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Registration number 154-075 NPO   
 

La Mercy Residents’ Action Group 
P O Box 1176 La Mercy 4405: e-mail; lamercyactiongroup@gmail.com 
Telephone 0329415128; 0824578011; 0823754735 
 

 

Date: 5 August 2016 

The DEA Case Office: 
Ms Nyiko Nkosi 
National Department of Environmental affairs 
 
Dear Ms Nkosi, 
 
Re -   DEA Reference No. 14/12/16/3/3/2/652: Desalination by SWRO 

Our email and attached comprehensive comment document sent to on 13th June 2016 and your 

reply on the 14th June 2016 bear reference. 

LaMRAG also refers to the comments of the EAP (CSIR) per Annick Walsdorff pursuant to our view 

that the EAP and Applicant (Umgeni Water) have not pertinently and substantially responded to 

most of the issues raised in our comments nor to the many concerns raised by other groups and 

individuals. The following is the last email we received from the EAP. 

“Thank you for your email. 
Comments from LAMRAG received on 13 June 2016 refer. 
We have gone through your comments and these comments do not raise any new issues that have 
not already been identified and addressed/responded to in the EIA Report. These simply re-iterate 
issues that have already been addressed at numerous occasions. At the time of receiving these 
comments (submitted after the closure period on the draft EIA report of 09 May 2016), the Final EIA 
report had already been finalised. In light of the above, these late comments have not been included 
in the Final EIA report.  
  
We have however sent to Mrs Nkosi (cc'd on this email), a table indicating where responses to those 
comments can be found in the Final EIA report (please kindly refer to attached document). Please be 
assured that the case officer has seen and is aware of those comments.” 
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Kind Regards, 
Annick  
 
With respect to the EAP, and Ms Walsdorff , in particular the comments by ourselves to the Draft EIR 
are not the same as our comments to the Final EIR. Obviously if the EIR was finalised before our 
comments reached the EAP, they cannot be regarded as dealt with before. Further, LaMRAG, 
supported by individuals and groups of GLaMCZ (Greater La Mercy Coastal Zone) such as King Shaka 
Estate and South Durban Communities Environmental Association, has submitted a detailed point by 
point analysis of the Final EIR. Simply dismissing our comments as addressed as part of the paper 
trail falls considerably short of the depth of engagement that our report calls for.  
 
 
As you are aware section 24 of the Constitution and the NEMA, our environmental laws are 
interpreted in the light and spirit of the right to an environment not harmful to health and well – 
being and the right to protection of the environment for the benefit of present and future 
generations by law and other measures that prevent pollution, ecological degradation, promote 
conservation and secures ecologically sustainable development. 
 
LaMRAG mission is to ensure that our communities’ rights under law are not violated. LaMRAG 
would not oppose sustainable development that can be shown to bring relief economically and 
socially to the thousands of residents who are homeless and jobless. LaMRAG has been supporting 
these communities from its establishment. Our view is that any application seeking approval for 
large scale harm to our environment without clearly showing that the benefits for our communities 
are substantially greater than harm must be refused. The EAP has shown no understanding 
whatsoever about the critical needs of our communities in terms of economic and social 
development. As our Constitution indicates all development will have to be sustainable in relation to 
the environment. LaMRAG and all communities in the area and Environmental agencies throughout 
the municipality oppose the SWRO desalination because it is not a sustainable development.  
 
An important consideration when application is sought for development that has negative 
environmental implications is the level of support for such development against the level of 
resistance. Going by the comments of I & APs there is no group or individual that actively supports 
Desalination in Tongaat while there is an overwhelming level of resistance to the proposal. Few 
communities, if any, have been as badly affected by the shortage of water as La mercy. The shortage 
which has been an on - going problem from 2010 is associated with the poor capacity of Hazelmere 
Dam, which has been falling into disrepair for some time. Water for La Mercy has been diverted to 
supply areas outside the eEThekwini municipal area. Hence, the fact that we are not overjoyed by 
the idea of no future shortage of such an essential need is an indication that SWRO desalination in 
Tongaat or anywhere in the east coast of South Africa is not a feasible option to ensure that the 
region’s future demand for water is met.   
 
The questions that immediately arise are these: 
 

 Why desalination instead of conservation and the application of the environmental ethical 
code – RECYCLE, RE – USE, REDUCE? 

 Why is there no provisional COST BENEFIT ANALYSIS? The main challenge for SWRO 
technology for 50 years has been the actual cost. The following extract from National 
Academies Press “A National Perspective” ‘The costs and benefits of Desalination.’ indicates 
why a desalination proposal must consider not only the actual costs of technology but also 
the environmental costs. www.nap.edu/read/12184/chapter/8   

http://www.nap.edu/read/12184/chapter/8
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“In assessing the future prospects and promise of desalination technology it is particularly 
important to examine the current and prospective economic and financial circumstances 
that are likely to surround the technology as it develops. An examination of the structure of 
desalination costs and of the determinants of those costs is important in identifying areas in 
which research might be pursued with the greatest effect. A consideration of the availability 
and costs of alternative supplies helps to place the future role of desalination in perspective. 
Finally the issues of reliability, water quality and environmental impacts need to be 
understood if the costs and benefits of desalination technology are to be broadly 
understood.” 
 
LaMRAG submits that the neither the applicant nor the EAP has proved that the costs of 
desalination will be the most economical alternative to meet the present or future water 
demands of the region. 
 

 There are environmental challenges that are immense in this zone. The harm will impact the 
and terrestrial marine ecology, the dunes, the fishing economy, the agricultural economy, 
the real estate development, the visual impact, the noise pollution, the heritage 
considerations and  which are less direct.  The industrialization of this zone will negatively 
impact its tourism and recreational development potential.  

 The energy requirements have not been studied.  The application is flawed without such an 
important investigation. In our view the energy which will come from electricity generated 
with coal power cannot be justified when South Africa is obliged to reduce its emissions to 
comply with its climate change obligations. 

 
LaMRAG is of the view that with those seized with the function of water quality, allocation and 
distribution have not undertaken these responsibilities with due diligence. This view is confirmed by 
scientist and water expert Dr. Anthony Turton:  
 

“The microcystin levels found in a number of major dams – including Hartbeespoort, Hazelmere, 

Midmar and the Vaal Dam – are amongst the highest ever measured in the world. 

“Microcystin toxin levels become a concern in developed countries at far below the levels commonly 

found in South Africa. 

“Moreover, nothing is being done here to remove the toxin. There are only two known technologies 

capable of neutralising microcystin, and neither is in mainstream use in any of the country’s bulk 

potable water treatment plants. 

“Worse still, no one knows whether these technologies can in fact neutralise microcystin at the 

concentrations found in South Africa. In this regard, we are truly flying blind.” 

Instead of dealing with these difficult issues, the Government is under-reporting the extent of 

eutrophication. Official reports suggest that only 5% of the national water resource is at risk, but a 
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recent study by the Council for Scientific and Industrial Research (CSIR) has found that at least two 

thirds of South Africa’s largest dams are already eutrophic. 

The more eutrophication proceeds, the more the 38 billion cubic metres of water in our dams are 

likely to become unusable……says Turton. 

LaMRAG wants to emphasis the point that all the alternatives that are not harmful to the 

environment must be explored thoroughly before desalination by SWRO technology is even 

considered by the national water authority. Umgeni water should not have been allowed to 

investigate desalination before engaging all concerned sectors. Water is a national resource and 

must benefit all communities. The Department of Environmental Affairs is now urged to step into 

the breach and prevent this travesty of justice from taking place.  

We respectfully request that the application be rejected as it has no merit and is does not prove that 

desalination by SWRO technology is an environmentally sustainable development. 

We attach again our full response to the final EIR that EAP has not commented onto the full extent 

required. 

Sincerely, 

B Rawheath 

Adviser 

BA (UDW) DIP IURIS LLB (UNISA)  

LLM ENVIRONMENTAL and CONSTITUTIONAL LAW (UNISA) 

LaMRAG Greetings 
Betty 
Adviser 
R. Rawheath 
General Coordinator 
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La Mercy Residents’ Action Group1 

 
Comment in response to the Draft EIA report on the Umgeni Water Proposal for Desalination by 
SWRO Technology in La mercy 
 
Introduction  
 
La Mercy Residents’ Action Group (LaMRAG) objects to the construction and operation of the 
desalination plant in La Mercy. LaMRAG represents the communities of the Greater La mercy Coastal 
Zone (GLaMCZ) a mainly residential zone containing an approximately 10 hectare agricultural zone 
upon which Umgeni Water is proposing this development. It is our duty and responsibility as a civil 
society non – profit voluntary organisation to show to the authorities seized with the decision -making 
on this application that this proposal which is in fact an industrial development is inconsistent with 
and a grave violation of the principles set out in section 24 of the Constitution2 “everyone has the right 
– (a) to an environment that is not harmful to their health or well- being.” 
The right of access to sufficient food and water is also a socio-economic right included in the 
Constitution at section 27 (1).Indeed  LaMRAG’s work is about ensuring that our communities access 
all basic utilities and services which all people are entitled to for healthy and dignified living. Needless 
to say the supply of clean water will always be a priority for the City, province and State.  
 
Our point of departure is the notion of the water wants and water needs and the cost of water wants 
in relationship to the plan to satisfy possible demand for water in the future for a presently 
economically and socially challenged community that is not in a desert or semi – arid area. Even 
without an extensive study of the technical aspects of methods of sourcing sufficient water supplies, 
the mathematics of the costs of wanting water to insure future water supplies and the expense of for 
this source to be insured by desalination of sea water is irrational. A desalination facility is nothing 
more than an insurance policy against the risk of future water shortage caused by drought.  Insurance 
premiums must be affordable to be economically beneficial to the insured. Even though desalination 
technology has become somewhat cheaper in the last few years the most significant negative indicator 
for desalination by sea water reverse osmosis technology is still the exorbitant overall cost.  
 
This is our response to the DRAFT EIA report3 issued by CSIR as part of the EIA process engaged in on 
behalf of the applicants seeking approval for this industrial development. The report is apparently 
quite comprehensive dealing with the technical aspects of the facility itself, its proposed location, 
several environmental issues, socio - economic issues and general evaluation and overviews. On closer 
examination it is evident that emphasis is tilted in favour of the applicant while it generally addresses 
serious environmental concerns in a rather superficial way and is even dismissive of concerns with a 
generic approach that the issue can be readily mitigated. 
 
