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ABOUT THIS REPORT
This report was prepared by Plastix 911 on behalf of Plastics SA, and
serves to present the South African plastics industry’s activities
during 2020.
The information contained is based on sources, experimentation and
methodology which at the time of preparing this document was
deemed reliable. This information is not to be used by a third party
or extrapolated beyond its intended purpose, without the prior
permission of Plastics SA.
This document, parts thereof, or the information contained therein,
may not be used in a misleading, deceptive, defamatory or
inaccurate manner, or in any way that may be prejudicial to Plastics
SA, including, without limitation, implying that Plastics SA has
endorsed a particular company, product and/or service.
This Executive Summary is available as a public document. To access
the complete report, please contact Dianne Blumberg on
dianne.blumberg@plasticssa.co.za.
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1. PLASTICS IN SOUTH
AFRICA IN 2020
Over the last century, plastics have offered innovative solutions to society’s
permanently evolving needs and challenges. Versatile, durable, and incredibly
adaptable, plastics are a family of remarkable materials with science and innovation
in their DNA. Nowadays, they allow us to meet a myriad of functional and aesthetic
demands, from drinking clean water, playing sport, staying connected, enjoying the
comfort of home and the efficiency of clean mobility, to helping us to live longer
and healthier lives.
Due to a number of factors, plastics end up in the environment. This includes excessive
packaging, mismatched applications, lack of waste management services or infrastructure
and a lack of awareness. Plastic waste is unacceptable in any environment and this is
Plastics SA and the plastics industry’s top priority at all times. Global issues demand global
approaches and global solutions but in a local context. Strong partnerships between an
interconnected plastics value chain and all stakeholders, be they local, national or global,
are needed to solve this problem and to develop innovative, sustainable solutions.
.
Recycling is one of the most important actions currently available to reduce the
impact of this waste and represents one of the most dynamic areas in the plastics
industry today. Recycling provides an opportunity to reduce petrochemical usage,
carbon dioxide emissions and the quantity of waste to be disposed of.

88%

Plastics 2020 is an analysis of the data related to the production, consumption and
waste management of plastics materials. It provides the latest business information
on plastics manufacturing and recycling in the local plastics industry. In short, this
report gives an insight into the life cycle of plastics.
The data was collected by Plastix 911 for Plastics SA. Input was received from Sasol
and Safripol on local production. PETCO assisted with data from their listed PET
recyclers. Official trade statistics were obtained from SARS and The World Bank.
Research and technical expertise filled the gaps. All figures and graphs in this
report show data for South Africa, unless stated otherwise.
The study delivers a material flow analysis for plastics in South Africa and covers
the
production, processing and consumption of virgin plastics; plastics recycling; and
plastics recyclate and its areas of application.
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Some of the key findings of the Plastics 2020 report are listed below. (All of
these findings are for 2020, unless stated otherwise and for publication
purposes, the figures are rounded to the nearest 100 tons.)

1.1 DOMESTIC CONSUMPTION
In 2020, South Africa converted 1 739 480 tons of polymer into plastics
products, a decrease of 5.6 % from 2019.
This is the total of locally produced polymers, imported polymers and
recycled polymers sold to local convertors in South Africa, and excludes
polymers exported, virgin and recycled. Locally recycled polymer made up
17.0 % of the total domestic consumption, a drop from 18.3 % in the previous
year.
Per capita consumption for locally converted plastics (virgin and recycled)
decreased to 29 kg/person (31 kg in 2019). Per capita consumption for virgin
material only, dropped from 26 kg to 24 kg. Virgin consumption increased by
11 % since 2011 whilst recycled tonnages, locally converted, increased by 35 %
in the same 10 year period.
[1]

South African Population as per World Bank figures
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Figure 1: Domestic polymer consumption in South Africa - virgin and recyclate

The direct contribution to GDP remained at 2.3 %, however it contributed 20
% to the Manufacturing GDP (18.5 % in 2019). Very few plastics articles are
used on their own - they usually form part of a larger, more valuable product.
A plastics bumper does not have a value on its own, but added to the front
and rear of a passenger vehicle, it adds considerable value. South Africa’s
plastics industry is dominated by the packaging industry, which accounted
for 52 % of the local market followed by Building & Construction and
Agriculture.

