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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

WALEAF’s opinion is that a Strategic Environmental Assessment that covers the whole of the Garden Route, from Mosselbay to Plettenberg Bay, is urgently needed.  The Department of Environmental Affairs has also indicated a need to do such a study for the Southern Cape region.  These large-scale developments should be considered in the light of such an assessment.  Furthermore, WALEAF suggests that no decision regarding the Lakes Eco proposal should be made until the Western Cape guidelines for golf estates and polo fields are complete. 

The size of the site, 1010 ha, and scale of the proposed development means that the impact on the local community and environment would be enormous.  No individual or voluntary organisation can hope to tackle all aspects of the proposal, due to the detail and complexity involved.  The majority of the public is unable to make representations due to lack of time, money, transport, command of English, or ability to absorb and analyse the material presented for comment by the developer or his consultants. Furthermore, it is unsatisfactory that crucial information presented during the public participation process has been inaccurate, inconsistent, incomplete and misleading.  Times allowed for studying large amounts of information before focus group meetings were short and none of it, (save adverts in Afrikaans) was presented in either Afrikaans or Xhosa. 

The over-arching issues are highlighted below.

PLANNING IMPLICATIONS

Urban development of this magnitude would set a major planning precedent for land-use on the northern slopes of the Eden District’s Lakes’ system, opening a whole new corridor of development and urbanization in a currently rural area.  The cumulative impact on surrounding land-use and the potential for urban sprawl must be closely scrutinized.

One of the major planning questions should be whether the establishment of a new town, in a rural area not designed to accommodate it, is feasible or appropriate.  As this development would invariably result in urbanization of the Lakes Area, there would come a time when there would be a need to expand service provision to this entire area.  This responsibility would the fall onto the shoulders of the local authority.  

The land was purchased well below actual value, being based on agricultural and not township use, and at R7500 per hectare, even well below agricultural valuations at the time.  The rezoning of agricultural land to residential can and has already had serious implications in terms of setting a precedent for farmland to be valued as potential township land with the result that viable agricultural land is systematically being fragmented and lost.  In the long term it may be foolish to convert large tracts of agricultural land while there is an increasing need for food producing areas and a demand for land to support sustainable livelihoods.

The current trend of rampant development negatively impacts on land reform in the region, the most obvious effect being the massive escalation of land prices.  Market-based land reform is becoming almost impossible with poor landless farmers and communities competing with rich investors and speculators for the same land. This issue needs serious consideration when assessing the desirability of these exclusive estates, particularly when set in a rural, agricultural context.

WATER 

The availability and sustainability of water is a major issue acknowledged and recognised by everyone concerned and still no satisfactory answers have been found. The current water shortages regionally highlight the profound importance of an accurate assessment of water supply and demand for this massive proposal.

The specialist studies on water availability (Kleynhans and Associates, August 2004); have been questioned and criticised for various inconsistencies and inaccuracies (Batson, Nov 2004).  The assessment has been criticised for being over-optimistic in its estimates of the annual volumes of water that are available from the various sources and failing to take into account that the balance between the supply and demand of water must be based upon the worst expected combination of circumstances. There is a pressing need for full and comprehensive clarification of all the facts and figures that are being disputed.  
Our understanding of the water situation at this point is that not enough water exists within the rivers systems to supply the project, so alternative water sources would have to be considered, namely: George municipal water supply; ground water sources; acquiring water use rights from surrounding land-owners (questionable in principle); and desalination.  Each of these options would require comprehensive assessments and would have a range of knock-on effects, connected issues and concerns that would need careful consideration.

ECOLOGY

Swartvlei is one of a series of lakes in the area, two of which (Rondevlei and Langvlei) have been declared Ramsar sites. This makes the whole system one of national and international importance.    

Estuarine systems are extremely sensitive to the quality and quantity of water that flows into them.  Swartvlei is considered to be ecologically special and ranks as sixth most important estuary in South Africa in terms of conservation significance when evaluated on size, habitat, zonal type rarity and biodiversity criteria (Hanekom and Russell, 2004).  Professor Allanson (2003) suggests that a very serious threat to the functioning of Swartvlei is a reduction in the water flow into Swartvlei due to an increased abstraction from the rivers that feed it. Furthermore, Allanson’s report warns that major developments involving extensive and intensive earthworks within an already battered river catchment such as the Klein Wolwe and on the Northern shore of the Western basin, could provide the trigger, setting off changes leading to permanent damage of a quality ecosystem.  We also refer to UCT’s Freshwater Unit’s concerns, recently made available to Addo-Eden and attached hereto.