There are enormous gaps and omissions in the Draft report that at best are indicative of neglect, at 
worst, deliberately intended to mislead. The public and focus group meetings appear to have been 
opportunistically used to craft rebuttals and counter legitimate and serious dangers that cannot be 
realistically or economically mitigated. In hindsight we observe that the meetings at which we 
genuinely participated were more useful to the applicants who were required to comply with the 
formalities of the EIA (tick off the boxes) than for negatively affected parties. Further one extremely 
worrying issue is that the cost of the project is given as R3billion. This is a blatant falsification. The 
various other incorrect statements and misrepresentations that abound in this document also will be 
detailed in the following chapters. 
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Chapter One 
 
Analysis of the Draft EIA Report 
 
We use a table format to facilitate analysis and comment efficiently. 
 

Pg. Chapter Subject EAP Evaluation LaMRAG Comments 

5 Introductory Indepen
dence 

Declares Independence CSIR is not an independent entity. It is a SOE and so is 
the applicant 
Obvious bias in conclusions and recommendations 
inconsistent with actual fact findings  
Failure to disclose costs of project 
Failure to disclose cost of energy to operate the facility 
Failure to give sufficient and reasonable consideration 
to public concerns to create impression that concern 
was not serious 

     

7 Introductory Need Need confirmed 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The alternative- 
Smithfield Cost and Time 

Misrepresentation of Need 
No drought at time the proposal commenced 
No water restrictions anywhere in the UW supply area 
until 2015 
No restrictions in eThekwini area until April 2016 
when drought intensified 
The Hazelmere was allowed to fall into disrepair for 
several years and water quality was deteriorating from 
2010.  
The need was created by failure to invest in the 
maintenance of Hazelmere Dam.4 
Misrepresentation that Desal at Tongaat would be 
much cheaper and be quickly constructed compared 
with the Smithfield option. No proper cost benefit 
analysis was carried out. 

     

22 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
63 

Project  
Location 

 Desainagar /La mercy found 
to be the most suitable of 
the 5 locations identified by 
Aurecon 

Background discussions on site locations not disclosed 
and unilateral decision taken about site location. The 
site location is a critical aspect of the process. 
Transparency is an essential requirement in legal 
process and impacts on several rights. The decision to 
locate the desalination facility in La Mercy was a fatal 
error and would have been rejected from the outset if 
process was made known. This investigation was 
covertly done to avoid objections. 
The choice of site as opposed to the other 5 
demonstrates a disregard for the rights of the 
residents of this zone and values the rights of the 
neighbouring areas more highly amounts to a violation 
of the right to equality and environmental justice. 
The reasoning that the Umdhloti estuary is more 
environmentally sensitive than the La Mercy site 
which is a continuous beach zone is illogical. The 
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Umdhloti lagoon area is indeed in a highly sensitive 
area but so is the whole stretch of coastal water 
adjoining the lagoon. No substantial tests have been 
conducted which indicates the contrary. This site was 
found to be the most convenient not the most 
suitable.(suggestive of not anticipating  serious 
objections) 
The rejection and exclusion of the other 3 sites is not 
based on environmental principles but more about 
cost considerations and also hesitancy to deal with 
objections from the more affluent communities and 
elites. (Umhlanga is an upmarket area). Virginia 
Airport excluded for no clear logical reason. 

     

25 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
29 

Introduction Need 
and  
Desirabi
lity 

Aim to provide for the 
growing need of the North 
Coast 
 
With 
respect to the iLembe 
District, the IDP (2015) 
identifies aged water and 
sanitation infrastructure as 
a 
key challenge. ILembe has 
also been severely 
hampered by drought 
which has diminished the 
Municipality’s ability to 
provide water to all 
inhabitants. 
 
 

Incorrect that there is substantial economic or 
population growth that justifies the need for a 
desalination plant in the La Mercy/Desainagar area. 
The only area that has grown commercially is about 
20km away in Ballito in ILembe Municipality. The 
water usage in La Mercy is minute compared to Ballito. 
UW is failing to supply Ballito because Hazelmere 
which is their source of water was allowed to fall into 
disrepair and the failure to complete the dam raising 
project before the drought set in. A desalination plant 
in La mercy will be devastating for all but will drought 
proof a handful of commercial interests in an affluent 
community which will not tolerate desalination in its 
stretch of beach. We have it on good authority that La 
Mercy beach and environment is being unnecessarily 
sacrificed to accommodate the commercial interests 
of Ballito an affluent coastal resort town that has no 
interest in La Mercy which is located outside the 
iLembe municipality. 

26 
 
 
 
 
 
 
39 

Introduction Need Climate Change reduces 
water and food sources 
 
Of high significance is the 
positive benefit that the 
proposed 
project would bring to 
alleviating serious water 
shortages in the study area 
and surrounding regions, in 
particular given increased 
variability in rainfall as a 
result of climate change. 

It is accepted that climate change has devastating 
consequences especially for the poor. However It is 
unbelievable that the EAP is suggesting that a 
desalination plant is a suitable response to the effects 
of climate change. This is illogical beyond belief and 
displays ignorance about the causes of climate 
change. Is CSIR denying that fossil fuel emissions are a 
cause of climate change? Climate change is precisely 
the reason why world over fossil fuel is being replaced 
by renewable energy. Electrical energy in massive 
quantities generated by burning coal is what will be 
the power source to construct and operate a 
desalination plant. Needless (hopefully) to point out 
that the emissions will not help reduce the carbon 
footprint or achieve climate change goals set by our 
nation at COP 21 in Paris just a few months ago. 
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14 Introductory Impacts Overall negative Calculation of all the negatives equals negative results 
overall. It is defies logic how EAP can arrive at a 
positive. 

16 Introductory  it is the reasoned opinion of 
the EAP that the proposed 
150 Ml/day SWRO facility 
would 
contribute to sustainable 
water supply in a 
responsible manner. It is 
therefore the 
recommendation of the 
EAP that this application 
should be granted 
Environmental 
Authorisation from the 
Department of 
Environmental Affairs on 
the condition that key 
management and 
monitoring actions are 
implemented in 
order to mitigate the main 
potential negative impacts 
of the project 

This evaluation is clearly highly qualified. The SWRO 
facility is only a contingency plan of UW, the bulk 
water provider, to document the plan and action it is 
duty bound to present for sufficient water to be 
available to meet demand of its clients. In other words 
the primary reason for this whole EIA process is 
politically motivated: UW not wanting to be perceived 
as failing to have a plan in place to ensure that it 
executes its mandate and not wanting to be seen as a 
failed SOE like ESKOM. LaMRAG makes this statement 
on good authority having had a number of one on ones 
with UW representatives. 

17   All the required permits, 
licenses (including a CWDP 
and WULA) and 
authorisations (including an 
EA) must 
be obtained prior to the 
construction of this facility. 
It should also be noted that 
the proposed plant 
location will need to be re-
zoned from agriculture to 
industrial before 
development of the scheme 
can 
proceed. 
Figure 1: Final layout for the 
proposed desalination 
plant and associated 
infrastructure 

The time that it would take to obtain the various 
licences has not been factored in when the idea of a 
quick facility to address urgent need was conceived. 
The most destructive aspect of the SWRO facility 
terrestrially is the plan to rezone the location from 
agricultural to industrial. LaMRAG is strongly 
opposed to this plan. It will be devastating to our 
sense of well – being from various perspectives and a 
blatant and insensitive violation of our rights in 
terms of section 24 of the Constitution. This will be a 
key point in any legal argument on our behalf in any 
future legal action that may be necessary. 

     

36   IDP (2014/15) of the 
eThekwini Municipality 
identifies the provision of 
adequate water supply as 
one of the key development 

The IDP of eThekwini (La Mercy included) does not 
include a plan for any type of desalination in the north 
coast. The IDP identifies this area as residential. There 
is a critical shortage of housing in this area. There are 
thousands of people living in informal settlements in 
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challenges in the 
Municipality, thus 
indicating 
that the proposed 
desalination development 
is well within the scope of 
the IDP. With respect to the 
iLembe District which will 
receive 50% of the water 
from the scheme, the IDP 
(2015) identifies aged 
water and sanitation 
infrastructure as a key 
challenge. 
 
Broad planning guidance 
for the site indicates that it 
has been earmarked for 
residential development 
in the future although it is 
currently used for 
agricultural purposes. This 
does not mean that strictly 
only 
residential development 
should take place on the 
site. It does, however, call 
for clear justifications for 
proposals for the site that 
do not entail residential 
development. One could 
argue that the supply of 
water for residential and 
other purposes would 
qualify as a reasonable 
justification in this regard. 
In 

the La Mercy/Desainagar/Seatides coastal zone who 
need access to water and sanitation at low cost. These 
impoverished communities will not be able to afford a 
new source of expensive water. The priority of 
eThekwini is housing and sanitation for the informal 
settlements. 
Desalination may be within the scope of the IDP but 
not part of the plan. eThekwini has not until last 
month imposed any water restrictions in the whole 
area, except in La Mercy which is served by Hazelmere 
Dam which owing to mismanagement aggravated by 
drought is unable to deliver full capacity. La Mercy 
which uses the least water will be easily supplied by 
other reserves in eThekwini. The Desalinated water is 
mainly for Ballito in ILembe municipality not 
eThekwini. Ballito is disinterested in the concerns of La 
Mercy and Tongaat generally although many of the 
workers serving Ballito are housed in informal 
settlements around Tongaat. 
 
It is in fact irresponsible for a EAP to disregard all the 
highly damaging effects of industrialising this area on 
the basis that it can make an argument in favour of a 
desalination when desalination does not even feature 
in the eThekwini IDP. 

     

48   Qualification of EAPs The Association of EAPs with corporates which are 
more concerned with and biased towards 
development rather than the environmental issues  
disqualifies the EAPs in this EIA process. The EAPs may 
have technical expertise but have no sense of the 
value of this area or its peoples. They are from an 
entirely different culture and sphere, geographically, 
socially and emotionally. Their work experience is 
mostly in the West Coast rather than the east which is 
the area of concern. They display no understanding of 
the underlying dynamics of the realities of the people 
and the heritage associated with dispossession of land 
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with impunity. They display a highly clinical outlook 
not at all neutral and absolutely devoid of socio – 
historical knowledge and understanding. This 
statement is based on the generally dismissive, 
rationalising approach to the serious concerns of 
community. The experts appointed in the various 
sectors did not communicate with the community 
groups, except for the social aspect expert, who 
crafted a report noting our concerns but attaches no 
substantive value to them and ultimately 
recommends that concerns should have no impact on 
the development. We have left with no doubt about 
the high levels of bias demonstrated in this Draft EIA. 

