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1. Introduction and background  

Asiye eTafuleni (AeT) collaborate closely with informal workers and allied professionals to develop 

inclusive urban spaces that support sustainable livelihoods for informal workers operating in public 

spaces. AeT was founded over 17-years ago, and collectively its co-founders and team have over 70-

years’ experience in and history with the Warwick Junction market area and community. This 

experience has informed AeTs belief that supporting informal economic spaces such as markets, 

street-side vending, informal recycling, should be integrated into the city’s planning and budgeting 

priorities. This leads to the creation of inclusive urban environments that are both supportive of informal 

workers’ livelihoods, and ones that are vibrant and culturally important for the entire city.  

AeT advocate for deep consultative and participatory processes focused on promoting and 

developing good practice and process around inclusive urban planning and design that empowers 

the working poor to become co-developers in their working environments. Through AeTs 

interconnected workstreams - urban intelligence, urban advocacy, urban learning, and urban 

innovation - the organization has been proactive in terms of advancing the socio-economic rights of 

informal workers, achieving positive, sustainable outcomes, and influenced cities worldwide to 

develop creative and integrated approaches to handling the informal economy.  

AeTs sustained presence in Warwick Junction, longstanding relationships, established networks and 

extensive experience in co-design projects positions us well to develop a constructive urban 

intervention that reduces loss of shopping trolleys in the retail sector, supports and dignifies livelihoods 

in the informal sector, and establishes linkages between the two sectors. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Annually retailers replenish huge volumes of shopping trolleys (around 60%1) to replace depreciated 

stock, or to replace stock that has been misappropriated. A mechanism employed by retailers to 

manage and protect their stock of shopping trolleys, and minimise loss, is to acquire private security 

services to recover trolleys that have been misappropriated.  

 

Informal workers are largely prejudiced for using shopping trolleys and are regularly subjected to 

security raids, however what is misunderstood is that the theft of shopping trolleys is commonly by an 

 
1 Confidential source – November 2019. 
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intermediary and not informal workers. Without appearing to condone the means of acquisition, 

informal workers generally purchase shopping trolleys from the appropriator, as reflected in the 

process diagram below: 

 

Diagram: The process of misappropriated shopping trolleys. 

The current recovery method by private security services is not a long-term solution;  it is not 

sustainable. Also, AeTs initial legal research indicates significant legal and constitutional implications 

regarding the manner in which trolleys are currently being repossessed from informal workers. 

(Appendix A provides an overview of the legalities of retail shopping trolleys). AeT believes there is 

another way, through diversionary interventions, that yield positive outcomes for both the formal 

(retail) and informal sectors. 

The first phase in this process was to analyse the underlying systemic issues as well as the value chain 

and uses of shopping trolleys beyond the retail sector. AeTs  fieldwork enables prior knowledge and 

long history working with informal workers and conveyances, enables us to develop a stronger case 

to support a diversionary intervention.  

Diagram: Phased Project Plan. 

This report captures findings in the form of qualitative and quantitative feedback, including 

photographic evidence, based on observations and consultations with informal workers in Warwick 

Junction who utilise retail shopping trolleys for a diverse range of activities that support their livelihoods. 
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2. Fieldwork (Phase 1) 

 

2.1. Fieldwork area  

 

Map: Warwick Junction 

2.2. Diverse uses of shopping trolleys in the informal sector 

There is an increasing demand for trolleys on the street for a multitude of uses across the city, to 

transport supplies such as food, stock, wood, boxes, water, recyclables etc.  Trolleys are also used to 

transport luggage and loads for customers, and many itinerant traders use this conveyance to sell 

their products from, for example fruit, snacks, cool drinks, accessories, cosmetics and mealies (corn-

on-the-cob).  

Categories of use: 

• Porters 

• Street vendors and market traders 

• Informal recyclers  

• Water carriers 

 

(Appendix B provides a gallery of images representing these uses) 
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2.3. Key findings based on consultations with informal workers2 

 

• Approximately 70% of the trolleys in Warwick Junction are plastic, the balance metal. 

• Trolleys from all retail stores have been identified on the street. 

• The price paid for a shopping trolley ranges between R50 and R150 (ZAR). 

• Average period informal workers are in possession of a shopping trolley is between 1 week and 

a couple months. Trolleys are stolen, confiscated or majority are retrieved during various 

security raids. 