Figure 2: Distribution of virgin materials locally converted in 2020
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1.2 PLASTICS MATERIALS
Commodity materials (Polyolefins, PVC, PET and PS) made up 88 % of the
domestic virgin consumption. Locally produced polymers (commodities,
UP and moulding powders) made up 71 % of the total domestic virgin
consumption. Most of the engineering polymers and specialty commodity
grades not locally produced, were imported by agents, representatives as
well as directly by convertors.
Recycled materials (recyclate) are locally converted into plastic products.
Some are good enough to complement virgin polymers and many others
have unique markets that have developed over the years that are suitable
for the quality of available recyclate. In a circular economy, good quality
recyclate will replace (complement) many more virgin applications.

1.3

MARKET SECTORS

Plastics convertors mainly manufacture packaging – both flexible and rigid
packaging. Thirty percent (30.1 %) of all plastics converted in South Africa
went into rigid packaging and 21.6 % into flexible packaging.
The Building and Construction sector represented 13 % of locally produced
products, Agriculture 9 % and Automotive and Transport 7 %. Some
growth in the Automotive sector can be contributed to a slightly increased
local content demand.
Medical applications, specifically non-woven PP cloth used for face masks,
smocks and coveralls, are included under 'Other' in the attached figure
and represent just under 1 % of the total plastics market in South Africa.
The abovementioned figures are for the domestic market. Data is not
available for imported plastic products, components, or packaged
products. The current practice is to offset all imported products with the
exported products. As the EPR scheme unfolds, plastics materials flowing
into and out of South Africa should form part of the total material flow.
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Figure 3: Market sectors for locally manufactured virgin plastics in 2020

2.

RECYCLING

In 2020, South Africa recycled 312 600 tons of plastics back into raw
materials. Of this, 16 120 tons were exported to converters elsewhere and
296 480 tons were converted in South Africa.

2.1

RECYCLABLE MATERIALS

Incoming materials that had reached their initial end of life made up 82 %
of the incoming recyclable waste stream. The largest quantity came from
landfill and other post-consumer sources (64 %). Post-industrial materials
(18 % - included in the abovementioned figure) were sourced from
distribution centres, shopping centres, farming communities and other
waste generators. Recyclers are increasingly going directly to the waste
generators in an attempt to improve the quality of the incoming
recyclables as well as reducing the costs. As a result, the recyclers get
cleaner materials and maintain their margins, even with lower quantities.
This is the big difference between South Africa and other developed
countries - in the European community, local government extracts the
recyclables from the waste stream as early as possible; in South Africa,
recyclables are mainly sourced from landfill, at a high cost.
The largest volume of incoming materials, 54 %, was sourced from the
formal sector, collectors and waste management companies – mostly
baled but also some loose materials.
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Figure 4: Plastics tonnages recycled into raw materials

Although very critical to the value chain, only 3.6 % of recyclables were
obtained directly from waste pickers and walk-ins. A further 6 % was
collected from drop-off facilities and buyback centres. The recyclers are
not geared to buy small volumes of unsorted, unbaled material. Waste
management companies buy recyclables from buyback centres, waste
pickers and small informal collectors and compact the material before
selling it to the recyclers.
Only a handful of recyclers have collectors and established depots to
complement their incoming stream of recyclables. Identifying potential
sources of recyclable materials is one of the major barriers to entry for new
start-ups.

