap for Africa in Philippi (Benson and 

Vanqa-Mgijima, 2010). These centers said a small portion of their scrap was from skarrelaars 

(Benson and Vanqa-Mgijima, 2010). Mostly, they sourced from ‘bakkies (small-scale collectors) 
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delivering from steel and paper companies’ and on-call collections (Benson and Vanqa-Mgijima, 

2010). Some also claimed to provide transportation for suppliers (Benson and Vanqa-Mgijima, 

2010). It is unclear why skarrelaars were excluded from their value chains (Benson and Vanqa-

Mgijima, 2010).  

 

At all buy-back centers there were signs with set prices for materials (Benson and Vanqa-

Mgijima, 2010). “If you want to negotiate you must look for different places,” said one owner. 

Buy-back centers claimed their prices were set by end-users who bargain in bulk (Benson and 

Vanqa-Mgijima, 2010). Regardless, the income skarrelaars received for a day’s work was not 

always enough to buy food (Benson and Vanqa-Mgijima, 2010).    

 

Many buy-back centers said that there was a general downsizing of the business, despite 

there being a growth in collection by individuals (Benson and Vanqa-Mgijima, 2010). A worker 

at Uni-Scrap explained that although prices dropped since August 2008, the volume of scrap they 

receive has increased (Benson and Vanqa-Mgijima, 2010). In a telephone interview with 

Nampak a worker noted this division between the ‘informal’ and ‘formal’ sections of the scrap 

metal industry (Benson and Vanqa-Mgijima, 2010). Informal suppliers – skarrelaars – increased 

in a recession, while formal suppliers – manufacturers, for instance – decreased as economic 

production decreased.  

 

A worker at Naledi said that the industry in Salt River-Woodstock is “growing at an 

alarming rate… people are unemployed and this is the easiest way of having bread on the table” 

(Benson and Vanqa-Mgijima, 2010). In Philippi, a woman from Scrap for Africa said, 

“Skarrelaars from poorer areas work harder due to the economic downturn that tends to affect the 

poor communities severely” (Benson and Vanqa-Mgijima, 2010). Although none of the 

skarrelaars said the work was “easy” this echoed what skarrelaars noted about more competition 

for collecting as people felt squeezed by the economic downturn (Benson and Vanqa-Mgijima, 

2010). This illustrates how, as a survivalist activity, skarreling is the last line of socioeconomic 

defense for at-risk Capetonians. 
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Some buy-back center cashiers recognize this and try to help. The cashier at Philippi 

Plastic Recycle helped skarrelaars reach R10 if they did not have much scrap to sell; he felt 

skarrelaars were not paid enough (Benson and Vanqa-Mgijima, 2010). “At times they cannot 

even afford a loaf of bread” (Benson and Vanqa-Mgijima, 2010). All the skarrelaars interviewed 

complained about poor prices at the buy-back centers (Benson and Vanqa-Mgijima, 2010). They 

felt that the buy-back centers were earning huge profits at their expense (Benson and Vanqa-

Mgijima, 2010). This view was echoed by a Salt River-Woodstock community member, “These 

Boers [who own buy-back centers] are just concerned about their own families while 

[skarrelaars] are working under harsh conditions…[Skarrelaars] enrich an individual instead of 

the poor communities they come from” (Benson and Vanqa-Mgijima, 2010). 

 

In Woodstock buy-back centers sell scrap metal to SA Metal, Cisco, and Fine Trading 

(Benson and Vanqa-Mgijima, 2010). In Philippi they sell to SA Metal and Faivolwits (Benson 

and Vanqa-Mgijima, 2010). It was not clear how much profit they made, or what their margins 

were.  

 

Caroline* and Fiona* both emphasized the exploitative nature of buy-back centers in 

Cape Town and South Africa, more broadly. Fiona* spoke of long queues and the theft dangers 

associated with that. Caroline* talked about how the buy-back centers do not care about the 

health and safety of skarrelaars outside of their premises. They both mentioned price variability, 

inconsistencies in purchase frequency, and inflexibility in negotiating prices as ways the buy-

back centers project power over skarrelaars.  