• Overnight storage, of trolleys only, is approximately R20 (ZAR) per week - Porters for instance 

require storage of the trolley as they do not hold stock.  

• AeT estimates, based on observations, that 1 in 5 informal traders have a shopping trolley. In 

Warwick Junction alone there are approximately 8,000 informal workers which means at any 

given time there is a minimum of 1,500 shopping trolleys being used for a diverse range of 

activities that support the livelihoods of informal workers.  

• When security services are deployed to retrieve trolleys, due to their ruthless approach, 

informal workers not only loose the trolley they have purchased but also experience product 

loss / wastage when trolleys are upended. This is also a gendered issue; fewer women utilise 

trolleys as they are violence adverse and would be fearful of the security raids by primarily 

male private security officials executing the trolley retrieval.  

• Most of the informal workers consulted would prefer a purpose-made trolley (and are 

interested in being involved in the design process). 

 

 

2.4. Value derived from use of shopping trolleys 

There is a demand for trolleys on the street because they are an invaluable asset to informal workers 

as an essential non-motorized freight transport tool in their livelihood strategies. These are a few 

examples of the livelihood opportunities derived from having access to this asset (based on AeTs 

historical research as well as recent fieldwork): 

 

• Itinerant traders3 selling fruit vended from shopping trolleys 

turnover between R50 – R400 (ZAR) per day. 

 

• Porters utilising shopping trolleys to fulfil their services 

support both the commuter population by transporting 

luggage or goods, as well as street vendors and market 

traders who need to transport stock from a taxi or 

wholesaler to their trading stall for example. Porters charge 

anything between R10 and R40 (ZAR) per load, which is 

dependent on distance, and on average transport 6 loads 

per day but on busy days can transport over 30 loads.  

 

 

• According to the book, Working in Warwick: Including street traders in urban plans, during high 

season Mealie Cooks from Warwick Junction turnover up to R2-million (ZAR) per week selling 

 
2 Based on longstanding anecdotal evidence and pre-lockdown fieldwork with a selected sample group 
3 Itinerant trading is specifically managed and administered, and is generally not authorized unless permissions are 
received. Developing an appropriate conveyance could strengthen the case for itinerant traders and potentially a more 
progressive approach to the acceptance and legitimise their livelihood activity.   

https://aet.org.za/resources/publication-working-in-warwick/
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mealies (corn-on-the-cob) around the city, mainly vended from shopping trolleys. This diagram 

details the distribution and vending of mealies. (See Appendix C provides a gallery of images 

representing these uses) 

 

• Water carriers, some of whom use trolleys as a conveyance to distribute water around Warwick 

Junction for taxi washing, cooks etc and earn R400 to R500 (ZAR) a day (R100 per trip)4.  

 

 

3. Intervention (Phase 2) 

Informal workers create the demand for shopping trolleys for various uses across the city, therefore a 

diversionary intervention in the form of a co-designed, purpose-made trolley / conveyance is 

necessary to minimise the appropriation of market carts. It would also add huge value to the informal 

sector and change the urban aesthetic; improve livelihood opportunities, destigmatize and legitimize 

seemingly illegitimate activity. This would be a more constructive solution compared to the current 

recovery processes which criminalise the informal workers. 

3.1. Design clues and preferences 

The practical uses of the shopping trolley in the informal sector provide design clues and preferences 

for such a response as well as the feedback received during consultations, for instance; 

• Plastic trolleys are preferred because often when transporting goods informal workers are 

forced to share the road with speeding taxi’s and cars due to no pavements, or the pavements 

are full of potholes and rings intended for trees. There are also very few scoops which makes it 

near to impossible to hoist heavy loads on and off the pavements. In these instances, having 

a plastic trolley is lighter and less abrasive when there are close encounters with pedestrians or 

vehicles on the road.  

 

• The quality of the Woolworths trolley is preferred, it is perceived that they are more robust and 

durable. This will need to be interrogated; however, it highlights that street preference 

recognises design as a factor.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
4  Based on research with the Rockefeller Foundation. 
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• Adaptions made to the trolleys, for example the trolleys reinforced with wood, plastic crates, 

or paint tins to carry heavier loads. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• Occasionally shopping trolleys are strung together to form a ‘train’, or modified with crates to 

create more space for bigger loads. 