     

 
 

 
Pg  

 
Chapter 

 
 Subject 

 
EAP Evaluation 

 
LaMRAG Comments 

1
1
4 

 
3 

Affected 
Environme
nt 

The region is characterized by a 
typical warm sub-tropical 
climate with an average winter 
temperature of 16°C between the 
months of May to July and an 
average summer temperature of 
27°C between the much warmer 
months of January to March, 
coupled with an average annual 
rainfall of 1054 mm mainly during 
the summer months. 
Approximately 80% of the annual 
rainfall occurs in the warmer 
summer months. The average 
rainfall 
ranges from 28 mm in June to 134 
mm in January (Royal 
HaskoningDHV, 2014). 

Comparison with large desalination plants 
around the world show that in subtropical 
climates with rainfall over 500mm per annum 
are extremely rare if they exist at all. The 
reasons are obvious; the main one being the 
need to shut down the supply of desalinated 
water during rains, yet the machinery cannot 
be turned off. The wastage is immense.  Even 
in arid regions as in California and Australia, 
desalination plants are not operational most of 
the year. Locally Mossel Bay is an example 
where the plant is not in use.  

2
1
5 

 
6 

Marine 
Ecology 
 

Four negative impacts of medium 
significance 
Accidental spillage or leakage of 
fuel, chemicals, or lubricants 
Disturbance and destruction of 
subtidal sandy and rocky reef biota 
during construction, due to 
excavations of the exit pit and riser, 
including blasting, 
laying of the pipelines and 
associated activities and laying of 
discharge pipeline. 

The following are extracts from the Draft 
Report 
The following are the assumptions and 
limitations of the study: 

The study is based on the project description 
provided to the specialist; 

The marine ecological impact assessment is 
limited to a “desktop” approach and thus relies 
on 
existing information only; 

Some important conclusions and associated 
impact assessments and recommendations 
made 
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Effects of blasting on 
macrophytes, invertebrates and 
fish communities. 

Effects of blasting on marine 
communities, particularly turtles 
and marine mammals. 
One negative impact of high 
significance 
(before mitigation) associated with 
the operational phase was 
identified: 

Permanent loss of habitat under 
submerged intake and discharge 
pipelines. 
Two negative impacts of medium 
significance 
(before mitigation) associated with 
the 
operational phase were identified: 

Effects of discharged 
antiscalants. 

Heavy metals (if present in the 
brine from corrosion processes) 
may affect dissolved metal 
concentrations in the receiving 
water. 
Potential changes in the marine 
environment such as sea level rise 
and/or increases in the severity and 
frequency of storms related to 
climate change are not explicitly 
considered here. 

in this EIA are based on results from the initial 
dilution modelling and far-field brine 
dispersion 
modelling studies undertaken by WSP Africa 
Coastal Engineers (Pty) Ltd. 
LaMRAG view is that no approval can be given 
by the Environment Authority based on the 
fact that there are severe limitations to the 
studies undertaken. EAP agrees that the 
specialist was constrained by hearsay reports 
and that only a desktop approach was relied 
on. This is a far cry from what proper on site 
studies verified by a second independent 
study could produce. We accept that the 
expense could be enormous. This is why 
Desalination costs are high. The failure to 
undertake proper studies is a risk that no 
responsible authority should force a 
community to accept. 
The no- go option will not harm anyone and 
although desalination may provide some 
communities with large quantities of water at 
great cost, the benefits for ordinary low and 
middle income groups are minimal and the 
dangers too great. 
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Chapter 
7 

Terrestrial 
Ecology 

The most significant negative 
environmental impact relates to the 
alteration of surface and sub-
surface hydrology due to the 
construction of the stormwater and 
drainage systems in and around the 
SWRO plant. This high significance 
impact is likely to affect the state of 
the frontal dune unless 
appropriately managed. 
It is critical that surface and 
subsurface hydrological function be 
retained, at least in part, to ensure 
the delivery of freshwater to the 
frontal dune environment, situated 
immediately east of the salt water 
reverse osmosis plant. 

This final evaluation indicates a substantial 
negative in our view. Therefore it cannot be 
reconciled with the following statement. “In 
conclusion, the siting of a desalination plant 
as proposed, cannot be precluded on the 
grounds of unacceptable impacts on the 
terrestrial mesic environment.” 
 
This is just one example of several throughout 
this Draft EIA that the findings even of the 
EAP,s own appointees are contrived and 
artificially forced to favour the proposed 
development. 
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Other factors that should be 
addressed should the project 
proceed include the provision of 
bird flight diverters (BFD) on all 
powerlines, with BFD’s being 
positioned strategically along the 
line route. The redress of exotic 
invasion and general vegetative and 
ecological management 
interventions will be an important 
component of the post 
construction and operational 
management regime. 
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Chapter
8 

Aquatic 
Ecology 

The proposed desalination plant 
site itself – this site includes in its 
extent two large wetland areas. 
Their loss to the development 
would be considered a highly 
significant (negative) impact. On-
site mitigation measures such as 
shifting the development platform 
southwards, to allow for the 
rehabilitation of a portion of the 
northern wetland proved 
incompatible with the proposed 
landuse. 
The proposed sea water pump 
station also largely lies in a wetland 
area, and its construction 
would entail both loss of (highly 
degraded) wetland as well as at 
least short-term dewatering 
to at least 11m bsl, potentially 
altering downstream hydrology, 
drawing down the water table 
of adjacent wetlands and 
contributing sediments and other 
pollutants into downstream flows. 
The proposed crossing of the 
Mount Moreland wetland – this 
crossing is considered an 
outright no-go proposition, and no 
offset mitigation would 
compensate for its authorization. 
The wetland supports three species 
of red data frogs, and is considered 
a (globally) Important 

The negative impact on wetlands is a fatal flaw.  
Hence the project is not recommended.  
LaMRAG of course supports the NO – GO 
option which is the only reasonable option. 
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Bird and Biodiversity Area, as a 
result of its use as a seasonal roost 
site by millions of Barn 
Swallows. Passage of the 
transmission lines across the 
wetland would be considered a 
fatally flawed impact, both 
affecting frog, swallow and other 
faunal and floral habitat in the short 
term, and potentially preventing 
effective maintenance activities 
such as fire, without which the reed 
beds would become moribund. 
Fortunately, avoidance options for 
the Lake Victoria wetland area 
seem available, and this report has 
suggested an alternative route, that 
would avoid the important wetland 
areas. 
Over and above the above issues, 
this report also identified a number 
of important aquatic ecosystems 
that would be crossed by the 
proposed transmission lines or 
potable water pipelines. 
These include the Mdloti River, in 
its estuarine and lowland river 
reaches. 
 
In conclusion, it is noted that, from 
an aquatic ecosystem perspective, 
the project as a whole requires 
careful consideration as to how to 
mitigate effectively against the 
challenges posed by the 
development. Off-site mitigation 
has been strongly recommended by 
this specialist, and this aspect 
should be explored further, 
particularly given the high 
cumulative impacts that are likely 
to be associated with this project, 
with regard to its effect on coastal 
dune wetland systems. 
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chapter 
9 

Noise The results of the study indicate the 
following: 

There will be a short term 
increase in noise in the immediate 
vicinity of the site during the 

On the short term noise issue, LaMRAG  
question is What does short –term mean?. 
There is no justification for communities which 
do not benefit from a development to endure 
intolerable decibels for two years or more. 
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construction phase as the ambient 
noise levels will be exceeded; 

The blasting and drilling impact 
during the construction phase will 
be difficult to mitigate; and 

The long term noise impact from 
the plant during the operation 
phase will be concentrated in 
the immediate area around the 
facility and is not anticipated to 
affect identified sensitivity 

There is no reason to believe that the noise 
would not continue for  4 or 5 years during 
construction. LaMRAG will oppose this long 
duration of disturbance of quality of life. The 
serenity of the environment around La Mercy 
is the essence of lifestyle of the residents.  
Industrial development is bound to shatter the 
peace which people here value very highly. It 
will be too late and too expensive to restore the 
original quietness after the project is started. 
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Chapter 
10 

Visual 
Impacts 

A desalination plant is a large 
development with many 
components that are normally 
associated with industrial 
landscapes. The site is located in a 
residential area with a rural sense 
of place. There are 
highly sensitive visual receptors in 
close proximity to the sites and 
views with potential scenic or 
aesthetic qualities will potentially 
be altered by the development. 
Highly sensitive visual receptors 
include residents of Desainagar, 
Shaka Estate, La Mercy and 
motorists on the M4 adjacent to the 
plant site. 
A desalination plant at the 
proposed site will potentially cause 
a highly significant negative impact 
on sensitive visual receptors in the 
surrounding landscape. Visual 
intrusion and visual exposure is high 
for a number of them, particularly 
for sea views from Shaka Estate. 
It will be difficult to mitigate for the 
visual and landscape impact on 
immediately surrounding receptors 
since the development are large 
and highly intrusive. The rural sense 
of place is likely to be lost. 
 
The desalination plant will 
therefore potentially have a high 
cumulative impact on the area since 
it is a large industrial development 
which will be surrounded by low 
density residential areas. Mitigation 

King Shaka Estate which will be amongst the 
worst affected is also represented by LaMRAG 
in opposing this industrial development. EAP is 
confirming this high negative impact. Nowhere 
else in the developed world would such an 
industrial facility be allowed to be built in such 
a sensitive area.  In our view this negative 
impact features as one of the top five reasons 
why this EIA should return a “fatal 
flaw” outcome.   
To argue that the visual impact can be 
mitigated is foolhardy  when the NO – GO 
option is the most logical option.  
 
The visuals in this Draft Report misrepresent 
what the desalination facility will look like for  
King Shaka Estate and also for all the others 
impacted.   
This is not how a typical desalination plant 
looks.  The cost of a facility like the Australian 
one will be vastly greater even on a smaller 
scale. The photograph below is a desalination 
plant in Saudi Arabia and is very different from 
the one serving Melbourne. 
 