The Preliminary Geo-Technical Investigation (Siyakhula Lab; 2002) and the Status Quo Report (HilLand Associates; 2003) indicate that much of the soils are highly erodable.  There is a great concern regarding large scale erosion on site and the resulting siltation of Swartvlei in the event of a flood, particularly during the construction phase (as occurred at Simola and Pezula golf estates).  The whole of the central section (about 300 hectares) of the property is situated on “coversand deposits, like Simola Golf Estate, where earth-work took place with disastrous results…The behaviour of these sands, particularly in the context of the (initial) Simola development was cause for considerable alarm. Where such sands overlie a clay-rich or finer-grained substrate (duplex soils) extreme caution with respect to any disturbance of the surface is urged” (Holmes, 2004).

AESTHETIC AND VISUAL IMPACT

The Wolwerivier valley, Rondevlei and surrounding areas are very rural at present, with mostly small to medium scale farming activities taking place.  This type of development would fundamentally alter the character of the area by creating a new node of urban development. Visitors to this area are drawn here for the nature and “wilderness” aspect.  A loss of this aesthetic appeal may have a very negative impact on the tourism industry of our region.

Large security villages are an imported notion, and not a reflection of the rural country atmosphere that exists currently.  They also separate communities rather than aiding integration.  On the George/Knysna Seven Passes Road, tall game/security style fencing has been erected, already negatively impacting the “sense of place”.

The development would be highly visible from the N2 (driving across the Swartvlei bridge and from the view-point located just beyond the Swartvlei beach turnoff) and from the Outeniqua Choe-Tjoe railway bridge. An urban development of this scale would have a major visual impact on these natural scenic vistas.
It is important that the Garden Route preserve its scenic views and vistas as this is what drives our tourism industry.  Developments that ruin our scenic landscapes and negatively impact public memory will have a devastating effect on eco-tourism potential.

SOCIAL ISSUES

The social impact assessment conducted by Dr Malan (2004) looks into many aspects of how this development as well as large-scale development in general, may affect the social environment of the area.  While recognizing the significant potential for job creation, the report notes that large-scale development in the Southern Cape is creating a rapid in-migration of work seekers into the area thus placing an increased burden on the provision of low cost housing and other related services.  The social integrity of well-established local communities is threatened by the influx of new-comers into the communities and an increase in the unemployed population then becomes an economic burden for these communities and the local authorities.   

In terms of job creation the Malan study found that George municipal area is currently lacking in skilled workers and therefore skilled workers would have to migrate from elsewhere to supply this immense project.  Employment constraints that apply to local communities include lack of English language skills, unemployability due to alcoholism, lack of transport facilities.

No constructive discussion on job creation (nor social upliftment) can be approached due to the wide variance and poor presentation of job opportunity figures that the different consultant reports present.  Questions regarding the reliability of the figures presented in the most recent public meetings have been noted amongst interested and affected parties.

The developer is currently distributing a pamphlet amongst local communities which touts the virtues of this project and claims that the bigger the development the more benefit there will be for everyone (see pamphlet attached).  Furthermore it states that there is a group of selfish people who would like to stop the development. This is indicative of one of the impacts raised by Malan that states that the community participatory process could be divisive if the interests of White and Coloured/African communities are played off against each other.  The pamphlet could also raise the expectations of local communities unrealistically.

Local communities must be informed of both the potential positive and negative impacts of the proposal. This information must be from reliable and trusted sources.  It is WALEAF’s opinion that all communities consulted by Dr Malan for the purposes of the SIA should be given feedback on the findings of the study.

IMPACT ON ROAD NETWORKS

The roads en route to the proposed site would be seriously affected during the construction phase of the project.  A massive increase in the volume of heavy, as well as light vehicles utilizing the Hoekwil/ Seven Passes road and Die Vleie roads can be expected.  The Traffic Impact Study (Vela VKE, 2004) states that a total of 892 trips will be generated in the morning (peak), while 1125 trips will be generated in the afternoon (peak) by the development.   

Initially the developer reassured the concerned public at an Open Day in December 2003 that the Vleie road would not be used due to its sensitivity as it runs adjacent to two Ramsar sites (Langvlei and Rondevlei).  However, the traffic report indicates that the Hoekwil/Seven Passes road will not stand up to the rigours of such a large-scale development and that another access road, in addition to the Hoekwil road, will be needed.  The alternative route has not been identified. This route finding must be done prior to the Scoping Phase being completed. Neighbours and interested and affected parties must be consulted as they may have issues and alternatives which could be critical to the final investigation and assessment of the impacts of the various roads.  It is premature to discuss the impacts of a road on the environment if it is not physically or financially possible to use a specific route.  A comprehensive road network feasibility study should therefore be produced before the final scoping report is completed.

CONCLUSION

WALEAF submits that the scale of this project demands the utmost attention by the authorities to matters including but not limited to those we are raising in the Scoping Input document.   Some of the issues, such as water and adverse social impact, are grounds in themselves for deciding against this huge development and sending the developer back to the drawing board.
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