 

• Due to security raids, theft or confiscations, the cost incurred by informal workers for shopping 

trolleys is ongoing. Trolleys for many informal workers is a key tool in their livelihood strategies 

and therefore are intentional about the trolley they acquire and endeavour to protect their 

asset by adding chains and distinguishing markings.  
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3.2. Feasibility 

Critical to Phase 2 having a positive outcome is developing a design of a conveyance that is 

appropriate, affordable and a sustainable model to support informal workers. Therefore, the first part 

of this process will need to include a feasibility study that explores production costs, design parameters 

and a financial model.  

3.3. AeTs approach 

Utilizing participatory action research, a methodology that has become embedded into AeTs 

approach through a project called Kanyenathi, together with AeTs urban intelligence, social 

facilitation and technical expertise, AeT is confident a solution/s will emerge. 

AeT has experience that supports this particular project, for example AeT co-designed carts for 

Informal Recyclers and Mealie Cooks, and are designing wheels for Barrow-operators trolleys. AeT also 

remain connected to Rhodes University Ergonomics and Human Factors Facility has collaborated with 

the resulting in ergonomic testing of carts and further research projects 

 

AeT is positioned to experiment with stakeholders through an ideation process and understand the 

performance criteria on the street; aware of the working environment and needs, even the finer 

details such as wheel bearings. 

In progressing through this process of developing an appropriate conceptual solution, in parallel with 

a feasible model, the final phase of prototyping and testing can be initiated. 

 

4. Broader impact 

Warwick Junction is the third largest informal trading and transport node in South Africa.  This 

intervention would reduce the impact on the retail sector in proximity to this node. However, this pilot 

initiative, in a realistic operational environment, could also have national implications as 

misappropriation of trolleys is a universal problem for the retail sector. AeT is connected to other dense 

informal trading nodes in the country. 
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There is also an opportunity to influence more progressive and inclusive regulations around itinerant 

traders as well as attitudes towards non-motorized freight [NMF]. The municipality’s NMT strategy5 is 

currently biased toward recreational activity. There are approximately 1,500 shopping trolleys being 

moved around Warwick Junction, [80 Water Carriers, 500 Informal Recyclers  and up to 1,000 Barrow-

operators] transporting goods through the inner-city which reveals the value chains within the sector 

relying on NMF [and the integral role they play in the functioning of the inner-city economy]. 

 

 

5. Emerging rational design 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It is evident that to initially design a fit-for-purpose NMF plastic cart would be prohibitive because 

of the high cost of the mould.  In addition, it would be preferable that recycled plastic be utilized 

which presents some challenges and limitations with injection moulding.  It would seem therefore, 

that utilizing a current proprietary supermarket trolley ‘bin’ [with the participation of a retail chain] 

but with a rational design ‘chassis’ could:   

• reimage the cart fit for an alternate and dedicated purpose 

• implement a technical response appropriate to loading and surface conditions. 

• dignify the informal work activity 

• manage the cart appropriation from the retailer. 

 
5  In 2016, the eThekwini Municipality passed the Inner-City Local Area Plan that emphasizes their commitment to the 
green economy and non-motorized transport within the Inner-City: 
http://www.durban.gov.za/City_Services/development_planning_management/Documents/Inner%20City%20LAP%20
Nov%202016.pdf 

http://www.durban.gov.za/City_Services/development_planning_management/Documents/Inner%20City%20LAP%20Nov%202016.pdf
http://www.durban.gov.za/City_Services/development_planning_management/Documents/Inner%20City%20LAP%20Nov%202016.pdf
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6. Conclusion 

The linkages between the retail (formal) and informal sectors, and the extended value and use of 

shopping trolleys are largely misunderstood. AeT has identified an opportunity at the intersection of 

these sectors where a constructive intervention could impact positively on both sectors. 

We are aware that there are challenges that may still need to be overcome as we implement Phase 

2, such as feasibility, implications of diminished roles of security services and appropriators in the 

current ‘system’, as well as the punitive actions by law enforcement. 

However, this initiative is one step in bridging the divide between the retail (formal) sector and the 

informal sector. AeT believe that an ideal city would be a hybrid city, one that wouldn’t draw an 

artificial and prejudicial distinction between formal and informal. The informal economy shouldn’t be 

seen as a destructive or competitive market but rather a sector that contributes to a more inclusive 

city in the broader sense.  