 
 
The outside view also belies the inside of this 
plant in Victoria. 
As one reporter describes it “The Victorian 
Desalination Plant is an intricate mess 
concealed elegantly among the dunes, writes 
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measures discussed for the visual 
impact above will also apply for the 
cumulative visual and landscape 
impacts. If successful the measures 
will reduce the significance of 
both cumulative landscape and 
visual impacts to medium negative 

Marc Moncrief.” 
Read 
more: http://www.theage.com.au/victoria/ins
ide-the-desalination-plant--your-guided-tour-
20151118-gl20ck.html#ixzz48NxFG4dX  
At that time, it was spoken about as our last, 
best protection against a brutal drought. Then 
the drought broke. 
 
Read 
more: http://www.theage.com.au/victoria/ins
ide-the-desalination-plant--your-guided-tour-
20151118-gl20ck.html#ixzz48NzM2D77  
The Coalition government that followed 
painted it as a useless, unused, expensive white 
elephant. 
Read 
more: http://www.theage.com.au/victoria/ins
ide-the-desalination-plant--your-guided-tour-
20151118-gl20ck.html#ixzz48NzX9FwQ 5 
 
The point is Desalination by SWRO is not pretty. 
If it is made pretty then we will not be able to 
afford it all. For all the good outside look, this 
prettified factory has not delivered any water 
yet!  
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Chapter 
11 

Social 
Impact 

Loss of access to livelihoods. 
Permanent loss of land and 

housing. 
Visual effects (and loss of views 

and associated sense of place). 
Reduced property values. 
Temporary restriction on access 

to recreational areas. 
Nuisance impacts. 
Water quality (as influenced by 

waste water (brine) discharge into 
the sea). 

Energy use. 
On site storage of chemicals. 

The loss of livelihood is understated and 
underestimated. 
Loss of workplaces and displacement of several 
hundred people will result when farmland is 
converted to industrial land.  
There will be permanent loss of income for the 
hundreds of fishers both anglers and ski – boat 
fishers. 
Nothing in the Draft EIA suggests that there is 
any plan in place to mitigate this social and 
environmental injustice. 
The loss of value of property has not been 
estimated.  The whole residential property 
market will be negatively affected in view of a 
large industrial facility being located in the 
middle of a residential area.  
In fact this loss should be factored into the Cost 
Benefit Analysis which has not been 
undertaken at all. 
What exactly is the “emotional aspect?” Can 
“emotional “damage be quantified? 

http://www.theage.com.au/victoria/inside-the-desalination-plant--your-guided-tour-20151118-gl20ck.html#ixzz48NxFG4dX
http://www.theage.com.au/victoria/inside-the-desalination-plant--your-guided-tour-20151118-gl20ck.html#ixzz48NxFG4dX
http://www.theage.com.au/victoria/inside-the-desalination-plant--your-guided-tour-20151118-gl20ck.html#ixzz48NxFG4dX
http://www.theage.com.au/victoria/inside-the-desalination-plant--your-guided-tour-20151118-gl20ck.html#ixzz48NzM2D77
http://www.theage.com.au/victoria/inside-the-desalination-plant--your-guided-tour-20151118-gl20ck.html#ixzz48NzM2D77
http://www.theage.com.au/victoria/inside-the-desalination-plant--your-guided-tour-20151118-gl20ck.html#ixzz48NzM2D77
http://www.theage.com.au/victoria/inside-the-desalination-plant--your-guided-tour-20151118-gl20ck.html#ixzz48NzX9FwQ
http://www.theage.com.au/victoria/inside-the-desalination-plant--your-guided-tour-20151118-gl20ck.html#ixzz48NzX9FwQ
http://www.theage.com.au/victoria/inside-the-desalination-plant--your-guided-tour-20151118-gl20ck.html#ixzz48NzX9FwQ
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How does EAP plan to mitigate emotional 
damage that will be virtually impossible to 
calculate in monetary terms? 
This entire expert report is an 
oversimplification of the complexities of issues 
associated with land dispossession. 
The finding is inconsistent with the negative 
impact and not justified given the strong 
disapproval of community to taking residential 
land for an industrial development that will 
cause irreparable harm without substantial 
benefit for this community. 
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Chapter 
12 

Socio - 
Economic 

The site is generally well suited to 
future residential development 
given its position in an area 
earmarked for further growth, sea 
views on offer and easy access to 
the beach. Opportunity costs in this 
regard are thus likely 
to be high given the residential 
development 
that would have to be foregone. 
 
Economic development goals 
The eThekwini Integrated 
Development Plan (IDP) is the key 
planning document that aims to 
address 
of the socio-economic challenges 
faced by the wider Metro area. The 
2013/2014 review of the IDP 
outlines the following development 
challenges as key. 

“High rates of unemployment 
and low economic growth 

High levels of poverty 
Low levels of skills development 

and literacy 
Limited access to basic 

household and community services 
Increased incidents of HIV/AIDS 

and communicable diseases 
Loss of Natural Capital 
Unsustainable developmental 

practises 
High levels of crime and risk 
Ensuring adequate energy and 

water supply 
Ensuring food security 

 Studies of site locations of desalination 
facilities in parts of the world where tourism, 
recreation and sport are substantial 
contributors to the economy, such as in 
Australia, California and Spain, show that these 
types of areas are unsuitable to use for 
industrial development., hence Umhlanga, 
Umdhloti and Ballito, all upmarket resort towns 
will not tolerate a large desalination facility on 
their beaches. It is decidedly a source of much 
dissatisfaction that Umgeni Water finds it 
convenient to plan an industrial type 
development on La Mercy Beach which is 
sandwiched between Umdhloti and Ballito and 
an area which is and was used by residents of 
the area for more than a 150 years, as the 
community here was not allowed to use any of 
the neighbouring beaches just 20 years ago. 
 
The socio- economic background of the 
eThekwini municipality is one that is largely 
depressed. Unemployment is high, Basic 
utilities are not affordable to most resulting in 
large scale theft of electricity and water 
through illegal connections. Infrastructure 
vandalism is also widespread. 
There is rampant crime in the La Mercy area 
which also is under resourced in policing and 
security services. eThekwini has serious 
security challenges associated with rendering 
services in certain parts of La Mercy when 
employees have to deal with violent assaults 
and threats of violence. 
There are no recreational, sporting or 
community facilities whatsoever. La Mercy 
Lagoon and beach are all there is in terms of 
recreational facilities. 
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Infrastructure degradation 
Climate change 
Ensuring financial sustainability 
Ineffectiveness and inefficiency 

of inward-looking local government 
still prevalent in the 
Municipality.” 

Generally eThekwini has a long way to go to 
afford all its citizens just the very basic 
amenities. 
It is not surprising that eThekwini has not 
opposed Desalination. We doubt very much 
that any of the Department heads know 
enough about SWRO desalination technology 
to make meaningful input in this EIA process. 
This would be understandable because of the 
newness of desalination in Sub – Saharan Africa 
where most people live in dire poverty. All 
levels of government would need to focus 
funds to redress poverty. A costly new water 
source should not feature in any medium or 
even long term plan. 
Silence from eThekwini on desalination must 
not be interpreted as implied consent or 
approval. 
Our duty is to clear up the misinformation 
going around that desalination is the answer to 
our water shortage and drought situation.  
It is interesting to note that eThekwini has 
“climate change” on its priority list. This means 
that electricity generated through this source 
will be reduced. 
EAP has not even discussed this major issue 
either as a cost or environmental concern. We 
will revert to this below. 
**At time of finalising this document (10 June 
2016) South Africa’s economy is in a state of 
recession or negative growth.  

     

 Chapter 
13 

Heritage South Africa’s heritage resources 
are both rich and widely diverse, 
encompassing sites from all periods 
of human history. Resources may 
be tangible, such as buildings and 
archaeological artefacts, or 
intangible, such as landscapes and 
living heritage. Their significance is 
based upon their aesthetic, 
architectural, historical, scientific, 
social, spiritual, linguistic, 
economic or technological values; 
their 
representivity of a particular time 
period; their rarity; and their 
sphere of influence. 
The integrity and significance of 
heritage resources can be 

LaMRAG has repeatedly drawn attention to the 
“heritage” element of the environmental right. 
Any development that has the potential to 
negatively impact on heritage in its various 
representations needs to be carefully 
scrutinised. 
 
We believe that this report glosses over the 
deep historical significance of this area to the 
Indian community who have been using this 
area as their living space for over 150 years. 
This community is still largely composed of 
descendants of indentured labourers and 
began farming here for over 100 years and 
continue to have a cultural base in this piece of 
land. 
The people here value family, cultural and 
spiritual lives. Most still live here because La 
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jeopardized by natural (e.g. 
erosion) and human (e.g. 
development) activities. In the 
case of human activities, a range of 
legislation exists to ensure the 
timeous identification and effective 
management of heritage resources 
for present and future generations. 
 
Tongaat is a sugarcane growing 
town in KwaZulu-Natal situated on 
the banks of the Tongati River 
about 37 km north of Durban. It 
now forms part of eThekwini, the 
Greater Durban metropolitan area. 
Its population is predominantly 
people of Indian descent who 
arrived in the Natal Colony in the 
late 1860’s as indentured labour 
for the expanding sugar industry.1 
Aesthetically English colonial but 
distinctly cosmopolitan in flavour, 
the Tongaat district once supported 
one of the largest sugar producing 
districts in the world. 