 

Large-scale Collectors 

 

 Large-scale collectors in Cape Town are affiliated with the municipality. According to 

the South African Constitution (Act 108 of 1998) municipalities are responsible for the removal 

and disposal of waste in their areas. The Municipality provides waste management services to 

800,000 households in all major neighborhoods of Cape Town (Timm, 2015). Cape Town’s 

waste management is a combination of public and private contractors (Timm, 2015). They take 

the waste they collect to one of three landfills located around the outskirts of Cape Town.  
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The most recent integrated waste management plan states that the city manages scrap 

metal collection and sales, from which the Municipality receives income (City of Cape Town, 

2017). It was unclear how much scrap metal, and how much income, was received by the 

Municipality – as well where it comes from and where it goes once sold.  

 

 Cape Town also has a recycling program, which includes scrap metal. It has three notable 

features. The first is separation at source, in which households keep a separate bin for recyclable 

waste (Timm, 2015). The second is drop-off facilities located throughout Cape Town (Timm, 

2015). The third is the Integrated Waste Management Exchange – a free online platform that 

connects waste generators with waste users to facilitate a direct exchange of recyclable materials 

(Timm, 2015).  

 

All three have failed to catch on. This is partially because none of these efforts 

considered Capetonian skarrelaar’s existing role as scrap recyclers. The only one that sought to 

integrate them was a drop-off facility in Hout Bay. A group of skarrelaars registered with them 

as a primary co-operative and tendered to sort on-site for the facility (Timm, 2015). The City 

awarded the tender. They now sort at the drop-off location (Timm, 2015).   

 

 Timm (2015) overviews large-scale collectors in Philippi. In 2011, 56% of Philippi 

households were informal (Census 2011). In areas with significant informal houses, Cape Town 

outsources waste collection to private companies. Formal households pay a monthly fee for 

weekly collection of waste from ‘wheelie bins’ (Timm, 2015). The collection is similar to that of 

elsewhere in Cape Town. 

 

Informal households are serviced by private ‘community-based contracts,’ given on the 

condition that they employ people from the neighborhood they work in (Timm, 2015). Each 

household is allocated 85-liter black bags instead of wheelie bins (Timm, 2015). These bags are 

collected twice weekly. This arrangement exists because compactor trucks cannot access the 

narrow and unpaved lanes of informal areas (Timm, 2015). As a result, informal household 
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waste is collected at a central collection point – either an open waste skip or a shipping container 

(Timm, 2015). 

 

In Mitchell’s Plain, Langenhoven and Dyssel (2007) commented that some shop owners 

have arrangements with formal collectors. They also claim that “Most of the pre-consumer, 

industrial and commercial recyclables generated in Mitchell’s Plain are not being processed by 

these enterprises. They may be collected by formal collectors or they are sold directly to the big 

processors elsewhere” (Langenhoven and Dyssel, 2007).  

 

They do not characterize formal collectors further. It is unclear if they are public or 

private, and if they sell scrap metal to buy-back centers or directly to second-tier recyclers.   

 

Second Tier Recyclers/End Users 

 

The scrap metal value chain, or network, starts after metallic product consumption or 

manufacturing (pre-consumption). Some of it is collected informally, some of it formally. 

Regardless of means, all recycled scrap metal ends at second-tier recyclers and then end-users.  

 

Scrap metal is either exported to second-tier actors outside of Cape Town or processed 

inside of Cape Town and then either exported abroad or re-used in manufacturing inside of Cape 

Town. These manufactured goods are either exported or sold in Cape Town.   

 

The volume of scrap metal processed in Cape Town is unclear. Based on 2013 exports, I 

reason that 58,896 tons of non-ferrous and 186,469 tons of ferrous metal was produced by scrap 

metal processors inside of Cape Town and then exported as manufactured goods abroad 

(Hoekman and von Blottnitz, 2017). These numbers are useful in imagining how scrap metal 

circulates inside of Cape Town, in the absence of further information.  

 

Cape Town 
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In Cape Town, there are two kinds of second-tier recyclers – manual processors and scrap 

processors. Manual processors are ‘backyard’ businesses, analogous to small-scale collectors in 

Mitchell’s Plain. Scrap processors are corporations that process scrap metal in-bulk. If manual 

processors are like small-scale collectors, then scrap processors are like buy-back centers. They 

are big, debatably exploitative, and not forthcoming with information.  

 

Caroline*, a metals recycling expert in Cape Town, works on securing the chain of 

custody (value chain) in terms of health and safety risks and formal recognition by state and non-

state actors. From her perspective, there are two kinds of scrap metal processors. In her work, she 

interviewed many actors from both kinds of processors.  

