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Disclaimer: The International Coastal Clean-up is a “Citizen Science” project and data provided was 

collected in various ways and might not be scientifically sound but still give a reflection of the material 

found in the clean-ups.  Where data was found to be flawed, it was discarded and the clean-ups noted as 

“non-audited clean-ups.”  

 

Foreword 
 
“International Coastal Cleanup – “Is sustainability only for the privileged?” 

 

This year, the coordinators along the West Coast elevated the question of whether “sustainability is only 

for the privileged”.  They feel that a discussion on the transition of taking responsibility (and the sentiment 

is shared in other areas) is being disregarded.  It is always the same group of people organising clean-ups.  

Responsibility from less privileged areas is wanting. At one clean-up, for example, while the group was 

taking a group picture, a man pushed his “wheelie bin” across the road and started dumping material in the 

area that the group had just cleared. 

Uncomfortable topics related to the actions and reasons for the increase in waste in the environment, need 

to be aired, as well as the fact that many of the options available, such as bio based material, no 
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packaging or the banning of materials, are the prerogatives of the privileged. The number of people in 

South Africa that can afford these interventions is limited.  

With no or limited access to public services, such as proper waste management, clean-ups are 

meaningless as these people do not have the time and they possibly harbour anger towards society in 

general, based on historical facts. 

In a country with accelerating urbanisation, a large proportion of the waste collected in clean-ups 

originated in informal settlements.  These communities do not have the “luxury” of waste management and 

waterways are seen as conduits to remove waste of all types away from where they reside. 

However, there is light at the end of this tunnel.  Presently the mainstream sustainability movement (made 

up largely of white, middle class, educated people) leads clean-ups in South Africa.  Increasingly we are 

experiencing that the environmental justice movement (made up mainly of low-income communities and 

people of colour) is getting involved as well.  This was especially true this year when we experienced major 

growth in clean-ups organised by Faith Groups. 

In the online editorial “The Conversation” of 9 May 2018, Roger Southall, Professor of Sociology at the 

University of Witwatersrand, published a piece that provides a background to the challenges facing us in 

South Africa regarding pollution. 

This leads to previous discussions amongst South African local coordinators of the ICC that we do not 

seem to stem the flow.  In fact, the amount of material at most beaches and waterways, with a few 

exceptions, is on the increase. 

The following is an extract from an article Prof Roger Southall of the Department of Sociology at the 

University of Witwatersrand published in the online journal – The Conservation on May 9, 2019. 

http://theconversation.com/littering-in-south-africa-is-the-expression-of-wider-selfish-and-costly-culture-96186 

“Littering in South Africa is the expression of wider selfish – and costly – 
culture”. 

 

“It is common when municipal workers go on strike in South Africa to resort to 
upturning garbage cans and strewing litter around city centres. Their message is clear: 
we may be at the bottom of the social heap, and you may think we are human trash, 
but by God, society needs us, and if you don’t listen to us and give us a living wage, 
we’ll make you pay for it”. 

 

“Trashing a city is more than a demand for a better wage. Often, it is also an 
expression of rage against employer arrogance or unaccountability, and a demand for 
basic respect. Such tactics are manifestly expressions of class struggle and class 
power, workers resorting to their most effective weapon. While they are unlikely, in 
extremis, to be able to confront the armed might of the state, they may well be able to 
make city managers and the general population wilt in the face of the stink and mess of 
uncollected garbage”. 

 

“Yet such actions are indicative of a discordant society, and a culture of littering can tell 
us a lot about a society’s ethos”. 

 

“Littering is an act of individual or group disposal of waste at the public expense in 
terms, not only of the cost of public collection, but also at worst, of public health, and 
always in terms of public enjoyment of the environment. It prioritises the private interest 
over the public, and places the burden of collection or consequences of litter on the 
collective”. 

http://theconversation.com/littering-in-south-africa-is-the-expression-of-wider-selfish-and-costly-culture-96186
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“Doubtless too, it is expressive of class, income, status and power. It is no accident that 
in most – if not all countries – better-off residential areas are likely to be freer of litter 
than worse off localities. They have more public influence and more private resources”. 
“Littering tells us a great deal about community spirit. It is surely no accident that the 
Scandinavian countries, which regularly top the World Happiness Index, are relatively 
litter free. Their governments have long prioritised the collective interest and there is 
less social inequality than in similarly industrialised nations”. 

 

“Industrialised countries such as Britain and the US are rich, but they have embraced 
austerity and encouraged rampant consumerism, making them sadly notorious for 
being far more publicly dirty, as captured by Kenneth Galbraith’s (1958) critique of 
“Private Affluence and Public Squalor”. South Africa has similarly developed a culture 
of externalising private costs onto the public, a culture of not caring about the 
environment, which has been emblematic of the country’s mining industry for more 
than a century”. 