Mercy was always a place that was a haven of 
peace and serenity and one of only a few places 
of natural beauty along the east coast where 
Indians were historically allowed ownership of 
land.  
At this time most people in the area know little 
about the potential impact of the proposed 
Desalination factory. LaMRAG has been 
working at information dissemination. But we 
have some way to go in that regard. With full 
knowledge we have no doubt that the 
residents and neighbouring areas who use the 
M4 or the Mdloti Lagoon for recreation will 
strongly oppose the upheaval that will destroy 
the tranquillity of the area and the destruction 
of the environment. Although we do not 
presume to fully understand the struggle of the 
Amadiba community in the Eastern Cape 
against the Australian Mining company 
(MRC)that is intent on dispossessing this 
community of ancestral land, the emotional 
impact on the Greater La Mercy Community of 
their right to maintain the ambience of their 
living space must not be underestimated. 
“The assassination of Rhadebe has garnered 
national media attention, especially since he 
was the chairperson of the Amadiba Crisis 
Committee (ACC). ACC has been embroiled in a 
longstanding battle with Mineral Commodities 
Ltd (MRC), an Australian mining company, over 
MRC’s on-going attempts to mine sections of 
coastal dunes in the Xolobeni area along the 
Eastern Cape coast.”6 
In other words we foresee that people will 
probably become angry when they start to 
experience the many negatives that will 
manifest themselves as the project proceeds if 
it is allowed to proceed. 
In our view the “heritage” issue for this 
community has not been sufficiently explored 
or investigated. This is a fatal flaw which 
together with so many other negative impacts 
must lead to the final dismissal of the 
application 
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Chapter 
14 

Cumulative 
Effects & 
Conclusion
s 

Plans for the future of this region, 
Northern Coastal Corridor, indicate 
that most of it will be used for 
residential areas. Sugar cane farms 
will become residential areas and 

The Conclusion reached after considering that 
there are vastly more negatives than positives 
to this application, is non sequitur meaning 
that it is not a logical conclusion based on 
holistic evaluation. 

http://amabhungane.co.za/article/2016-02-12-we-will-die-for-our-land-say-angry-xolobeni-villagers-as-dune-mining-looms
http://amabhungane.co.za/article/2016-02-12-we-will-die-for-our-land-say-angry-xolobeni-villagers-as-dune-mining-looms
https://www.google.co.za/maps/place/Xolobeni/@-31.1434749,30.063072,11.5z/data=!4m2!3m1!1s0x1e5f36c2cce6ffe7:0x32f127339f54c06a?hl=en
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Desainagar will become a middle to 
up-market residential area. The 
desalination plant will therefore 
potentially have a high cumulative 
impact on the area since it is a large 
industrial development which will 
be surrounded by low density 
residential areas. Mitigation 
measures discussed for the visual 
impact above will also apply for the 
cumulative visual and landscape 
impacts. If successful the measures 
will reduce the significance of 
both cumulative landscape and 
visual impacts to Medium Negative. 
Aside from issues discussed above, 
cumulative impacts on tourism and 
property values are expected to be 
driven primarily by cumulative 
visual, noise and ecological impacts. 
The combined effects of the above 
findings indicate low to medium 
risks of cumulative impacts and 
cumulative positive impacts of 
medium to high significance on 
overall investment levels. 
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Chapter Two 
 
Omissions  
 
LaMRAG draws attention to some significant gaps in the Draft EIA. These would probably be dismissed 
as “beyond the scope” of this report. However we are of the view that “scope” would be too narrowly 
interpreted for these omissions to be justified. 
 

1. The Failure of the Applicant or the EAP to investigate the challenges confronting eThekwini 
and iLembe regarding water usage, wastage and equitable distribution of potable water. The 
following newspaper report is self – explanatory and appropriately supports our point. 

 
R7bn of tap water wasted7 

SOUTH AFRICA / 18 May '16, 1:14pm 

Tony Carnie 

Durban - South Africa loses R7 billion worth of water a year. This is revealed in South Africa’s first “No Drop” 
water conservation report. 

The report also paints a grim picture of widespread waste across the country, with roughly 36% of the country’s 
scarce tap water supplies leaking from broken pipes or not paid for because of poor municipal billing systems. 

In some areas, more than 70% of tap water is not accounted for or not paid for, despite the worst drought in a 
generation. 

The inaugural government “No Drop” report, due to be released to municipalities on Monday, is the first official 
scorecard to measure the state of water leakage, water billing and efficient water use. 

Advance information that emerged at the Water Institute of South Africa national conference in Durban 
yesterday suggests that none of the major metro cities were able to attain the 90% pass mark required for “No 
Drop” status - with Cape Town coming closest with a score of just more than 80%. 

The new scheme is similar to the Blue Drop scheme, which mainly measures the quality of tap water, and the 
Green Drop scheme, which measures the ability of municipalities to treat sewage properly to reduce river 
pollution. 

The No Drop scheme will show that the country is nowhere near achieving President Jacob Zuma’s ambitious 
2010 plan to halve water losses within four years, nor the more modest government plan to cut urban water 
demand by 15% before 2030. 

Instead, it will indicate that wasteful use in many metros is still rising fast, while several smaller cities and towns 
have failed to put any plans in place to curb urban water demand at a time when cities are being forced to 
impose restrictions because of the drought. 

In the industrial town of Richards Bay, the main water reservoir is down to 23% of capacity and reported to be 
dropping by about 1% a week. 

Overall, the report suggests that South African urban dwellers each use 256 litres of water every day, compared 
to the global average of about 180 litres a person a day. 

Though these per capita figures may be inflated by including water used by commerce and industry, some water 
experts say they still provide a reasonable benchmark of average water use in the 30th driest nation in the world. 
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Among the big cities, it is understood that Cape Town attained a No Drop score of just above 83%, Ekhuruleni 
76%, eThekwini 75% and Tshwane 70.5%. Nelson Mandela Bay and Johannesburg both scored 67%, with 
Mangaung at 56% and Buffalo City at 54%. 

At a provincial level, people in Gauteng use the most water (about 307 litres a day) followed by those in the 
Northern Cape (281 litres), Free State (270 litres), KwaZulu-Natal and Mpumalanga (both 260 litres), North West 
(242 litres), Limpopo (205 litres), the Western Cape (203 litres) and the Eastern Cape (191 litres). 

But when it comes to paying for water, municipalities in KwaZulu-Natal, Limpopo and the Eastern Cape are 
among the poorest performers, while the Western Cape was the most efficient revenue collector. 

The report suggests that more than 51% of municipal tap water in Limpopo is not paid for, followed by the 
Eastern Cape (44.5% of water not paid for), KZN and Mpumalanga (both 40%), the Northern Cape (39%), the 
Free State and Gauteng (about 35%), North West (30%) and Cape Town (20%). 

The percentage of non-revenue water in some smaller municipalities is even worse, with the JS Moroka 
municipality in Mpumalanga losing at least 70% of water revenue from water leaks or simply failing to charge 
customers. 

Because the term “non-revenue water” includes water that is lost from pipe and system leaks as well as water 
not paid for, it is difficult to determine exactly what percentage is made up of actual water losses from pipes. 

However, the government’s free basic water allocation is understood to comprise a small percentage of water 
that is not paid for - with most revenue losses resulting from physical leaks, poor municipal billing systems, theft 
or inaccuracies caused by old water meters. 

Overall, only 51% of municipalities have formulated plans to conserve or reduce water demand, while 15% of 
municipalities have never submitted any water loss information for the past six years. 

About 45% of municipalities had submitted “poor or erratic water loss information which tends to be of little 
value”. 

 
LaMRAG and other I&Aps have repeatedly called for engagements with the municipalities to explain 
the “need” they create for the bulk water supply received from UW. UW has shrugged off this issue 
as “not our concern”. We believe that the use of the water by clients would have a direct bearing on 
the principle of “supply and demand”. As a responsible SOE UW approach should not be to satisfy 
demand at any cost. This will have the effect of inequitable distribution of a basic human resource and 
is arguably unconstitutional. UW is fully aware that 36 %to 38 % of the water sold to eThekwini is 
wasted or non- revenue water. UW is willing to at great cost to ratepayers and the environment access 
large volumes of potable water to pour down literally bottomless wells and into the ocean.  
 
2.The failure of UW to clearly point out that much water is lost because of leaks through breakages.  
 
3.The maintenance or lack thereof of infrastructure has been a cause for water loss and so also the 
vandalism of water pipes. This issue ought to have been addressed under the heading  “Need for 
Desalination” 
 
4. The silence, omission and non- disclosure  by UW ,iLembe and  eThekwini during the EIA process 
and in the scoping and draft reports that the major consideration behind a Desalination facility in the 
north of Durban and close to iLembe (Ballito) is directly associated with the difficulties to use the full 
potential capacity of Hazelmere Dam. Hazelmere  dam was under threat for poor water quality for 
some time. Efforts to have it restored to a satisfactory state has been an impediment to water supply 
for several years. The effects of lessened capacity from Hazelmere  was the increased tension in all 
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communities this dam served. We have it on good authority that water meant for allocation to La 
Mercy and Desainagar was diverted to supply Ballito during high summer. La Mercy residents have 
been patient and considerate and readily reduced consumption voluntarily and coped with the 
situation although the thousands living in informal settlements in and around La Mercy struggled 
through these dry periods artificially created by inequitable allocation of water sourced from 
Hazelmere.  The motivation for desalination and the impetus is the demand created by iLembe on 
behalf of Balito. We are aware that Dolphin Coast Conservancy in Balito strongly supports the proposal 
that the desalination plant be constructed in La Mercy.(See North Coast Courier report April 1 2016) 
No environmental group or conservatory anywhere in the world has ever supported an industrial 
development in the midst of a residential area especially one that is naturally beautiful in a coastal 
dune and green zone. LaMRAG will not support this type of development in the proposed location 
or anywhere else on principle. This is an obvious case of double standards, unethical and hypocritical 
conduct on the part of a group that claims to be a conservancy. UW and EAP have been remiss in not 
exposing these sinister undertones. Transparency is an administrative principle that applies in all 
executive action. Affected people have the right to know everything about the applicant and the 
application. This is a critical issue for communities that will be compelled to endure harm without the 
benefit that usually is forthcoming from sustainable developments. In this case a neighbouring 
affluent community is demanding all the benefits of this development without being prepared to 
accept any of the harmful consequences. There is no good story to tell for La Mercy Residents who 
will be sacrificed on the altar of corporate self-centeredness. If we are wrong on this count then UW 
and the EAP ought to be held responsible for allowing this mis- perception to take place by not opening 
up a conversation with stakeholders before presenting such a proposal for consideration. 
 
Chapter 3 Cost 
 
Introduction 
 
“While the cost of seawater desalination has declined considerably over the past 20 years, 
desalination costs remain high and there are unlikely to be any major cost breakthroughs in the 
near- to mid-term. Indeed, desalination costs may increase in response to rising energy prices. 
“The public and decision-makers must exercise caution when comparing cost estimates for different 
seawater desalination projects. In many cases, costs are reported in ways that are not directly 
comparable. For example, some report the cost of the desalination plant alone, while others include 
the additional infrastructure, e.g., conveyance pipelines, needed to integrate the desalination plant 
into the rest of the water system. Some estimates include the cost to finance the project, while others 
do not. Even when there is an apples-to-apples comparison, there are a number of site- and project-
specific factors that make cost comparisons difficult, such as energy, land, and labor costs.”  (Heather 
Cooley and Newsha Ajami of the Pacific Instiute for Water Program in Key Issues for sea water 
desalination in California. 
 