 

The first, manual processors, she characterized as ‘open-minded and wanting to help.’ 

Banyaz*, a Master’s student at UCT, conducted six case studies on manual processors for her 

thesis. All six were small, family-operated processors. Their business was ad-hoc and depended 

on the week. She did not mention if the processors in her cases were informal but did say that 

there are many informal processors in Cape Town. The City rarely, if ever, audited the 

processors. There was little-to-no traceability of scrap metal here, which Caroline* echoed as a 

problem she faces in her work.  

 

Like the small-scale collectors in Mitchell’s Plain, Banyaz* concluded that the manual 

processors she researched play vital roles in the communities they serve. Although most could 

not hire salaried staff, during busier weeks they would hire family and friends and teach them the 

skills needed to succeed in the business. One owner she met purposefully hired drug addicts from 

his neighborhood to help them recover and learn marketable skills.  

 

Caroline* characterized scrap processors as ‘will do what clients want.’ These are 

corporations that deal in bulk – the opposite of the ‘backyard’ operations Banyaz* described. SA 

Metals is the largest scrap processor, both in Cape Town and South Africa. When Caroline* 

presented her guidance for safe conduct in the scrap metals industry, she said SA Metals saw it 

as unrealistic. Unlike the community-oriented manual processors, scrap processors prioritize 

profit, possibly at the expense of health and safety standards.  



 50 

 

A problem faced by both types of processors is the Second-hand Goods Act, which 

requires that businesses dealing with second-hand goods keep their stock on-hand for seven days 

in case the police come looking for it. Harold*, a UCT professor, explained that this law exists 

because metal stolen from public places is a big problem in Cape Town (and South Africa, more 

broadly). Although the police do not come looking for stolen scrap metal frequently, all 

processors are required to do keep everything for a week. This creates backlog and storage 

capacity issues.    

 

There was no clarity on who local end-users were, outside of ‘metals manufacturing.’ 

From the EW-MFA, I found that 3% of total exports were metal goods manufactured from scrap 

metal. Unclear, however, is what these metal goods are, who makes them, where they make 

them, why they make them, and how they make them.     

 

Global 

 

 Like other major cities in the global south, Cape Town scrap metal plays a role in the 

global metals value chain (Huegel, 2013). Although it is unknown how much local scrap metal 

stays in Cape Town, enough is exported to account for 5.8% of all annual exports (for the year 

2013).  

 

Harold* mentions both global construction and auto sectors as major end-users. Aside 

from this, I do not know where it goes.   

 

DISCUSSION 

 

 To recap, I use scrap metal as a boundary object. I analyze its value chain – also called a 

material flow and a network – from two perspectives, namely, urban metabolism (MFA) and 

sociology (case study). Quantitatively, I calculate that scrap metal-based exports – which 

includes metal products made from scrap metal – were 5.8% of total annual exports in 2013. This 
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is twice as much as previously thought. Qualitatively, I describe the material flow from the 

perspectives of the Capetonians who interact with scrap metal every day.  

 

 Wallsten (2015) titles his paper ‘Towards Social MFA’ – a nod to his use of repair 

workers as key sources for finding out-of-use infrastructure. However, he never defines what he 

considers to be a social MFA. Here, I define the social MFA as the analysis of a material’s flow 

within a human system delimited by space and time. At its core, the social MFA is 

interdisciplinary. By treating any material flow as a boundary object, a diversity of perspectives 

can show different facets of the flows that structure our world.   

  

My research establishes that the social MFA is useful for three reasons. First, it allows 

me to understand the scrap metal flow not as an economic output or environmental emission, but 

as part of the structure that is Cape Town. Second, it uncovers the relationships that move scrap 

metal through its value chain. Third, it provides a foundation for future research.  

 

 Scrap metal plays a vital role in Cape Town’s structure. As the last income-producing 

activity before unemployment, skarreling is a backstop for people who are at-risk of being ‘left 

behind’ by their communities and ‘forgotten’ by the state (Fiona*, 2018). As a structure, 

Capetonian scrap metal influences how people in the value chain act every day. A normal 

economy-wide MFA ignores this completely. Much in the case study – characterizations of 

horizontal (peer) and vertical (up/down the value chain) relationships, for instance – is 

ineluctably biased. Clear, however, is the importance of scrap metal for the places it flows 

through. It is woven into the daily realities of the people who live there.  

