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'We have been asking the government for
protective gear for a long time, even before the
coronavirus. Now we have to �nd our own
solutions.’

This is the �rst article in a series examining how coronavirus lockdowns are

a�ecting  vulnerable people around the world. 

As told to Kim Harrisberg, Thomson Reuters Foundation South Africa

correspondent.

JOHANNESBURG, April 7 (Thomson Reuters Foundation) – Across Africa,

governments keen to modernise booming cities often view poor people

making a living sifting through rubbish or hawking on the streets as a

hindrance.

This has been an ongoing battle for South Africa's 90,000 informal waste

reclaimers, who haul trolleys across the city to collect tins, plastic and
paper ( https://news.trust.org/item/20190530084326-pc8ak) from

people's trash before separating, washing and selling the goods to

buyback centres.
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Reclaimers recycle 80 to 90% of plastic and packaging in South Africa,

saving authorities up to 750 million Rand ($40 million) in land�ll costs,

the Pretoria-based Council for Scienti�c and Industrial Research

estimates. 

Under coronavirus lockdowns in South Africa, municipal waste

collections have continued but the movements and livelihoods of the

reclaimers have been frozen.

Luyanda Hlatshwayo, 35, is a waste reclaimer from Soweto township

who has been recycling for nearly a decade.

This is his story:

"I have been a waste reclaimer since 2011. It is di�cult work, but it puts

food on the table. Since the lockdown, things have not been good for us.

There was no consultation with the informal sector before the lockdown.

How are we meant to eat?

People are even selling their shoes to buy bread.

I usually wake at three in the morning to begin my work and my body is

used to that. This morning I woke at three a.m, opened the door, and just

stood there.

We are used to working hard. By nine o'clock you can see the distress.

People are desperately organising money to buy food in bulk. When we

try and leave the building to recycle we get beaten by the army or police.
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Waste picker Luyanda Hlatshwayo stands with his friend in an abandoned school where they live in

Johannesburg, South Africa, 15 May 2019, Thomson Reuters Foundation/Kim Harrisberg

If I look around me I see groups of people burning �res to keep warm

and cook their food in the abandoned soccer academy where we live in

Newtown in Johannesburg.

Up to 80 children live in the building, where nearly 400 of us share two

taps and eight toilets. There is no electricity. Numbers are growing every

day as the city's homeless have nowhere to go. I anticipate a riot soon if

people can't eat.

If a person is used to hard labor and you tell them they cannot work ... it

disturbs them. You know, people get frustrated. These children are

hungry. I'm locked up in a space that I'm used to, but I feel like I am a

foreigner here.
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We have been asking the government for protective gear for a long

time, even before the coronavirus. Now we have to �nd our own

solutions, and we are �nding them.

Those that are still managing to work don't touch the recyclable

materials for three days before they start washing it with the hopes that

the virus doesn't stay on the goods.

We are trying to keep sanitizers in our pockets. Some are even using

plastic bags on their hands as gloves because there aren't enough to go

around.

But personally, I wouldn't advise reclaimers to risk their lives out there

with this virus, or with the police for that matter.

We want to keep ourselves safe, keep ourselves alive.

We don't have electricity but we are trying to stay connected to the

outside world, to get more information on our cell phones if we can

charge them. We don't know the statistics. Is it getting better? Is it

getting worse? We are scared.
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Waste picker Luyanda Hlatshwayo goes through trash to �nd recyclable goods in Johannesburg, South

Africa, 15 May 2019. Thomson Reuters Foundation/Kim Harrisberg

People who eat at tables will be ok. People who can a�ord to have

prepared fridges full of food will be ok in the lockdown. You can't expect

people in the informal sector to behave the same as the people that are

di�erent from them.

We survive on a hand-to-mouth system. One day of us not working

disturbs our income. Imagine a two week lockdown?

Our only way to survive is to depend on alliances that we have built with

communities. Some are calling and checking in on us and asking, "Are you

ok?". Some leave food out by their bins hoping we will �nd it.
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We just keep hoping that a car will drive in with lots of mieliemeal (maize

�our porridge). This is just one of the informal settlements in

Johannesburg. There are guys under bridges, in �elds, in parks that no

one is worried about. 

Now we know for sure, informal people are at the bottom of the food

chain. We acknowledge that the government of South Africa does not

recognise reclaimers.

But I have a message to other waste reclaimers around the world trying

to survive this war:

It's not impossible to get recognition for your work. The most important

recognition that you need to have is recognising yourself as important.