The Economics and Financing 
The cost of the water produced and the financing of the project are key factors that will impact on the 
success of Desalination. 
The construction of a desalination plant is expensive and requires considerable up-front capital 
investment. To cover these costs, project developers often rely heavily on debt financing, which 
involves borrowing money from a lender with the intent of repaying the principal of that debt and 
interest.  
LaMRAG has consistently emphasised the point that the EIA process thus far failed to show how this 
desalination project will be financed. Financing of SOE projects in South Africa has attracted much 
controversy in the recent past. At this time there is no concrete plan to fund this facility. This is 
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probably because UW has little confidence in this application’s success. If the application were to be 
granted the funding and costs issue would be the first hurdle to get past and UW will be found wanting 
with regard to an approved comprehensive cost account  plan.  
 
Cost Related Risk 
 
“D(d)esalination    projects entail risks specific to large water-supply projects, including demand risk. 
Demand risk is the risk that water demand will be insufficient to justify continued operation of the 
desalination plant due to the availability of less expensive water supply and demand management 
alternatives. In Australia, for example, four of the six desalination plants that have been developed 
since 2006 are being placed in stand-by mode. Likewise, the Tampa Bay Desalination Plant is operated 
considerably below full capacity because demand is lower than expected and less expensive water-
supply options are available. Demand risk raises serious concerns about the size and timing of 
desalination projects, e.g., how big and when desalination plants should be built. In some regions, 
seawater desalination can make an important contribution to the availability and reliability of water 
resources. However, it remains among the most expensive options available to meet water demands. 
Additionally, project developers may build large plants in an effort to capture economies of scale 
and reduce the unit cost of water. This can, however, lead to oversized projects that ultimately 
increase demand risk and threaten the long-term viability of a project.” (Heather Cooley and Newsha 
Ajami of the Pacific Instiute for Water Program in Key Issues for sea water desalination in California. 
 
The Draft EIA has completely ignored this concern of demand risk and how developers in the quest to 
keep unit costs low make projects larger than necessary thus in terms of demand risk contributes to 
the  reduced viability and failure of the facility. 
 
Capital and Operation and Maintenance Costs 

“The primary cost components of a seawater desalination plant are commonly divided into two major 
categories: capital costs and operation and maintenance (O&M) costs. Capital costs include those 
costs incurred during the construction of the project and include expenses associated with planning, 
permitting, designing, and constructing the project. Other capital costs include the expenses 
associated with buying or leasing equipment, purchasing the site, and mitigating environmental 
impacts. 
Capital costs also include the cost to finance the project – referred to as the cost of capital. The capital 
required to develop desalination projects is not free, and the project developer must pay to access 
it.”8 ((Heather Cooley and Newsha Ajami of the Pacific Instiute for Water Program in Key Issues for sea 
water desalination in California) 
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 The illustration shows a simple breakdown of the costs associated with a Desalination project. Unit 
costs are also highly variable among projects. Variability among desalination projects is driven by a 
range of site- and project-specific factors. Land prices and labour costs, for example, can vary 
considerably among projects. Likewise, energy prices can have a major impact on the project cost. 
In fact the two most expensive commodities are the cost of financing the capital and the cost of 
energy. 
 
LaMRAG has repeatedly expressed our concern about the overall costs of this development but most 
especially about the energy component which is apart from financing the single largest cost factor. It 
is common knowledge in our municipality as in other metropolitan areas that costs of electricity are 
prohibitive. Eskom has experienced crisis after crisis in falling short in meeting energy demands of the 
cities. UW, the EAP and eThekwini are not realistic in their expectation that that Eskom will be ready 
and able to supply the demand to develop and operate this facility. After all the non – committal 
attitude of eThekwini could not have inspired confidence enough for the applicant to propose this 
development with the knowledge that electricity supply could be a deal breaker. 
 
The following statement summarises objectively the energy and emissions concerns associated with 
SWRO technology 
 
Ocean desalination contributes to global warming9 

Every step of reverse osmosis, from the water intake to the high-pressure pumps, transport and waste 
disposal systems, requires large amounts of energy. In addition, the saltier the source water, the more 
energy required to remove the salt. Seawater is the most concentrated source water solution there is, 
which means that ocean desalination is the most energy intensive desalination process. 
Based on cost estimates from the National ResearchCouncil report, seawater desalination in California 
takes nine times as much energy as surface water treatment and 14 times as much energy as 
groundwater production.* Meanwhile, very few desalination plants use renewable energy sources. 
Surfrider Foundation and San Diego Coastkeeper estimated that a 53 million gallon-per-day 
desalination plant would cause nearly double the emissions of treating and reusing the same amount of 
water.43 Ironically, these emissions contribute to global climate change, which will only quicken the 
droughts and water shortages that desalination is supposed to help us avoid. 
www.foodandwaterwatch.org.Pg 5 

http://www.foodandwaterwatch.org.pg/
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“Powering desalination with renewables can reduce or eliminate the greenhouse gas emissions 
associated with a particular project. This may assuage some concerns about the massive energy 
requirements of these systems and may help to gain local, and even regulatory, support. But it is 
important to look at the larger context. Even renewables have a social, economic, and environmental 
cost, albeit much less than conventional fossil fuels. Furthermore, these renewables could be used to 
reduce existing emissions, rather than offset new emissions and maintain current greenhouse gas 
levels. Communities should consider whether there are less energy-intensive options available to 
meet water demand, such as through conservation and efficiency, water reuse, brackish water 
desalination, stormwater capture, and rainwater harvesting. We note that energy use is not the only 
factor that should be used to guide decision making. However, given the increased understanding of 
the risks of climate change for our water resources, the importance of evaluating and mitigating 
energy use and greenhouse gas emissions are likely to grow.” (Key Issues for Seawater Desalination in 

California: Energy and Greenhouse Gas Emissions ; Heather Cooley and Newsha Ajami of the Pacific Instiute  
for Water Program . 

 

Chapter 4 

Environmental Impact 

Introduction 

This chapter consists of a series of extracts of documents from various expert sources which 

collectively and emphatically illustrate the points LaMRAG takes issue with against the proposal by the 

applicant to build and operate a SWRO desalination facility in La Mercy. We fully acknowledge the 

sources next to the extracts and generally in the endnotes.  

In view of the time and resource constraints we have not yet had the opportunity to engage with more 

local expertise on the various aspects of this presentation: which will undoubtedly and persuasively 

demonstrate that the east coast of Durban is not a suitable location for a desalination facility at this 

or any other time in the future. 
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“Desalination Desalination An Ocean of Problems”10 

Food & Water Watch www.foodandwaterwatch.org.  

“Desalination of the sea is not the answer to our water problems. It is survival technology, a life support system, an admission of the extent of our failure.” – John Archer  

Barlow, Maude. Blue Covenant: The Global Water Crisis and the Coming Battle for the Right to Water. New York: The New Press, 2007. p.28. 
 
“As local, state and federal governments in the United States increasingly fear drought and water shortages, private corporations are marketing ocean desalination as the 
solution. They promise that reverse osmosis technology can turn the ocean into a reliable source of drinking water by removing the salt from seawater. While they offer their 
product for two to four times the cost of other water sources, they fail to advertise the toxic chemicals, marine life damage, carbon emissions and other social and 
environmental ills that come along with it. Food & Water Watch investigated the current state of desalination technology and concluded that the large financial, social and 
environmental costs of ocean desalination technology far outweigh the small potential benefits — especially when compared to other alternatives. When evaluating 
desalination as a water supply option, policymakers should choose cheaper, safer options such as implementing conservation measures. These programs will not return a 
profit for private corporations, but they will preserve and protect our nation’s freshwater and ocean resources for future generations.” (pg. iv) 
“As one scholar pointed out, “reverse osmosis plants are a good option for affluent coastal communities where people have expensive homes and paying $100 a month for 
water is not that big a deal.”32 Realizing these costs, the town of Seabrook, New Hampshire decided that it could not afford a hike from $2.80 a ga llon to $8.00 per gallon 
for desalinated water.33 The costs of desalination are still “quite high when compared with the costs of alternatives in most locales.” – The National Research Council 

 

Ocean desalination damages marine life 
 
Ocean desalination plants can wreak havoc on marine life and commercial fisheries. Many proposed coastal plants rely on power plants to pull in ocean water. These  power 
plants use out-dated “once-through cooling water intake structures” that cool the plants by pulling in large quantities of seawater. Desalination plants located next to these 
facilities take a portion of the outgoing water from these systems for their water supply. 
 
The problem here is that these structures suck in a lot more than seawater — they also bring marine life that dies in the machinery. According to EPA, these intake structures 
kill at least 3.4 billion fish and other organisms annually. Larger organisms are trapped against the intake screens, and smaller ones, such as fish eggs and larvae, are drawn 
through the intake screens and destroyed in the cooling system. As a result, fishermen lose at least 165 million pounds of fish today and 717.1 million pounds of potential 
future catch. This is equivalent to a $212.5 million economic loss to anglers and commercial fishermen. 
 
California’s power plant intake structures alone are responsiblefor the destruction of at least 312.9 million organisms each year, resulting in the lost catch of at least 28.9 
million pounds of fish and 43.6 million pounds of potential future catch. This amounts to a $13.6 million loss to fishermen. 

 
 

Ocean desalination pollutes11 

http://www.foodandwaterwatch.org/
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A large amount of the water that exits desalination plants is concentrated waste rather than drinking water. This is because reverse osmosis cannot separate salt from all the 
water that enters the plant. Depending on the equipment, reverse osmosis desalination membranes can reclaim 60 percent to 85 percent of brackish water and only 35 
percent to 60 percent of ocean water. For example, the proposed plant in Carlsbad, California, will desalinate only half of the water that enters the plant. 
The significant portion of remaining water contains the salts and other dissolved solids from source water, but at dangerous concentrations two to 10 times higher than the 
original waterIn addition, it contains some or all of the scale inhibitors, acids, coagulants, ferric chloride, flocculents, cationic polymer, chlorines, bisulfites and hydrogen 
peroxides used to treat the feed water and clean the membranes, along with heavy metals from contact with plant machinery. There is simply nowhere to put this liquid 
waste that does not pose a danger to our water systems. Most coastal plants dump their waste directly into the ocean, increasing the salinity and temperature and decreasing 
the water quality in the surrounding ecosystem. Proponents argue that by dumping the toxic chemicals into a very large body of water, they will spread out and become less 
dangerous. While this may be true of some substances, such as salt, others, such as heavy metals, remain just as dangerous after dilution. 
 