 

 This is best illustrated through the relationships that move scrap metal through its value 

chain. These relationships dialectically support, and are supported by, the structure of 

Capetonian scrap metal.  

 

Small-scale collectors help skarrelaars, through providing them a market and lending 

them money. They help their communities by hiring neighbors and sponsoring, for example, a 

pasta kitchen and a soccer team. Manual processors are similar to small-scale collectors in this 
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way. In turn, their communities protect them from gangs. Some small-scale collectors (and 

skarrelaars) are members of these gangs. This may provide them with additional income and 

social capital (Huegel, 2013). Gangs and independent criminals use scrap metal as a source of 

income, as seen by their frequent robbing of skarrelaars in streets, landfills, and even buy-back 

center lines. The police do as well – whether through illegally ‘taxing’ landfill skarrelaars or 

illegally hiding scrap metal for themselves.  

 

 Another exploitative stakeholder is the buy-back center. Buy-back centers do not provide 

their suppliers – skarrelaars – with financial security, through consistent prices that cover costs 

of living, or personal security, in terms of health and safety risks. It is unclear if the processors, 

to which buy-back centers sell their scrap, exploit the buy-back centers in turn. Given the unique 

position of the buy-back center, which is at the nexus of Capetonian informal and formal 

economies, it is likely that processors do not exploit them. I make this assumption because 

treating a formal business unfairly is more difficult than discriminating against informal workers 

who are unrecognized and unprotected by the state (Huegel, 2013).  

 

 From the perspectives of both buy-back centers and scrap processors, the ‘clients’ 

determine action. I do not know much about brokers or end-users, but it is possible that they 

charge discriminatory prices for the materials they receive from processors. A potential scenario 

is that skarrelaars are analogous to sweatshop textile workers. I do not think this is that far-

fetched; the social conditions of both are deplorable. However, I do not have data supporting this 

as a conclusion.  

 

 This social MFA of scrap metal in Cape Town is a foundation for a social MFA for all of 

Cape Town. By understanding how different material flows structure daily life in Cape Town, 

we can approach what Cape Town, as a structure, looks like. Scrap metal was just 5.8% of its 

exports. A complete social MFA of Cape Town could illuminate how it interacts with other 

material flows, such as the metal products that become scrap metal after consumption.    

 

 The practical implications of my research concern policymakers and stakeholders. Firstly, 

my case study can inform policymakers of the scrap metal network in Cape Town. I recommend 
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that they stop police brutality against skarrelaars, require small-scale collectors and buy-back 

centers to distribute protective clothing to skarrelaars, and consider subsidizing skarrelaars so 

they can earn a consistent living wage. The first step to this is recognizing the importance of 

skarreling as a backstop to unemployment. The societal consequences of unemployment in South 

Africa are significant. They include mental illness, crime, and violence (Extremera and Rey, 

2016; Mafiri, 2002). Supporting skarrelaars helps solve these problems before they exist.  

 

To do this, some level of formalization may be necessary. In this, I urge policymakers to 

take an inclusive approach. Fiona’s* perspective on Harold’s* question – if skarrelaars want 

formalization – is valid. The way the government is currently going about formalization in pilot 

programs around Joburg require being a South African citizen and having a South African ID. 

This excludes many skarrelaars who may not have IDs or birth certificates, even if they were 

born in South Africa. Instead of restricting legal collection to South African citizens, it would be 

more effective if the state looked to protect skarrelaars in terms of health, safety, and economic 

exploitation.  

 

My recommendation for skarrelaars is to protect themselves by organizing. This requires 

trust and collective action. Because it is a survivalist activity, many cannot afford to strike 

against buy-back centers. Instead, they can elect representatives to lobby policymakers for 

inclusive formalization that serves their needs. Such lobbying can take the form of public 

awareness and private negotiation. I recommend that buy-back centers respond to skarrelaars’ 

needs. Good relationships with suppliers are a competitive advantage in any industry. There may 

be initial costs to this approach. However, taking away suppliers from other buy-back centers is a 

long-term advantage. I recommend that the City of Cape Town Waste Management integrate 

skarrelaars into their recycling and scrap metal collection programs. I do not have clear 

recommendations for second-tier processors, brokers, and end-users because I do not really 

understand their business problems. The data I needed was not available. However, I think that, 

in the long run, social responsibility succeeds more than exploitation.  

