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DISTELL IS CLOSING THE LOOP ON WASTE 
  

Like the ancient Ouroboros symbol, where the serpent eats itself from the tail, forming a 

circle that is meant to signify an eternal cyclical renewal, there are innovative South Africans 

finding ways to close the loop. 

  

For many organisations, sustainability is a corporate responsibility and a necessary step 

towards enhancing future-fitness. For others, it’s a marketing must. But in South Africa, it is 

a survival imperative. 

  

Nothing, if not resourceful, South Africans will often regard the urgency of the issues 

confronting them as a catalyst for inventive problem-solving. 

  

Khayelitsha is a poor Cape Town settlement where jobs are few and prospects are slim. But 

should that preclude it from entrepreneurial opportunity? 

  

In 2019, Distell, South Africa’s leading producer of wines, spirits, ciders and ready-to-drinks, 

partnered with the Western Cape’s Department of Environmental Affairs and Development 

Planning, and the Cape Town City Council, to establish GreenUp.  

  

Explains Charles Wyeth, Distell’s acting group manager of sustainability: “The goal of our 

private/public partnership was to start cleaning up Khayelitsha, while also generating jobs 

and building skills.”  

  

The first step envisaged by GreenUp was to start clearing the area of beverage packaging and 

other solid waste. Waste pickers would be equipped with protective gear and custom-built 

trolleys and trained in collecting, separating, and processing what they describe as “post-

consumer materials” for recycling. 

  

They would also be taught financial, business, and operational skills to negotiate with and 

supply their pickings to recyclable buy-back centres established for the purpose. Buy-back 

centres would process the materials for on-sale to packaging manufacturers for the cycle to 

repeat itself.  

  

There are now 165 environmental assistants, as waste pickers are known, in Khayelitsha, 

supplying to seven buy-back centres in that area. 

  

https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1cPMFpVMiU4lugSMdbinpZNDEUHdXL7vG?usp=sharing


Similarly modelled enterprises have since been established with regional and local authorities 

in Gauteng, in Alexandria and Soweto; and in KwaZulu-Natal, in Durban and Newcastle, 

involving hundreds more people. 

  

It is estimated environmental assistants each collect a daily average of 200 kg of recyclables 

that would otherwise find their way into landfills.  The waste - glass and PET bottles, paper, 

metals, plastics - comes from households, taverns, streets and informal dumps. 

  

Software developers have developed programmes that digitise and automate the waste 

management operations, while interconnecting all role players in the waste value 

chain.  These steps have improved transparency and efficiencies and are enhancing the skills 

levels of environmental assistants as they track their own performance.  

  

Environmental assistants are also trained by PROCARE, an emotional wellness organisation, 

with a strong accent on health and safety, substance abuse, how to detect it and strategies to 

break bad habits. 

  

GreenUp has since worked with national government’s Expanded Public Works Programme 

to extend the number of environmental assistants involved.  

  

Most recently, GreenUp has begun a collaborative glass recycling initiative in KwaZulu-

Natal, the province that has been harshest hit by political unrest and climate extremes. Here it 

is working with Heineken. Already the initiative has cleaned up certain waste products from 

several informal settlements, as well as the entry and exit points of the Hluhluwe Imfolozi 

Game Reserve.    

  

Applying similar training and infrastructure principles to GreenUp, Distell also runs a bottle 

retrieval and recycling initiative, known as the Bottle Recovery programme. Entrepreneurs 

who specialise in bottle recovery are registered with the company, become part of a digital 

network, and are assisted in skills development to establish themselves as self-sufficient 

businesses owners. While this project helps to lower the company’s packaging footprint even 

further, right now it also provides a much-needed source of supply, given the continued 

worldwide shortage of bottles. 

  

Shabeer Jhetam, CEO of the Glass Recycling Company, speaking to WoSA CEO Siobhan 

Thompson, has been quoted as saying that glass recycling alone has produced income 

generation opportunities for around 50 000 waste pickers countrywide. They collect glass to 

sell to buy-back centres that in turn sell the cullet (crushed glass) to glass manufacturers who 

use it to produce new glass packaging. Research undertaken by his organisation shows that 

over 80% of these operations are also providers of additional employment. Some centres, he 

says, may employ a handful of people. Others as many as 100 or more. 

  



Currently 40% of cullet goes into the manufacture of new glass bottles in South Africa. 

Legislation under the Extended Producer Responsibility Scheme requires that the collection 

rate be increased to 64,4% by 2027. This will mean more revenue for those involved in the 

waste recovery programme. 

  

Last year, GreenUp won the recycling gamechanger award at PETCO, South Africa’s pre-

eminent environmental awards initiative, recognising excellence in re-use, recycling and 

waste minimisation among businesses, organisations, community groups and individuals 

within the South African plastics industry. 

  

“The next time you open a bottle or can, pause for a moment,” urges Wyeth. “The packaging 

in your hand, could well be linked back to a GreenUp environmental assistant.”  
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