Further, when concentrated waste is dumped directly into the ocean, it may have localized impacts, such as killing marine organisms or displacing them from their natural 
habitat. This raises particular problems when the affected marine life communities are rare or of special interest. The second most common disposal method for desalinated 
waste is not appropriate for seawater desalination. This method involves transporting the wastes to a nearby sewage treatment plant. However, seawater waste is more 
concentrated than waste from brackish plants. It can overload the treatment system and prohibit reuse of the wastewater because standard treatments cannot remove 
contaminants from the seawater waste. Other less common disposal methods include injecting waste into wells, leaving it in open ponds to evaporate or spraying it on crops 
— all of which run the risk of having it leak into clean groundwater. Only one method — called Zero Liquid Discharge — does not have a liquid byproduct, but it is so expensive 
and energy intensive that it is not a realistic option for any existing plant. 

 

Ocean Desalination Threatens Coastal Resources 
In addition to coastal pollution, desalination can contribute to unwise coastal over-development. One drawback to this is that industrial plants along the coast can impair 
views and interfere with the recreational use of seawater. 

 

Ocean Desalination Threatens Public Health 
Environmental damage is not the only danger from ocean desalination. Desalted water also puts the drinking water supply at risk because both seawater and brackish water 
can contain chemicals that freshwater does not. These contaminants include chemicals such as endocrine disruptors, pharmaceuticals, personal care products and toxins 
from marine algae. Some of these contaminants may not be adequately removed in the reverse osmosis process. Boron is a chemical of particular concern because much 
higher levels are found in seawater than freshwater. However, membranes can remove only between 50 and 70 percent of this element. The rest is concentrated in the 
product water, which enters the drinking water systemWhile it is possible to remove more boron with a second process, existing plants don’t because it is too costly 
This is a major problem for the drinking water system because boron is known to cause reproductive and developmental problems in experimental animals and irritation of 
the human digestive tract. Moreover, the world’s largest ocean desalination plant in Ashkelon, Israel found that the boron in the desalted water acted as an herbicide when 
applied to crops.89 Current drinking water regulations do not protect the public from boron. Recently, EPA made the preliminary determination that it would not regulate 
the element as a primary contaminant under the Safe Drinking Water Act because of its low occurrence in traditional sources of drinking water.90However, the studies that 
EPA used to make this decision did not take into account the hike in boron levels that would occur if desalted water was to be added to the system. 
Ocean Desalination Promotes Social and 
Environmental Injustice 
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Unfortunately, the costs of desalination get passed down to the consumer. For example, the California American Water Company demanded an up-front rate increase to 
construct its proposed plant in Monterey, California, before it ever produced a drop of water. Across the country, in Brockton, Massachusetts, ratepayers expected to see an 
estimated 30 percent hike in their water rates once the city started buying desalinated river water. In 2008, the city council voted for a 60 percent increase in rates before 
the plant even came online. Such price hikes are not just a problem for individuals, but also for society. Water is a basic human need that must be available to all citizens, 
and most communities cannot afford to pay exorbitant prices for the desalted water. This means that ocean desalination contributes to social injustice, because the costs 
of rate hikes fall disproportionately on low-income communities. To add insult to injury, the people in these communities  tend to be the same people who would be 
most likely to experience the negative effects from the plants. In California, for example, most proposed desalination plants would serve affluent communities in Marin 
County, the Monterey area, Cambria, southern Orange County and northern San Diego County. However, most of the proposed plants will be built in industrial areas, 
which tend to house low income. These populations will experience the increased air pollution, noise and traffic that come from the plants. Meanwhile, low-income 
coastal communities that rely on subsistence fishing may be exposed to high levels of toxins in fish that are exposed to desalination waste products.  (LaMRAG’s emphasis) 

  
 

So What Should We Do Instead? 
Alternatives Abound 
With all costs considered, ocean desalination is a risky water supply option. This means that while policymakers are dealing with ocean desalination proposals, they are 
distracted from evaluating and implementing better options. In fact, emphasis on ocean desalination ignores the fact that the water shortages in our country are not due 
to a lack of natural water resources, but rather to shortsighted water policy that focuses on finding new water resources instead of managing existing resources wisely. 
(LaMRAG’s emphasis) 
 
Further, our country loses 6 billion gallons of water per day due to problems such as leaking pipes. Utilities cannot account for this water because many have not implemented 
comprehensive leak monitoring programs.104 Meanwhile, all of the desalination plants in the United States today operating at their full capacity could only produce a quarter 
of that unaccounted for water.* Numerous academic studies show that management alternatives and efficiency programs offer great potential for alleviating water supply 
problems at a much lower cost and without the dangers associated with large scale reverse osmosis plants. According to the National Research Council report on 
desalination, simply redistributing water can be much cheaper than desalination and more efficient. (LaMRAG’s emphasis) 
The proposed Massachusetts Conservation Standards agree. 
They state that “finding new water by investing in efficiency and demand management is almost always more cost-effective than developing a new source.” Likewise, a World 
Bank official told the World Wildlife Fund that “saving water rather than the development of new sources is often the best ‘next’ source of water both from an economic 
andfrom an environmental point of view.” Peter Gleick and Gary Wolff of the Pacific Institute, a non-profit research group, refer to such methods as the “soft path” for water, 
which “strives to improve the overall productivity of water use rather than seek endless sources of new supply.” These techniques include focusing on water needs rather 
than supplies, decentralizing water systems, including community groups in decision making and maintaining ecosystem health. 
The Pacific Institute has conducted many studies showing that numerous areas considering desalination could use conservation programs to provide their water needs 
instead. California could save a full third of its current water use, 85 percent of which could be saved at costs lower than new sources of water. Similarly, a thorough review 
of Atlanta’s water conservation plan concluded that the program left “significant untapped potential,” while still providing for population growth and economic development. 
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111 Meanwhile, the EPA provides many case studies of successful efficiency programs in many states considering desalination, including Massachusetts and California. 
In fact, a few policymakers who have attempted to implement ocean desalination have found that, after all the expense, other options were more appropriate. For example, 
in 1991, Santa Barbara and the Montecito and Goleta Water Districts constructed a $34 million plant during a drought. However, the drought ended before it came online, 
and the city found that conservation measures implemented during the drought were successful in reducing demand. The plant is no longer in operation (LaMRAG emphasis)  
In Tampa Bay, where water authorities created the largest ocean desalination plant in the country to avoid shortages, other options were actually more effective. While the 
desalination plant experienced technical and bureaucratic failures, Tampa Bay Water built a new reservoir and treatment plant, and implemented conservation programs. In 
this time, groundwater pumping decreased from 192 million to 121 million gallons per day, despite increased population. This meant savings of 71 million gallons a day — 
almost three times as much as the 25 million gallons a day that the desalination plant was supposed to produce. 
 
Conclusion 
Ocean desalination is not a safe or affordable drinking water option. Water from these plants costs far more than other water supply options, which means rate hikes that 
fall disproportionately on the very citizens who can least afford them. Meanwhile, the associated water pollution, chemical contaminants, marine life destruction, global 
warming and privatization could cause irreparable damage to our remaining clean water resources and public drinking water systems. While private speculators are trying 
to push desalination plants across the country, local citizens have made some gains in persuading decision-makers to abandon or reshape proposals to match local priorities. 
For example, the City of Los Angeles’s 20-year water supply plan now relies on water reuse and conservation and does not include ocean desalination. In the Monterey Bay 
area of California, a stakeholder process put ocean desalination at the bottom of a list of priorities for water supply. Local communities have formed groups like the Residents 
for Responsible Desal in Huntington Beach, California and the statewide Desal Response Group to collect information on alternatives and weigh in on the regulatory process. 
Despite the efforts of corporations like Poseidon which are lobbying hard and spending millions of dollars to get their desalination projects approved, citizens are slowly 
working to convince decision-makers that ocean desalination is an unwise choice. A lot of work remains, however. No community should consider desalination until all 
conservation options are fully evaluated and implemented. Meanwhile, federal, state and local governments should implement aggressive water conservation policies. It is 
imperative that the government takes this step, because private industry will not. For the companies that sell water, conservation is simply not profitable because it reduces 
revenues. In terms of the public good, however, such programs are extremely profitable because they protect our nation’s public water systems and thereby ensure future 
access to clean water. 
 
Recommendations: 

Citizens should encourage state, local and federal policymakers to abandon ocean desalination as a supply option and should instead implement comprehensive 
conservation measures. If ocean desalination is the best option, the plants should be publicly owned. 

Federal and state governments should not be subsidizing this technology. As a “growth sector,” private companies have more than enough means to support their own 
research and development. 

New federal and state laws are needed to protect consumers, public health and coastal environments from ocean desalination  
 

o 37% of our drinkable water is being lost, needlessly12 

South Africa is losing the equivalent of 4.3 million swimming pools of water a year because of leaky pipes and theft, The Sunday Times reported. 



 

 

Copyright 2018 © CSIR – June 2018 

Appendix E, Public Participation, Page E-294  

According to the newspaper, a Water Research Commission (WRC) study had indicated that South Africa lost 1.58 billion kilolitres of water a year, or just under 132m k/l a 
month. 

This was enough water to fill a third of the Gariep Dam, the largest in South Africa. 

The water loss reportedly cost South Africa around R7.2bn a year. 

It is reported that 37% of our clean drinkable water is lost through leaking pipes, dripping taps and infrastructure failures and some analysts say the more realistic figure here 
is about 50% losses. 

A study released by the Department of Water and Sanitation in conjunction with the Water Research Commission estimates that 1.58-billion cubic metres of supplied water 
is unaccounted for each year. About 36.8% of SA’s water is nonrevenue water — which represents the level of water loss from urban supply schemes due to nonpayment of 
accounts (unbilled metered and unbilled unmetered), illegal offtake and loss and leakage from infrastructure. 

Research data from 132 (of 237 municipalities), representing 75% of the total volume of municipal water supply, show that the current level of non-revenue water is estimated 
at 36.7%, of which 25.4% is considered to be losses through physical leakages. 

Gauteng spends between R50m and R100m a year on infrastructure maintenance, but “this is not enough to cover one-third of the cost required for maintenance, let alone 
refurbishments”. 

In Etekwini, 237 million litres a day are lost due to illegal water connections, vandalism, and leaks that are not reported on time. 

o Sewage is a big stink 

The decline of water quality due to urban and industrial effluent discharge into river systems, poorly maintained wastewater treatment works, salinity from irrigation return 
flows, acid mine drainage and inadequate sanitation facilities poses yet another water challenge for our nation. 