Your work is important.

We may not see proper liberation for reclaimers in this lifetime but it will

de�nitely come.

We hope to get out of this coronavirus victorious."

($1 = 18.8138 rand)

Any views expressed in this article are those of the interviewee and
not of the Thomson Reuters Foundation.
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As authorities consider antibody tests and vaccines,
biometric ID systems can help keep track in
countries without ID systems

Coronavirus is changing the world in unprecedented ways. Subscribe here
(https://nam02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?
url=https%3A%2F%2Fsurveys.trust.org%2Fs3%2FCoronavirus-daily-
brie�ng&data=02%7C01%7CSonia.Elks%40thomsonreuters.com%7C47
a daily brie�ng on how this global crisis is a�ecting cities, technology,

approaches to climate change, and the lives of vulnerable people.

By Rina Chandran

BANGKOK, April 8 (Thomson Reuters Foundation) - As countries begin to

lift coronavirus lockdowns, biometric identi�cation can help verify those

who have already had the infection, and ensure that the vulnerable get

the vaccine when it is launched, health and technology experts said.
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Con�rmed cases of COVID-19, the respiratory disease caused by the

coronavirus, total more than 1.4 million, with about 82,000 deaths

worldwide, according to a Reuters tally.

Coronavirus: our latest stories
(https://nam02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?
url=https%3A%2F%2Fnews.trust.org%2Fcoronavirus%2F&data=02%7

China lifted a two-month lockdown
(https://news.trust.org/item/20200408065455-56idj/)in the

epicentre of Wuhan on Wednesday, and authorities in Britain and

elsewhere said they would begin antibody tests to see whether people

had been infected, to allow them to return to work or travel.

A biometric ID system can keep a record of such people and those

getting the vaccine, said Larry Dohrs, Southeast Asia head at iRespond, a

Seattle-based nonpro�t that launched its technology last month.

"We can biometrically identify the individual and tie them to the test

results, as well as to a high security document. The person then has 'non-

refutable' proof that they have immunity due to antibodies in their

system," he said.

"It would be a very valuable credential," he told the Thomson Reuters

Foundation. The nonpro�t already provides biometric IDs for refugees

and stateless people.

From disinfecting drones to talking robots and arti�cial intelligence to

develop vaccines, countries around the world
(https://news.trust.org/item/20200316140626-x791z/) have fast-

tracked technology during the coronavirus outbreak
(https://news.trust.org/item/20200320105803-ztaq0/).
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Now, �rms such as iRespond and Simprints - a UK-based nonpro�t that

develops biometric IDs for health and humanitarian use - are adapting

their technology for the next steps.

More than 1 billion people worldwide have no way of proving their

identity, according to the World Bank.

This will present a massive challenge for governments trying to ascertain

who has received the vaccine, said Prashant Yadav, a senior fellow at the

U.S.-based Center for Global Development.

"The initial COVID-19 vaccine supply will be limited, so it will be essential

to verify each dose reaches a real patient. Corruption, leakage, and even

accidental duplication waste precious supply and are deadly," he said.

"Biometric digital IDs can be a gamechanger. They can help governments

target population segments e.g. healthcare professionals or elderly

population, verify people who have received vaccination, and have a

clear record," he said.

Digital identity systems are already in use in many countries, linking

biometric data such as �ngerprints and iris scans to a unique digital code,

allowing for remote identi�cation.

These can be leveraged for tracking vaccination too, Yadav said,

although the vaccination infrastructure that is built around children will

need to be retooled for adults.

Many biometric systems are also based on �ngerprints, which can be a

transmission risk for the coronavirus, so Simprints is developing a

"touchless" technology that scans the face or the palm, said chief

executive Toby Norman.
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Such systems can also be abused by governments and private

companies, according to digital rights groups which have raised

concerns over the risk of increased surveillance
(https://news.trust.org/item/20200305002314-damsj).

To prevent any abuse, there has to be certainty about what the data will

be used for and for how long, and when it will be deleted, said Norman.

"National governments don't have a very good record of giving up new

powers once a crisis has passed," he said.

"Technology we use for disease surveillance today should not become

tools for state surveillance at a later date."

Related stories:

Digital IDs said to boost economies, but privacy is at risk
(https://news.trust.org/item/20190123185324-mk9et)

Ten years on, India's biometric ID excludes homeless, transgender
people (https://news.trust.org/item/20191126093342-6g8sr)

(Reporting by Rina Chandran @rinachandran; Editing by Zoe Tabary.
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