2.2

RECYCLING VALUE CHAIN

The current, relatively well-developed recycling value chain is based on the
reclaiming of recyclables from municipal solid waste - represented by the
double green lines in the value chain schematic and to a lesser extent the
solid green lines. It is not known what the actual volumes of recyclable
waste sourced from litter, illegally dumped waste and waste discarded
into waterways are, but it would be negligible.
Products that are perfectly designed for recycling are often not reaching
the recycling (reprocessing) facilities as the key component of the
recycling value chain is the waste picker. The products that are picked
depend on the waste picker’s reward for effort and the larger, easier to
identify products are therefore more popular than smaller, lighter
products.
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Figure 5: Recycling Value Chain without any separation at Source

Figure 10 (on the last page of this document) represents the methodology followed to
derive at input- (collection) and output recycling rates for 2020.

2.3

RECYCLED POLYMERS

In 2020, South Africa recycled 11 % less than in 2019 in terms of output
tonnages. This does not reflect on the huge emphasis placed on recycling nor
the magnitude of the awareness campaigns or industry efforts, but is rather
an indication of the economic challenges that the manufacturing industry
experienced in general. It can also be be linked to Covid-related challenges,
e.g. no collection for 3 months, and the cost of energy which has a major
impact. (Energy plays a huge role as incoming waste from landfills is very
dirty and contaminated and requires additional steps in the South African
recycling value chain, namely washing (more than once) and drying before
processing.)

Figure 6: Plastics tonnages recycled in SA in 2020
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2.4 JOB CREATION
Approximately 52 100 informal income opportunities were sustained through
plastics recycling in 2020. These included waste pickers and employees of smaller
entrepreneurial collectors. Just more than R2 billion was contributed to the informal
collection industry by the plastics recycling industry.

Figure 7: Formal and informal employment in plastics recycling

88%

The number of employees at reprocessors decreased slightly, in line with the drop
in tonnages recycled. As recyclers focused on cleaner incoming recyclables of
higher quality, sorting was reduced, subsequently leading to a decrease in
employment. The tonnages per formally employed workers decreased due to the
high number of new entrants who were not yet in full production but were
recorded as part of the full staff complement.
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2.5 END MARKETS FOR
RECYCLATE
Suitable end-markets are critical for the sustainability of the plastics
recycling industry. Markets for recyclate exist in most local market sectors.
Only 5.2 % of the recyclate was exported as raw material to plastics
convertors in the SADC region and Asia.
A total of 3 170 tons of plastics waste was used for energy generation,
including processed waste for refuse-derived-fuel. These tonnages were
not taken into account for the mechanically recycled tonnages of 312 600.
Brand owners and retailers have committed to recycled content in
packaging – 97 260 tons of recyclate were used for packaging. Currently,
only rPET is suitable for food contact. Recycled PP, PE-LD and PE-HD is
used in non-food applications for personal- and domestic care
applications. Recycled flexible packaging was the largest market for
recyclate in 2020 with 22 % of all recycled materials being used in local
markets for shopping bags, refuse bags and general flexible packaging.
Agricultural applications for recyclate utilised 14 % for irrigation pipes,
rotational moulded tanks, borehole liners and animal feeding- and water
troughs, for example. Clothing and footwear made up 14 % of the total
domestic recyclate market and were mainly PET fibre and PVC-P footwear.
Builders’ film, geotextiles and composite building panels used 12 % in the
Building and Construction market sector.

Figure 8. Domestic market applications in 2020 for recycled materials
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Polywood (2%) is kept as a separate market sector and not split into its
various final applications ranging from Toys and Leisure (playground
equipment) and Furniture (park benches, etc.) to Agricultural products
such as fencing and animal troughs.