Currently, South Africa uses 98% of its available water supply, and 40% of all our waste water treatment is in a critical state in terms of infrastructure. Moreover, 60% of the 
countries water service authorities do not have the right permits to make them compliant for the respective treatment works. 

The sources of pollution in fresh water include industrial run-off and acid mine drainage, but human waste is a larger and more immediately dangerous component, ironically 
because of the large amount of water South Africans use. 

“Most waste water treatment facilities are under stress because so much more waste water needs to be treated,” said Gunnar Sigge, head of Stellenbosch University’s 
department of food science and one of those involved in a seminal – and alarming – 2012 study for the Water Research Commission. 

“Some of the biggest problems [in the water system] are caused by treatment works that aren’t functioning.” 

Jo Barnes, a specialist in community health risks at Stellenbosch, said a chronic lack of investment in treatment plants meant conditions that should not exist, such as 
diarrhoea, were killing people. 

“The whole environment where people live is contaminated. This is a massive, massive problem, but one that people will not ta lk about. There are just a few angry people 
trying to raise awareness.” 
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The 2012 study, carried out in all the provinces and over a three-to-four year period, found that the amount of faecal matter in many water systems made it unsafe for 
irrigation, because eating raw produce watered with it could cause illness. 

Institute of Race Relations media release (excerpt from the Liberty report) 
South Africa’s water shortage is not simply the result of the current drought,3 says water expert Dr Anthony Turton. 

“The water shortage is also an ‘induced’ one,” says Turton. “It stems from a lack of strategic planning, a loss of skills to ‘transformation’, and the fact that poorly functioning 
waste-water treatment plants are spewing close on 4 billion litres of untreated or partially treated sewage into the country’s dams and rivers every day.” 

These sewage spills are the most serious of the many problems in the water sector. “Just as a small volume of oil destroys the quality of a large volume of water, so a small 
source of persistent sewage has essentially the same effect.” 

Sewage discharges are also driving the eutrophication of most major dams. Eutrophic water is characterised by the presence of high levels of nutrients, which in turn promote 
the growth of cyanobacteria, commonly known as blue-green algae. 

One very common species of cyanobacteria produces a potent toxin known as microcystin. This is chemically similar to cobra venom. It is also carcinogenic (cancer-producing) 
and damages the liver and central nervous system. 

Warns Turton: “The microcystin levels found in a number of major dams – including Hartbeespoort, Hazelmere, Midmar and the Vaal Dam – are amongst the highest ever 
measured in the world. 

“Microcystin toxin levels become a concern in developed countries at far below the levels commonly found in South Africa. 

“Moreover, nothing is being done here to remove the toxin. There are only two known technologies capable of neutralising microcystin, and neither is in mainstream use in 
any of the country’s bulk potable water treatment plants. 

“Worse still, no one knows whether these technologies can in fact neutralise microcystin at the concentrations found in South Africa. In this regard, we are truly flying blind.” 

Instead of dealing with these difficult issues, the Government is under-reporting the extent of eutrophication. Official reports suggest that only 5% of the national water 
resource is at risk, but a recent study by the Council for Scientific and Industrial Research (CSIR) has found that at least two thirds of South Africa’s largest dams are already 
eutrophic. 

The more eutrophication proceeds, the more the 38 billion cubic metres of water in our dams are likely to become unusable. 

“This looming disaster could have been avoided if a rigid concept of transformation had not been allowed to trump the imperative to safeguard public health,” says Turton. 

Some people in  urban sett ings get  the ir  water  from wells . 13 

Delays in issuing water licenses, poor implementation of broader water resource policies, delays in investment in water infrastructure, and erosion of institutional memory 
in the water sector along with vandalism and theft, and the loss of experienced water engineers and scientists, are some of the contributors to a poor perception of water 
quality in the country. 
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“These challenges are like a hole in the bucket one tries to fill up with water, but continues to leak until the tap runs dry,” portfolio committee on water and sanitation 
chairperson Mlungisi Johnson said yesterday. 

“Unless the challenges are comprehensively addressed, the improvement of water and sanitation services will remain a pipe dream,” he said, speaking in Johannesburg at 
the release yesterday of the 2015 water services municipal benchmarking report, which surveyed residents of the major metropoles’ perceptions of water quality. 

The major municipalities did well, with Gauteng, the Western Cape and Limpopo leading the way with perception indexes of “very safe” and “safe”, according to research by 
the Water Research Commission (WRC). 

Johannesburg’s water quality was voted the best in the country. However, as names move down the list, so does the perception of water quality. Despite above-average 
findings that people liked the water in their taps, a large proportion of citizens in the Eastern Cape (18%), Mpumalanga (32%) and North West Province (43%) found their 
water “very unsafe” and “unsafe” to drink. 

Overall, the WRC found 42% of respondents thought their water was “very safe”, 46% deemed it “safe”, 8% regarded it as “unsafe”, while 3% felt their drinking water was 
“very unsafe”. 

Among respondents nationally, 1% of people living in an urban environment still sourced their water from a river or well. 

When taking a closer look at provincial level, 3% of people in Mpumalanga and 8% in KwaZulu-Natal still took water from a river or well. – amandaw@citizen.co.za 

 
 
 
1 Extracted from the work by Maude Barlow  Blue Covenant: The Global Water Crisis and the Coming Battle for the Right to Water in the New Press2007 at page 28 
1 Water Research Commission Study by Department of Water and Sanitation South Africa reported in the Sunday Times in March 2016 
1 Report by Amanda Watson in the Citizen on 5 March2015  
1 Report by Amanda Watson in the Citizen on 5 March2015
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Conclusion 

The proposal by Umgeni Water to construct and operate a Desalination plant in La Mercy was from 

the earliest time objected to by all those who had some knowledge and understanding of the risks 

associated with an industrial facility being located in the community’s living space.  As water is a 

primary resource and its equitable distribution to all unconditionally is any city’s essential 

responsibility, the community is mindful that securing its water supply is critical. Yet not any I & AP in 

the community has given support to encouraged or recommended the proposal.  

The recommendation of CSIR, the EP, is at best half hearted. Even more remarkable is the applicant’s 

diluted interest in this development at the stage of the release of the Draft EIA at the public meeting. 

If Umgeni Water had initially thought that this development would offer a quick fix solution to the 

water supply problems of the north coast when the plan was conceived, there is a clear shift in that 

outlook. The applicant is on record as stating at the meeting that it would only pursue this proposal 

should its other preferred supply sources be fatally flawed.  

Seen in this light , this comprehensive response from an I & AP may appear to some to be overkill. This 

document however, is testament to the serious concerns of people who will be negatively affected by 

this development which once commenced cannot be reversed harmlessly. Firstly therefore the risk of 

the project receiving approval is one too great to take.  

 Secondly, this document is intended to start a discussion about developments that claim to offer 

essential services that benefit more people than they harm. Our recommended approach as a civil 

society organisation is that bona fides developers ought to seek and obtain large scale support of the 

greater geographically affected communities before formally launching the EIA process by extensive 

information drives. If this was done for the desalination proposal by the applicant, we suggest, this 

premature EIA process would not have been necessary hence saving a considerable amount of costs. 

Thirdly, it is hoped that the Department of Water and sanitation, the Department of Environmental 

Affairs and other stakeholders involved with equitable and quality delivery of water undertake 

thorough research into the impact of new water sources such as desalination before including them 

in plans for supply of water to meet demands. This draft EIA is by even by the EAP’s and applicants 

own admissions not at all thoroughly investigated for impact in the proposed location. In our view it 

is irresponsible to recommend a development that will negatively and directly affect the receiving 

environment without these detailed and independent studies. We were compelled to do the research 

about desalination at short notice; hence we are still constrained in our protest by paucity of 

knowledge on the subject. Thus we respectfully suggest that the authorities concerned with this 

application are unlikely at this stage to be fully knowledgeable of the true potential environmental 

impact of a desalination facility in or near the proposed location. 

Fourthly the draft EIA is a rather inward looking enterprise in the sense that it tends to isolate this 

development from its holistic sphere of influence: suggesting it applies for this development because 

it can and it should because it has to have some plan to meet the future demand for water. This 

response draws attention to just how shallow and limited in value this process has been.  For instance 

the failure to engage with the municipalities and other concerned parties about the issue of large scale 

wastage14, and alternatives to new water sources such as conservation, recycling and use of renewable 
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energy in water supply is a serious limitation of the application rendering it incomplete from an 

environmental perspective.  It is with respect time to end this EIA process before it incurs more wasted 

costs. We urge the Department of Environmental Affairs to do so. 

From all the aforegoing fully substantiated arguments presented by LaMRAG on behalf of its members 

and on behalf of those who are concerned about the environment and its protection for future 

generations we submit that Desalination as proposed by the applicant is not a sustainable 

development in terms of section 24 of the Constitution of the Republic of South Africa and therefore 

seek that the application be rejected. 

 

ENDNOTES 

1 La Mercy Residents ’Action Group is a Registered Non – Profit Organisation NPO  154 - 075  
1 The Constitution of the Republic of South Africa 1996 
1 DEA Reference No. 14/12/16/3/3/2/652 
1 2015 water services municipality benchmarking report and ENCA news report on 10th June 2016 
1 Report by Marc Moncrief in the Victoria “Age” News on 15 November 2015 
1 Reported in the Daily Vox on 25 March 2016 
1 Report by Tony Carnie in IOL on 18 May 2016 
1 Extract from work of Heather Cooley and Newsha Ajami of the Pacific Instiute  for Water Program in Key 

Issues for sea water desalination in California  at page 7. 
1 Extract from work of Heather Cooley in Key Issues for sea water desalination in California at page 30 
1 Extracted from the work by Maude Barlow  Blue Covenant: The Global Water Crisis and the Coming Battle for 
the Right to Water in the New Press2007 at page 28 
1 Water Research Commission Study by Department of Water and Sanitation South Africa reported in the 
Sunday Times in March 2016 
1 Report by Amanda Watson in the Citizen on 5 March2015  
1 Report by Amanda Watson in the Citizen on 5 March2015 
1 Report in IOL by Nathi Olifant 8th February 2015 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Copyright 2018 © CSIR – June 2018 

Appendix E, Public Participation, Page E-299  

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX E.7.    
CORRESPONDENCE TO I&APs – RELEASE OF SECOND 

DRAFT EIA REPORT 

  



 

 

Copyright 2018 © CSIR – June 2018 

Appendix E, Public Participation, Page E-300  

Letter 7 to I&APs  
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Proof of Correspondence with I&APs -  Registered Mail Receipts  
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