
Circular City
Labs Textbook
A digital guide to building a sustainable circular
economy through reusable plastics, innovation,
and inclusive collaboration in South Africa.



Introduction
This digital textbook contains consolidated 
training materials, based on the 
Accelerator programme training sessions 
that formed part of the Circular City Labs: 
‘Testing Reusable Packaging Systems’ 
project. 

The purpose of this textbook is to capture 
and consolidate lessons learned through 
the project’s implementation to reach a 
wider audience along the circular economy 
value chain.



The Circular City Labs: ‘Testing Reusable Packaging Systems’ 
project was commissioned by the German Federal Ministry for 
Economic Cooperation and Development (BMZ) and funded 
through the BMZ Initiative for Climate and Environmental 
Protection (IKU). 

The project aimed to reduce greenhouse gas emissions through 
waste prevention, test reusable packaging systems, and strengthen 
women’s participation in local circular economies.

Implemented by GIZ in partnership with Plastics SA, the project 
selected Gcwalisa as its pilot partner. In addition, three other 
businesses from the proposal pool were invited to join an 
accelerator programme designed to build their capacity in circular 
economy practices, reuse systems, and gender inclusion.

Project Background



Piloting Partner
Gcwalisa, a grocery outlet in Alexandra township, Johannesburg, 
operates on a weigh-and-pay model that enables customers to buy 
only what they need, helping to reduce the ‘poverty tax’ often faced 
by low-income households unable to buy in bulk.

During the pilot phase, Gcwalisa introduced reusable plastic 
packaging fitted with QR barcodes to track return cycles, replacing 
single-use packaging and promoting circular economy practices.
The initiative also created jobs for 4 women through reuse 
ambassadors who engaged customers and raised awareness; two of 
the women were retained after the pilot. 

With an average return rate of 35%, the project demonstrated strong 
community participation and delivered both environmental and 
socio-economic benefits, successfully meeting its intended objectives.

www.gcwalisa.com



Accelerator Programme
The ACEN study on scaling packaging reuse models in South Africa 
highlighted key challenges faced by reuse initiatives, including limited 
access to financing, difficulties in adapting supply chains for reuse, 
and the absence of clear health and safety standards. 

Recommended interventions included collaborative learning, 
innovative funding mechanisms, stronger supply chain partnerships, 
and the development of operating standards for reuse models.

In response, the accelerator programme, implemented by GIZ and 
Plastics SA, was designed to address these barriers by providing 
targeted training and mentorship to selected businesses such as 
Gcwalisa, Shix Mineral Ice, Reusify, and Smartfill, strengthening their 
capacity to implement and scale circular packaging solutions across 
South Africa.

Read more about the ACEN study.

Reference: Barnes, K. and Gihring, K. (2025). Scaling reuse-refill in South Africa: Learnings from local
experience. African Circular Economy Network (ACEN) for Circular City Labs South Africa, GIZ, and Plastics SA.

https://www.plasticsinfo.co.za/sustainability/sustainability-projects/#giz-partnership---gcwalisa


Chapter 2
Circular economy
& reuse systems in South Africa



Bianca Robinson
Introduction

ALPAL is a company whose vision is to transform supply chains for 
circular efficiency. They specialize in the reusable, bulk packaging - 
the first of its kind.

As Chief Innovation Officer, Bianca is responsible for driving both 
Business Innovation and Sustainability at ALPAL. She ensures that 
the organization holds true to its vision of providing customer value 
that is transformative by nature and circular by design. To this end, 
she is pioneering ALPAL’s digital strategy and steering the 
organization’s sustainability agenda.
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CIRCULAR ECONOMY
& REUSE SYSTEMS 
IN SOUTH AFRICA



WHAT IS ALPAL?

 OR CLICK HERE TO WATCH THE VIDEO

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cpzm1KX7ecI




CONTEXT IS KING01
SUSTAINABILITY TIMELINE02
SOUTH AFRICA CURRENT POSITION03
WHAT ARE THE DRIVERS04
EPR05
SA CHALLENGE & OPPORTUNITY06
WHAT TO EXPECT IN THE FUTURE07

OVERVIEW

WHAT BUSINESS/SA SHOULD BE
AWARE OF08





CONTEXT PROVIDES THE WHOLE PICTURE



SUSTAINABILITY TIMELINE



SUSTAINABILITY TIMELINE



SUSTAINABILITY TIMELINE



https://www.giz.de/de/downloads/iclei2024-en-south-africa-reusable-packaging-systems.pdf
https://www.giz.de/de/downloads/iclei2024-en-south-africa-reusable-packaging-systems.pdf
https://www.epa.gov/facts-and-figures-about-materials-waste-and-recycling/national-overview-facts-and-figures-materials#:~:text=The%20total%20generation%20of%20municipal,(50%20percent)%20were%20landfilled.
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=Municipal_waste_statistics#:~:text=update:%20February%202026.-,Highlights,recycling%20and%20composting)%20in%202023.&text=Municipal%20waste%20refers%20to%20waste,they%20have%20a%20similar%20composition.
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URGENCY?
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EVER-EVOLVING
MARKET

Dynamic interplay of
elements



SUSTAINABLE
TRANSFORMATION
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WHAT’S DRIVING THE
TRANSFORMATION?



SA CONSUMER HAS A FUNDAMENTALLY
DIFFERENT CONTEXT



HIERARCHY OF NEEDS

MATTER 
OF 

PRIORITIES



GENERALLY IN
DEVELOPED CONTEXTS...



GENERALLY IN
DEVELOPED CONTEXTS...



IN SOUTH AFRICA



SOUTH AFRICA & EPR



SA ARE AMONGST THE LEADERS IN EPR

https://ceflex.eu/epr-in-the-global-south-part-2-a-deeper-dive-into-countries-and-regions/


SOUTH AFRICA ARE AMONGST THE
LEADERS IN EPR

10%



THE CHALLENGE...



THE OPPORTUNITY...



WHAT CAN
SOUTH AFRICA
EXPECT IN THE
FUTURE?



WE LIVE IN A
GLOBAL
ECONOMY



NO COUNTRY IS AN
ISLAND



LOOK TO THE LEADERS



US GRANT FUNDING FOR A
RESEARCH PROJECT



WHERE ARE THE
LEADERS AT?



PACKAGING
LEGISLATION

Packaging &
Packaging
Waste
Regulation

Plastic 
Packaging
Tax EU Taxonomy
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PPWR



SUSTAINABILITY
CREDENTIALS
ARE HERE
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"Sustainability for the sake of
sustainability is not

sustainable"



ALPAL OVERVIEW

OR CLICK HERE FOR VIDEO

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-EKf2bnt5OE


WHAT SHOULD BUSINESS & SOUTH AFRICA BE
AWARE OF?
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HAS THE OPPORTUNITY TO
PRIORITISE

THE IMPORTANT 
BUT NOT URGENT 

SOUTH AFRICA

NOW



www.alpalbulkpackaging.com

https://www.alpalbulkpackaging.com


www.plasticsinfo.co.za


