South Africa’s Wild Coast – Mecca for World Tourists, or Highway to Hell?

Today, 12 years into South Africa’s new democracy, there are encouraging signs of growth and revival in the former Transkei, from new schools and clinics to bustling market towns and at night the gleam of electric lighting. But it remains the most impoverished region in the country, with high levels of unemployment and illiteracy, the rampant scourge of HIV/AIDS, and continued lack of infrastructure and human resource development.

Priceless Assets

Yet, the region has priceless assets – breathtaking scenery, pristine beaches where whales and dolphins frolic, flora and fauna endemic only to this stretch of coastline, and friendly, colourful people who are proud of their unique culture and keen to share their culture and  customs with tourists.

And – herein lies the rub – rich deposits of titanium and other minerals along the coastal dunes which have been earmarked for open cast mining by an Australian company.

It is against this background that an unsolicited bid was made to build a National Toll Road which has raised a storm of controversy comparable only to the row over the proposal to mine the dunes of Lake St Lucia – scrapped 13 years ago in favour of the creation of South Africa’s first world heritage site and massive tourism infrastructure development and investment.

The Toll Road proposal – which its detractors contend has been made because without a high speed road along which to haul the dune mining operation’s produce to port in the south, mining will not be financially viable – has spawned a storm of objections. Acres of national and international media coverage has been generated, letters, a petition, and over 200 formal objections made to the Department of Environment Affairs Record of Decision. This first intrinsically flawed EIA was conducted by a company with clear links to the consortium which made the road bid, unethical lobbying for support by the South African National Roads Agency (SANRAL) and the nasty smell of corruption of both political figures and local residents.  The Minister of Environment Affairs rejected his Director’s Record of Decision following a damning independent review of the EIA, and now a new EIA is under way, this time with SANRAL as the proposer, not the Wild Coast Consortium which made the unsolicited bid.

This second EIA has spawned an even louder storm of protest, with interest groups as diverse as upper South Coast residents, the RailRoad Association, religious groups, traditional leaders and the Durban Municipality joining environmentalists and economists to accuse the company handling the public participation phase of trying to stifle opposition.
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These protesters have been dismissed as bunny-hugging greenies opposed to development and uncaring of the plight of the poor in the Wild Coast region.                                                                                        

In truth, nobody questions the need for a decent national road – and the sooner the better.  What is at issue is the route of the proposed road, and its financial funding mechanisms.  For much of its route, the proposed New N2 follows the inland route of the existing national highway.  But for the 80 kilometres nearest to the site of the dune mining concessions, the roads swings westward, cutting a swathe through the area of priceless botanical biodiversity known as the Pondoland Centre of Endemism.  This is the region long earmarked for a new national park and into which the European Union has poured millions of euros in a community eco-tourism development programme, which is now beginning to create sustainable jobs.

It is also an area rich in fossil deposits and ancient artifacts and art, currently the subject of a Wits University study.

This “greenfields” section of the road proposed by the consortium of engineers and their financial backers includes two major suspension bridges across deep river gorges – whose costs run into billions of dollars, and which will be the longest spans in the Southern Hemisphere.  These costs would not be covered by the consortium’s offer to build and maintain the road for 30 years, but would come out of government coffers. Yet there appear to be no plans to upgrade the existing single-lane bridge over the Umzinkhulu River which divides KwaZulu-Natal from the Eaatern Cape.

Nor have any attempts been made to investigate alternative routes proposed by such critics as WESSA, the SA Inter-Faith Environmental Institute and local farmers.

Economic Benefits?

The proposed route’s coastal section avoids most of the existing towns, passing through  relatively unpopulated countryside.  The devastating effects of by-passing towns has been well-documented both in South Africa and elsewhere.  Cutting just 80kms off the existing N2 route between the major centres of Durban and East London, the road is scheduled to cost R4 billion, with taxpayers footing half the bill.   In contrast, an upgrade of the R61, which passes through the major trading centers, would cost just R250 million and provide a scenic “tourism meander” with none of the hazards to residents and their animals which a freeway poses.

Then there is the issue of toll fees – estimated at R235 for the total length of the road.  In recognition of the poverty of the region, only one toll gate is proposed for the Pondoland section – the rest of the fees will be collected at five new tollgates to be built on the already heavily tolled KwaZulu-Natal South Coast, impinging upon local industry, agriculture and tourism.
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As a job creation and skills transfer mechanism, the freeway construction cannot be labour intensive, whereas upgrading the dangerous regional roads can employ community labour both for construction and maintenance, creating jobs and building skills..
Environmental Issues

At the forefront of the concerned parties are environmentalists both local and international, who worry about the effects of both road and mining upon fragile grassland ecosystems and river estuaries.  Among their concerns are the effects upon unique flora and upon a large breeding colony of the vulnerable Cape Griffon Vulture.

Recently released World Bank figures for Northern Zululand – a prime eco-tourist destination – show that over R400 million of the area’s annual GDP comes from tourism, as do 7 000 local jobs.  Fledgling community tourism ventures are already attracting hundreds of backpackers – always in the vanguard of international tourists.  Horse and hiking trailists, catch and release fishermen, bird watchers, whale and dolphin viewers already recognize the area as a jewel, and the local people are enthusiastically making them welcome and sharing their way of life and culture, together with their craftwork,

A HolisticView

Critics of both road and mining are calling for a proper in depth assessment of all the issues to be made, with full consultation in a transparent process.  A Wild Coast Conservation and Sustainable Development Project was set up by local government, the SA Development Bank and the UNDP, and commissioned a Strategic Environmental Assessment.

A call to the South African authorities to halt piecemeal planning for the area in the light of this has come from an unprecedented united statement by the “Big Six” of South African conservation NGOs..

They also call for a halt meanwhile to the propaganda pouring from both SANRAL and the Australian miners, which in SANRAL’s case must be costing the South African taxpayer millions..

The Wild Coast and its inhabitants deserve nothing less, if the future potential of the area is to be realized in all its glory.

As an illustration of the manipulation of the public participation process, see the accompanying newsletter regarding the so-called alternative routes workshop.

Ends…

