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1 July 2004

MR THEO TOLMAY
HEAD:  DEPT ENVIRONMENTAL AFFAIRS AND PLANNING
Provincial Administration of the Western Cape

Private Bag X9086

CAPE TOWN 8000
Dear Sir,

RE:
PROPOSED LAKES ECO GOLF RESERVE, 
FARM HOOGEKRAAL 182/1, GEORGE MAGISTERIAL DISTRICT
We write to you on behalf of the Wilderness and Lakes Environmental Action Forum (hereinafter “WALEAF”).  WALEAF has joined hands with a local alliance of ratepayer and resident organizations to record various and common concerns about the above-mentioned proposed development which we believe seriously threatens not only the “Lakes District” environment in which it is situated but also the interests of all the members of this Forum as well as those of the organizations to which we are allied. 
The following is a summary of just a few of the areas of grave concern regarding this development proposal (see details, Annexure 1, from the Briefing Document prepared on the prospective developer’s behalf by Duard Barnard & Associates, dated 11 November 2003).
1. The gigantic proportions of this proposed urban security development (25% larger than the town of Sedgefield in hectares and nearly the same number of houses).

2. The problematic process of amendment of the Knysna-Wilderness-Plettenberg Bay Sub-Regional Structure Plan of 1983 (hereinafter “Guide Plan”) by the prospective developer’s consultants.
3. The lack of intent of the prospective developer to engage in a consultative process with the Municipality of Knysna.

4. The confounding of the required public participation process with promotional meetings and content not based on consultants’ reports.

5. The unexamined assumption that the 1983 Guide Plan is a totally outdated vision for the specific area known as the “Lakes District” (including Wilderness to Sedgefield, the entire five lakes and lagoon regions from the Outeniqua mountains to the sea).
6. The lack of a broad Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA) for the larger Lakes District area to inform any Guide Plan amendment process.

7. The promotion of “skewed development” in favour of wealthy, part-time residents while externalizing all labour and lower income housing to other areas.

We would like to take this opportunity to expand on these problematic areas.
Please note that this Forum is totally opposed to the development of Farm 182/1 as proposed and objects to such development in the strongest possible terms.  We consider the sheer size of the proposed security development, larger in area and near equal in infrastructure to its nearest town Sedgefield, to be so grossly inappropriate as to hardly merit serious discussion.  Our position remains firm in this regard irrespective of what might be claimed by the prospective developer’s consultants following completion of the public participation exercise.

Regarding the process of amendment of the Knysna-Wilderness-Plettenberg Bay Sub-regional Structure Plan of 1983 (hereinafter referred to as the “Guide Plan”) the prospective developer’s consultants HilLand and Associates inform us that they intend to submit to DEAT an application for amendment of this Guide Plan, in particular, the amendment of the property’s current Agriculture and Nature Area ‘zoning’ to a combination of Township, Rural Occupation, Recreation and Conservation as laid out in Annexure 1. An application for rezoning in terms of the Land Use Planning Ordinance of 1985 would then follow upon approval of the Guide Plan amendment.

We see this intended course of action as problematic because any approval by DEAT of an amendment could prejudice any subsequent adjudication of a rezoning application by the Municipality of George.  It may also prejudice your own position were there to be any appeal(s) against the decision of the Municipality in the matter of the rezoning.  We suggest that any application for amendment of the Guide Plan should only be considered concurrent with an appropriate rezoning application and that a decision should only be made after seeking the comments of the Municipality of George and the Municipality of Knysna.  

We must also question the stated intent to submit the application for the amendment of the Guide Plan directly to yourselves.  Should it not be submitted through the Municipality of George?