The fieldwork conducted affirms the need  for an appropriate, sustainable conveyance for informal 

workers (Phase 2) which could impact the livelihood opportunities of informal workers and mitigate 

the conventional strategies employed by retailers (that are ruthless, costly and not curbing the issue 

of misappropriation of trolleys).  
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Appendix A: Legalities on retail shopping trolleys. 

Compiled by Thuli Moyo, Asiye eTafuleni, August 2020. 

A.  Supply chain of the trolleys on the streets 

Manufacturers → Retailers → Appropriator (stolen property) → Street traders 

The legal complexities flowing from this above possession equation relates as follows:  

a) Who is criminally liable for the stolen trolleys i.e. is it the appropriator / street trader found in 

possession of stolen property at the time of seizure?  

b) Who bears the onus of proof beyond a reasonable doubt that the trolley in question is stolen 

property? (bear in mind some traders attain such through donations from retailers)  

c) What are the demarcating codes for trolleys belonging to PnP, Checkers, Spar etc  

d) Who has the mandate and authority to do the seizure of the trolley in terms of the law?  

d) What are the protocols and procedures to be duly applicable in this process to constitute lawful 

compliance? 

B. Rights and responsibilities 

- Traders must execute due diligence prior obtaining trolleys illegally. Failure thereof renders 

them criminally liable for being in possession of stolen property, unless substantively proven 

otherwise. 

- Traders must be duly informed / subpoenaed to appear for investigation purposes and duly 

respond to all related to this suspected stolen property. 

- In terms of CPA, SAPS solely hold the locus standi to conduct investigation and do so within 

the confinements of the law. Delegation of such authority is non permissible. 

- Procedures and protocols relating to seizure of the stolen property are clearly encapsulated 

under CPA and must be adhered to. In a constitutional dispensation, such must be done in a 

manner that does not trump on constitutional entitlements of the accused e.g. disposal of 

mealies in bins / placing mealies directly on pavements during seizure process by private 

security officials is prima facie unconstitutional. 

C. Redress mechanisms 

i) Seizure of stolen property 

Criminal Procedure Act 1977 

CONDUCT COMPLIANCE INSPECTION / OPERATION / INVESTIGATION 

- The SAPS member conducting the compliance inspection/operation/investigation must 

inspect the following: Registration certificate, dealer stock registers, records, books or other 

documents relating to the goods in or on the premises; 

- Compare the goods with the entries in the stock registers; 

- Obtain a search and seizure warrant (J51) when conducting an operation. 
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PROVIDE INFORMATION REGARDING ANY SEIZURE 

- The SAPS member provides the necessary information to the second-hand goods dealer in 

respect of the alleged suspected stolen/illegal goods found at the premises and seize the 

goods, if required. 

- The SAPS member must provide the CAS number of the registered case to the second-hand 

goods dealer prior to the confiscation, if available. 

SEIZE GOODS AND ISSUE A SAPS 13(b) 

- The SAPS member must issue a SAPS 13(b) to the second-hand goods dealer upon the 

confiscation of the illegal/suspected stolen goods and obtain a statement. 

- The seized goods must be retained in the SAPS 13 property store and a distinctive 

identification mark must be allocated. 

- Disputed seized goods should not be handed to an individual person but must be handed in 

at the SAPS 13 for safe keeping while the investigation continues, in order to verify ownership 

of the goods. 

Get the date of seizure, the identities of police officer(s) involved, a list of items seized, and a police 

inventory number. 
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Appendix B: Diverse uses of shopping trolleys in the informal sector. 

 

                

 

                     

   

                

 

 

 

 

Shopping trolleys used to restock trading stalls. 

Shopping trolleys being used by Porters. 

Shopping trolleys being used by a Water Carrier (left) and an Informal Recycler (right). 
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Shopping trolleys being used by Itinerant Traders. 

Shopping trolleys being used by Wood Salvagers transporting materials to Mealie Cooks. 

Shopping trolleys being used by Mealie Cooks. 
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Appendix C: eThekwini inner-city mealie value chain.  

 

 

Diagram: eThekwini inner-city mealie distribution and vending  

 

R2million (ZAR) turnover per week 

14 bakkies 

8,400 cobs / 28 tonnes daily 

average income R10,000 per month 