 

“Today, the South African environment is pockmarked by the detritus of mass 
consumption. The culture of takeaway culture is also the culture of throwaway, and if 
there is no litter bin available, or if it’s full, too bad. It’s just easier to dump. So, what if it 
adds to the mess? Does anyone really care about the one more bottle or can lying on 
the ground?” 

 

“There are worries, as there should be, that the appalling littering along South Africa’s 
highways and the litter to be found even in many of South Africa’s beauty spots, is a 
threat to our tourist industry, and that in turn, means fewer jobs (let alone less general 
enjoyment). Yet the problems resulting from poor disposal of waste run far deeper”. 

 

Addressing the issue. 
“There are no great mysteries about how to address the issue of litter. What is needed 
first is the political will. This in turn requires the recognition of the importance of the 
problem”. 

 

“Political will must be backed up by public resources, and all the paraphernalia of waste 
collection – from collection lorries, appropriate waste sites and disposal mechanisms, 
and litter bins. So much is obvious. Yet what is also required is far greater effort by 
government and ordinary citizens to curb the waste”. 

 

“South Africa’s recycling industries – providers of thousands of jobs in the informal 
sector – need to be backed up by greater requirements imposed on retailers to provide 
collection points for plastic, cans, bottles and so on. The lack of effort by municipalities 
to encourage recycling by requiring householders to sort their waste into categories is 
scandalous”. 

 

 “A cleaner environment, cleaner air, cleaner towns and cities, needs to be placed 
firmly on the public agenda”. 
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Results. 
 

For more than two decades, on every third Saturday in September, South Africans have joined 

thousands of other volunteers globally with the common goal of collecting and documenting the trash 

littering their coastline. 

Plastics SA, as the South African plastics industry body, has proven throughout this period that its 

concern for the leakage of plastics to the sea is not just an awareness project but also one of 

transforming actions into words. 

The 2019 International Coastal Cleanup in South Africa. 

On 21 September (International Coastal Cleanup), it rained in most parts of the Western Cape and the 

Eastern Cape with the result that volunteer numbers dropped dramatically. 

To make things worse, South Africa was playing against their nemesis, New Zealand, in the 2019 World 

Rugby Cup at 11H30.  In a country with such a large rugby following, it reduced the volunteer numbers 

and the time spent at clean-ups.   

There is a movement towards using the “Cleanswell” application with less data-cards being used for the 

clean-ups.  This might have been the last year that we used physical cards and from 2020, we will start 

depending on capture of data on the applications.  Areas with no or very poor mobile reception will still 

depend on the cards. 

 

2019 Volunteer Numbers  

Northern Cape 1 011 

Audited Clean-ups 

Non Audited Clean-ups 

723 

288 

Western Cape 8 099 

Audited Clean-ups 

Non Audited Clean-ups 

1 194 

6 905 

Eastern Cape 5 879 

Audited Clean-ups 

Non Audited Clean-ups 

1 395 

4 484 

Kwazulu Natal 1 806 

Audited Clean-Ups 

Non Audited Clean-Ups 

55 

1 751 

 

Total for South Africa – 16 795 volunteers 
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Site data is available at http://www.coastalcleanupdata.org/  

 

 

People, Kilograms and Kilometres  

Land Clean-ups    

Number of people   13 428 Non-audited clean-ups and 3 367 audited clean-ups. Total:  16 795. 
*Weight of debris cleaned   4 462 Kg 

*Distance cleaned   75,5Km 

*Number of bags filled   1 920 

Underwater Clean-ups    

Number of people     47 

Weight of debris cleaned   132 kg 

Distance cleaned       0,5 Km   

Number of bags filled  32   
*Does not include non-audited clean-up data.  

  

Top ten items collected in 2019 nationally. 
  

 

 

Conclusion 
 

With the inclusion of data from clean-ups in KwaZulu Natal, (included for the first time this year), 

Polystyrene has for the first time in two decades of recording, taken the number one position. The small 

balls are in fact Expanded Polystyrene, and are classified as micro plastics. 
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It appears that there was a decrease in plastic straws at some urban clean-ups.  Sadly, plastic lollipop 

sticks and stirrers are still recorded with straws meaning that a national presence of the material stands 

at the fifth most collected item. In the 2018 clean-up, straws and sticks were also recorded as the fifth 

most collected item.  

We need to ensure that data collected in Kwazulu Natal can be trusted as inconsistencies were noted 

in terms of some of the material recorded, such as Cigar tips and six pack holders, which have no 

presence in South Africa. 

The next International Coastal Cleanup is on 19 September 2020. 

_________________________________________________________________________________ 

John Kieser, Sustainability Manager, compiled this report: Plastics|SA 

 

Underwater Cleanup - 2019 ICC - Naomi van der Colff 
 

 

 

 

Zwartkops Cleanup - Zwartkops Conservancy 