 

 Scrap metal, specifically, is useful to study from different perspectives because it sits at 

the nexus of Cape Town’s formal and informal networks. Whether favelas in Rio, ‘slums’ in 
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Mumbai, or townships in Cape Town, cities of the global south are defined by informality. The 

majority of residents in the south’s major cities live in informal housing, work in informal 

sectors, and depend on the informal ties that bind their neighborhoods together (Pieterse, 2014). 

Informality as currently conceived does not encompass the reality of the southern city (Pieterse, 

2014). Although I do not discuss informality at any length here, I recommend that southern 

informality be redefined and studied further.  

 

I had several limiting factors in my research. By limiting the geography to Cape Town, I 

missed information on what happens after scrap metal is re-processed and exported. By 

beginning the value chain at collection, I missed information on why scrap metal exists in the 

first place. My reliance on secondary analysis limits the strength of my conclusions. By using 

secondary sources (even my experts are secondary to the value chain itself), I exchange the 

richness of first-hand information for a broader scope in my research. I want to emphasize that 

this study is a starting point. More research must be done to understand scrap metal’s flow in 

Cape Town. 

 

In terms of future research, I recommend that a primary social MFA of scrap metal is 

undertaken. I hope more people to experiment with the social MFA design that I use. Future 

social MFAs could describe the impact of extraction and emissions in addition to the value chain 

itself. The social MFA’s flexibility is its biggest strength.  

 

I hope that a primary social EW-MFA is eventually achieved. This is too large a task for 

one team alone. I found it useful to pick one material and use it as a boundary object. 

Approaching it in this way made it manageable for me to do a scrap metal social MFA. My 

dream is that over time, sociourban metabolism research can build a profile for a city. My 

biggest concern in undertaking this would be any compromises on the richness of details in 

exchange for scale. If we wanted scale, we could do a traditional MFA. The purpose of the social 

MFA is to enrich the data with detail.  
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CONCLUSION 

 

The social MFA aligns with social metabolism – human mediated matter change for the 

maintenance and enjoyment of human life – better than the traditional MFA (Wassenaar, 2015). 

As sociourban metabolism is the study of social metabolism on the urban level, the social MFA 

is essential to its emerging discourse. I urge more researchers to consider sociourban metabolism 

instead of socioeconomic urban metabolism. This discourse offers significantly more 

opportunities for interdisciplinarity while remaining open-ended for broad and practical 

application. In many ways, it is a bridge among sciences, between academia and reality. 

Sociourban metabolism recognizes that people are at the center of any economic system.  

 

Sociourban metabolism is a different paradigm from socioeconomic metabolism. Falling 

under metabolism studies, instead of industrial ecology, sociourban metabolism doesn’t just say 

that it studies the ‘social dimension’ of the urban system. In placing social metabolism at its core, 

it actually does.  

 

My hope is that this inspires you to look at the materials around you differently. They 

aren’t just props or economic objects. They are the fabric of social systems, from streets to 

neighborhoods. As the MFA shows, they are also exported around the world, thus placing 

Capetonian scrap metal as a flow in the global social metabolism. The reality is that all 

metabolisms are connected. Nothing happens in a vacuum; in the ‘real world,’ closed systems do 

not exist.  

 

Rather than try to evolve urban metabolism to this realization, I work in a different 

discourse entirely. I do this because I think urban metabolism has too much baggage to move 

past its problems in a paper. I did not feel that it could accommodate sociology as is. The 

sacrifices necessary to fit a social MFA in its discourse were too high. Its ‘interdisciplinarity’ 

exists within a box that cannot fit much more than it already does. The structure of this box is the 

inaccurate analogy it is founded upon. Urban metabolism may effectively quantify flows in a 

closed system, but it cannot describe the structure this system exists within.   
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 Understanding sociourban metabolism as a structure is the goal I hope to move this 

discourse towards. Sociourban metabolic networks both constrain and empower agency. 

