
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 6
Gender inclusive approaches to
reuse & circular economy 
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Iris Braun
Iris founded share in 2017, the largest purpose brand in DACH 
region in retail. share has a one-for-one principle and donates an 
equivalent item for every purchase that can be tracked. 

To date, share has sold (and therefore donated) around 200 
million products to over 4 million customers. share works with 
reusable and fully recycled packaging, pioneered the first fully 
recycled water bottle in Germany and employs around 100 
‘sharies’. 

Before share, Iris worked in economic research in India with a 
focus on gender equality and is an economist by trade, curious 
by nature. Iris lives in Berlin with her partner and 20 month old 
son.
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https://share.eu
mailto:irisbbraun@gmail.com
https://www.linkedin.com/in/ibraun/
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