2.6

RECYCLING OPERATIONS

There were 276 recycling operations recorded in South Africa at the end of
2020. Of the recyclers surveyed, 34 % processed post-consumer materials
and granulate, wash and pelletise. Only a portion of these recyclers can
successfully process landfill-sourced material. The high capital investment
cost of proper wash plants is feasible only for larger operations.
Cleaner post-industrial and pre-consumer materials don’t have to be
washed and the processors will only granulate and pelletise; (33 % of the
recyclers in the sample).
51 % of the recyclers who were recycling 58 % of the tonnages in 2020 are
based in Gauteng. The recyclers in the Western Cape and Northwest
Province process on average more tonnages per recycler than in the other
provinces. Most of the end-markets are in Gauteng.
The tonnages recycled in a specific province are not necessarily an
indication of the source of the recyclables. Recyclable waste is transported
long distances and recyclers source materials in the larger centres as well
as in their own immediate surroundings. Return trips transport recyclable
materials to the reprocessor, which then delivers the recyclate to
converting customers.

PPPPAPPAGE 13

Figure 9. Provincial Representation of Recyclers in South Africa

3.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Over the last century, plastics have offered innovative solutions to society’s
permanently evolving needs and challenges. Versatile, durable, and incredibly
adaptable, plastics are a family of remarkable materials with science and
innovation in their DNA. Nowadays, they allow us to meet a myriad of functional
and aesthetic demands, from drinking clean water, playing sport, staying
connected, enjoying the comfort of home and the efficiency of clean mobility, to
helping us to live longer and healthier lives.
Plastic waste is unacceptable in any environment and this is Plastics SA and the
plastics industry’s top priority at all times. There are many organisations, task
teams and industry initiatives trying to deal with the impact of plastics on the
environment and many of the efforts are being duplicated. Some are focused on
a single aspect without taking into account the impact it may have on other
environmental aspects. The DTIC’s Plastics Master Plan lists the need to develop a
roadmap (action plan) to manage the negative impact of plastics on the
environment, as one of its key pillars. There is no need for any new action items
or recommendations. The various activities need to be coordinated to have the
biggest impact. There are a multitude of aspects that need to be considered in
developing such an action plan. Some are listed below – in no particular order.
The challenges with plastic pollution are addressed through three major
initiatives currently being developed in South Africa:
1. Initiative to end Plastics waste in the environment,
2. The SA Plastics Pact, and
3. The EPR legislation of the Department of Fisheries, Forestry and the
Environment.
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The roadmap needs to pull these initiatives together.
The plastics industry needs to take a proactive role in providing factual information
on plastics, its benefits and its environmental impact.
The stakeholders need to engage all three levels of government to address waste
management at local municipal level.
Plastic producers and packaging value-chain stakeholders need to align with
circular principles and drive the local circular economy in the country.
The increasing volume of biodegradable and compostable products sold in the
local market creates challenges with regards contamination of the incoming
recyclable waste stream for plastics, confusion amongst retailers and brand
owners re its carbon footprint and confusion amongst consumers with regards its
end-of-life management. Dedicated collection systems for these alternative
materials need to be developed.
Standards and specifications to be compiled for recycled content products and
packaging to ensure public health, safety and environmental protection.
Identify product ranges that can be identified for green procurement initiatives
like polyester staple fibres, strapping, monofilament and geotextiles from PP and
PET packaging waste.Develop an unambiguous methodology to determine the
progress (or success) of removing plastic from the environment.
Many different terms are used to express the amount of raw material
manufactured from waste, being it up-cycled, down-cycled or recycled! Clear
definitions are required for the various measuring tools and there needs to
alignment between the various packaging mediums (glass, paper and metal) to
report on the same achievements.
Plastic products systematically replaced traditional materials since the 1950’s as
being more sustainable, cheaper and more durable than its predecessors. How
these materials are managed at its end-of-life is key to the future of the
industry. Plastics can be re-used and refilled, recycled and finally, the captured
energy can be recovered when it can no longer be re-used. All stakeholders in
the value chain need to collaborate to develop sustainable product
management principles that will ensure a complete circular life cycle for
plastics.
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Figure 10: Schematic representation of the methodology followed for 2020 input recycling rates
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