Recognizing this is what places sociology at its core.  
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APPENDIX  

 

Typed Interview Notes 

 

Caroline* Notes –  

 

Guiding principles of secondary metals –  

Consumption to waste – collecting – metallurgical processes – supporting mechanisms – re-entry 

into value chain – consumption to waste 

Collectors key findings – lack of respect, voice, protected work, land, and exploitation by 

middlemen  

Manual processors key findings – open-minded, want to help 

Scrap processors key findings – will do what clients want 
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ASEZ chain of custody; little collectors (SA waste pickers society; subsistence activity) – packa-

ching/SA Metals (biggest scrap metal collector in SA sees guidance principles as unrealistic) – 

Atlantis foundries  

 

Samantha* Notes –  

- Hub of green economy for SA 

- Really focused on green economy holistically, entrenching it in SA 

- Abstract CE knowledge is great but we’re interested in practice…programs 

- Decision support tools 

- Waste pickers align .. check out website 

 

Harold* Notes –  

 

- Cape Town only city in SA that enforces a ban on landfill waste pickers 

- Bulk of metals go to construction and auto sectors 

- Metal in public places stolen – this is a big problem 

- Formalizing is a big challenge (Susanne and GC echo) 

o Do waste pickers want formalization? (Sheona – not in the way they’re doing it in 

Joburg) 

 

Banyaz* Notes –  

 

- Secondary metals perspectives – 

o On the ground – what gets me money 

o Policy – environmental threat 

- Material flows – not much there (no reliable data…except Paul?) 

- Social component 

o Job creation factor – dependent on operation flows 

o All 6 case studies she did were family operated; community-sharing type 

operation (someone on drugs, help him, skills sharing, community building) – 

community level  

o Economies – difficult to measure, ad-hoc, depends on the day – conclusions here 

very hard to draw 

- SA Metals (recommended I talk to them) 

- Theft - didn’t really look at this. Some people won’t deal with burned copper (from 

trains). Secondhand Goods Act – keep for 7 days just in case the police come to look for 

it (doesn’t happen frequently but they have to do it…backlog is a major issue) 

- Lots of informal operators. Not much auditing going on 

- Not much traceability (Susanne echoed) 

- Get info on what CCT does with registered waste processors (remind to send waste 

licenses) 

- Quant context – don’t get too bogged down by details that are missing 

 

Fiona* notes –  

 

a. Live off of discard of our consumer life 
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i. Materials get whole new value and meaning when they are recycled 

1. Finding Alfred 

2. Informality 

b. Informality 

i. Fluid nature of Alfred 

ii. Illegality of him, but necessary function of municipality (19 mil tons of 

waste , 4.75 mil tons of recycling potential – just in Joburg) 

1. Municipal ‘plans’ for recycling, nothing is done 

2. Buy-back center queues, massive industry (Rbillions), trolleys are 

free workforce, free labor .. no benefits or health/safety 

considerations 

c. Finding Alfred 

i. No cell phone so Sheona learns his patterns  

ii. He is informality 

iii. First finds him in Alley  

1. Alley = Alfred + Nigerian Pentecostal Church  

2. Police bulldozed Alley (his business + home) by time Sheona finds 

it. They chase him out 

iv. Alfred 

1. Above normal trolley-pusher 

2. Businesses (SPAR, PnP, etc) know and partner with him for waste 

collection. He employed # of people, his business was R#  

d. Conversation between two different worlds 

i. Naivety on my behalf, my relationship with him became more and more 

important; story about my search for him; I don’t even know where he is 

right now .. ‘not in a good way’ ..  story moving towards my interaction 

with him 

Formal = security of fitting in vs. lifestyle  

Muni. Tries to incorporate informal into formal but restricted good ideas (SA ID book to 

take part ; no formal identity = non-person, illegal existence) 

Struggle of not taking part in Joburg the way that ‘formal’ Joburg wants it to be 

1. Me – reality = underbelly of formality, the informal truth of daily 

life lies outside the formal boxes the government creates .. gap 

between real-life and fiction 

She – Spoke to head of waste in Joburg. ‘Formal recycling program instituted.’ None of these 

formal programs helped them. [Formal] City has a voice. City planners also have voice.  

She – Race, territory, mercy of buy-back centers 

 

She – Process of being accepted into [Alfred’s] life; behind the scenes footage, Alfred is relaxed 

with me and that is not normal .. this is not a normal situation. Somehow he’s accepted me into 

his world. More to it than filmmaker/[gap]/subject .. that gap is made smaller via acceptance 

ii. Personal relationship is a process of time, openness.  

iii. Also not accepted by his family – another interesting point 

 


