
Article 2 of World Water Week 2017 series 

Does it matter if you drop a plastic bottle in the street? 
 

Plastic is a useful and versatile material. Just think of plastic food 

packaging. It is cheap. You can buy a plastic carrier bag for 50 cents. It is 

light. It therefore takes less fuel to transport food and drink to the shops 

and you can carry your food home without your arms aching. Its 

waterproof properties mean that your milk and sauces rarely leak out.  

Some types of plastic are rigid which protects your lunchtime sandwich 

from being crushed and misshapen, and the seal protects it from air, 

moisture and dirt so that it keeps fresh longer. Because your sandwich is 

packed in see-through plastic, it is easy for you to see if the chicken filling 

looks good to eat. There are just so many great reasons for using plastic. 

No wonder that almost every item of food and drink that we buy is 

wrapped in plastic. 

But what happens when we have eaten our way through that tub of yoghurt or finished that bottle 

of soft drink? What do we do with the plastic it came in? Most plastic packaging is single use; once 

the food is eaten, we don’t want the package it came in anymore. Four possible things can happen at 

that point. The bottle can be disposed of in a dustbin, or recycled, or incinerated, or it leaks into the 

environment.  Only 14% of plastic packaging is currently collected for recycling worldwide. About 

28% is incinerated, 40% goes into a landfill and a 

huge 32% leaks into the environment1.  

How do plastics leak into the environment? It might 

be because a person chooses to drop it on the ground 

rather than in a dustbin, or it might be that there is 

no collection service in the area where they live. If a 

plastic item is dropped on the ground, eventually 

wind or a rain storm will carry it to a storm water 

drain and it will be washed down into streams and 

rivers, where it will get caught up in branches and 

foliage along the bank, buried in the sediment or be 

carried down to the sea. We are accustomed to 

seeing plastic bottles and other trash which has gathered in a bend in a stream, and dirty shreds of 

plastic bags hanging from branches. It is ugly to look at. It is also a health hazard.  Food waste in a 

plastic packet will putrefy. Toxins in the plastic can poison fish and birds. Animals can be entangled 

or trapped by plastic, they can be suffocated, or they can become ill or die from eating the plastic. 2 

Removing the plastic and other waste is time-consuming, difficult and costly. Volunteer groups in 

Pretoria support the City of Tshwane in cleaning up sections of our rivers on a regular basis and find 
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there is always a lot to collect after a storm, ranging from carrier bags to computer terminals. It is 

difficult to collect a plastic bag which has wound itself around a thorny branch, or a bottle that is 

filled with muddy water and embedded in the soil.3 

If plastic waste is not collected, it will remain in the environment for hundreds of years. It slowly 

breaks down into smaller particles. Fish and birds can eat small particles, and if we eat the fish, the 

plastic can contaminate us too.  

This problem is not going away. Plastic use is growing. People today use twenty times more plastic 

than they did fifty years ago and a recent study estimates that in 2050, we will be using four times 

more plastic than we do now. The same study says that by 2050, we will be leaking so much plastic 

into the ocean that it will be the equivalent of dumping a load from four waste trucks each minute. If 

all this plastic piles up in the ocean without being removed, the weight of plastic in the ocean will be 

greater than the weight of fish by 2050.4 Who is going to pay to remove this plastic? How do we stop 

more being added? 

The good news is that we, as consumers who buy plastic every day, can do something to reduce this 

accumulation of waste plastic. There are recycling schemes in Pretoria that you can join.5 Some do 

charge a small amount a year for the bags they give you. This is because not enough people support 

recycling for companies to benefit from economies of scale. The executive director of Plastics SA 

said, in May 2016, “The lack of a consistent incoming stream of recyclables was the single biggest 

challenge plastics recyclers had to face during 2015.” “South Africa has a thriving recycling industry 

that creates jobs for thousands of people. Yet, it is frustrating to see that there is still not an 

established recycling culture in our country.“6 You can also write to the Mayor of the City of 

Tshwane and ask that the city gets on with rolling out a municipal-wide recycling scheme.  

Once you have started recycling, the next step is to get the food producers to be more conscious of 

the packaging they use. Much packaging does not have clear labelling to tell you whether it can be 

recycled. If it is something that you buy regularly, send the company which makes the product an 

email or give them a call, and ask them if the packaging they use can be recycled. If it can be 

recycled, ask them to please make sure this is clearly indicated on the package in future. If it can’t be 

recycled, ask them when they are going to change their packaging. You might think that they will be 

not be interested in your call, but you will be surprised how seriously they take your query.  

Thirdly, join one of the city’s local river care groups and help look after a small section of your 

nearest stream or river. A lot of us have embraced this idea of adopting our local stream and our 

small actions are adding up. We work with the national Department of Water and Sanitation7 and 
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Adopt Moreletaspruit Forum coordinates river care groups along the Moreleta River, Umkariso Women in 

Water is one of a number of river care groups in Mamelodi. 
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 Contact The Waste Group, Tel: 0861 2927. Email: clientservices@wastegroup.co.za 
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7
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the City of Tshwane. Together we can make a big difference to the environment. Contact Adopt 

Moreletaspruit Forum for more information.8  

………………………………………………………. 

 

This article is the second in a series of articles to mark World Water Week 2017. The articles form 
part of activities organised by the Moreleta-Pienaars Water Week 2017 Celebrations Committee, 
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 Department of Water and Sanitation 

 City of Tshwane 

 Community Colours 
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