It would appear also that the prospective developer currently has no intent to consult the Municipality of Knysna as the land in question lies outside of the Knysna administrative area.  This is totally unacceptable to us as the proposed development is likely to have a wide variety of effects on Sedgefield and its environs, an area very much the concern of the Knysna Municipality.
We will therefore be registering as objectors in the event of an application for amendment of the sub-regional Guide Plan being made along the lines currently envisaged and will at that time submit detailed comments on the application.                                                                                                             
With regard to the public participation exercises being scheduled by consultants, it is being backed up by, and is inextricably intertwined with what must be a very expensive, well-orchestrated public relations campaign focusing particularly on the poorer sectors of the community.  The expensive promotional newsletters and public information meetings held on behalf of the prospective developer since November last year appear as a bottom-line presentation of proven facts and precise specialist-report information (as indicated by the Briefing Document edited by Duard Barnard, the 4 Lakes Eco Newsletters, the varied media articles, as well as the many information meetings held in the poorer communities). To date we have not had exposure to some of the most important of specialist reports, namely the water, traffic and social impacts.  Much referencing of these unseen reports in these so-called information meetings may have the effect of priming perceptions toward premature conclusions and a pre-determined outcome.  Astute observers have recognized this confusion of the required Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) process with a public-relations exercise.  
Because of this emphasis on PR at meetings and in various documents circulated in our area, we have no confidence that the prospective developer is, as he claims, engaging in genuine interactive participation with the public.  The nature and emphasis of this public participation exercise and the reports that emerge from it may serve to mask the true extent of public opposition to this proposed development.  Moreover, our concern is that through such controlled participation, we are lending credibility to the development proposals and, at the same time, helping consultants to argue a better case for their approval.  It is also our impression that the prospective developer is resisting the exceptionally strong opposition to his current development proposals and has no intention of downscaling or altering them, despite the fact that this is clearly what interested and affected parties wish him to do. 

At this stage WALEAF would also like to comment generally on the 1983 Guide Plan.  As a document arising out of the apartheid-era, we agree that much revision must take place to erase the underlying assumption of racial segregation.  Yet this 1983 vision for the Lakes District area has recognized the sensitive nature of the area and minimized development, preserving the unique green wilderness character.  Nature area zoning interspersed between agricultural zonings and a general limitation on subdivision of agricultural properties has helped to achieve this preservation.  Even the insistence of SANParks to maintain gravel roads along the lakes has contributed to the sensitive rural character.  
Current plans announced through SANParks to conduct a Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA) for the Garden Route is greatly appreciated by local residents and particularly the scientific community.  WALEAF strongly encourages a revision of the 1983 Guide Plan on the basis of careful and sensitive assessment that is appropriate to the available resources and needs of the context.
In regard to appropriate, context-specific developments, decision-makers must determine if so many golf estates within the small Garden Route arena really do represent a fair distribution of our scarce natural resources, particularly water.  Equally, do so many golf estates address, appropriately and sustainably, a solution to our job shortages?  Are they, in fact, the best use of our uniquely beautiful and rural landscapes?  And most importantly, do they fulfill our national quest for more socially integrated development?  Aren’t 38 golf courses from Stilbaai to Plettenberg Bay enough?  Do we really need 2 more in this particularly sensitive area?  Isn’t a security village larger than the town of Sedgefield, promoting exclusively up-market housing and “wealth-drivers” such as golf, polo and private marinas contrary to socially integrated development?  
We would like to point out that this Forum is not opposed to development per se.  We recognize that further developments in and around George, Knysna and Plettenberg Bay have much to offer in terms of social and economic benefits.  We seek to ensure, however, that this narrow Lakes District area is recognized in terms of its rich heritage potential.  With that recognition, as envisioned not only in our “outdated” 1983 Guide Plan but also through the international Ramsar status protection that this estuarine system has been afforded, we hope specifically to entrench more appropriate and sustainable farming practices, smaller, ecologically friendlier tourist related ventures and conservation of larger tracts of wildlife corridors such as the Eden to Addo initiative which will preserve and re-establish our rich plant, marine and animal diversity.  We also seek to ensure that our scarce water resources are not squandered on a new elitist urban population at the expense of the environment and other members of society…that localised educational upliftment goes hand in hand with social equity, sustainable jobs and accommodation for those in need and that exciting context-specific education is developed around conservation of this unique and important South African estuarine system.  
Our primary aim as the Wilderness and Lakes Environmental Action 

Forum is to establish a positive, conservation-oriented status for this Lakes District of the Garden Route, both locally and internationally.  Our further aim is to engage international funding to help achieve this vision.  This area deserves conservation status and we hope you will help to promote the vision.  
We need not only good ideas and funding for conservation development, but also a well thought-out Spatial Development Plan for the Garden Route and particularly this delicate “green bowl” Lakes District.  It is our intent to participate vigorously in any provincial, municipal and civil-society endeavours regarding the development of this area.
We would be grateful for your reply.

Yours sincerely,  
WALEAF EXECUTIVE
Ms Susan Garner
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