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Recently an Australian mine received environmental authorisation to 

expand its operations on the Cape west coast, putting at risk critical 

biodiversity areas and small-scale fishing communities living there. 

Small-scale fishing communities along the west coast of South Africa are 

concerned about plans for mining in the area. The latest development is a 

petition doing the rounds and calling for greater environmental protection of this 

area and its’ communities. To date it has attracted about 14000 signatures. 
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From Orange River to Cape Columbine most of the mining activity to date has 

been nearshore or beach mining, in a quest to find mainly diamonds. The 

Australian-owned mining company, Mineral Sand Resources (MSR) which owns 

the Tormin Mine near Lutzville, has also been there for years but now it has 

been given the green light to expand its mining operations. 

MSR’s parent company is Mineral Commodities which also owns Transworld 

which has been attempting to develop a titanium mine at Xolobeni on 

Pondoland’s Wild Coast for more than a decade. 

The Xolobeni titanium mining in sand dunes was opposed. The chairman of the 

Amadiba Crisis Committee, “Bazooka” Rhadebe, was killed in 2016. In Nov. 

2018 the community won a landmark court case. 

Controversial environmental authorisation 

At the heart of the matter is that MSR did not apply for full new mining rights 

which would require full, new, and updated environmental and social impact 

assessments. 

It is also planning to extend its operations along 10 additional beaches north of 

the existing Tormin Mine and to an inland “strand line” mining area on the farm 

Geelwal Karoo 262. 

This extension is part of a larger plan to mine an extensive area of the west 

coast from the northern bank of the Olifants estuary to south of the Namakwa 

Sands. This translates to an approximate 52km stretch of the coastline. 

While it is understood that mining will not take place on all the coastal land, 

rocky shores and beaches,  mining and associated activities such as haul and 

access roads, infrastructure development and stockpiling material, will disturb 

and in places destroy the environment. 
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Legal challenges 

In September when MSR announced that it was starting with mining activities 

for this proposed expansion, the Centre for Environmental Rights (CER), lodged 

three legal challenges. 

It is currently challenging the decision of the Department of Mineral Resources 

and Energy (DMRE) to grant environmental authorisation. 

It also wants set aside Minister Barbara Creecy’s rejection of its appeal against 

the DMRE’s environmental authorisation for Tormin’s expansion plans. 

Thirdly, it wants Minister Creecy to set aside her decision not to use her own 

authority to overturn the DMRE’s environmental authorisation for Tormin’s 

expansion plans. 

Biodiversity 

What is concerning is that the pristine beaches and coastal areas in this area fall 

within a critical biodiversity area (CBA). 

In addition, two farms adjacent to the Olifants estuary on the northern bank, 

the third most important estuary in South Africa in terms of birdlife and 

biodiversity, are also part of this long-term mining plan.  

The Olifants estuary is an essential source of food and livelihood to traditional 

fishing communities from the area, are also part of this long-term mining plan. 

The Department of Mineral Resources has already granted the environmental 

authorisation for prospecting on these farms. 

One Ocean Hub research project 
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Help has come in the form of the Masifundise Development Trust which earlier 

in the year teamed up with the One Ocean Hub research project at the 

University of Cape Town (UCT). This with a view to helping the Hondeklipbaai 

small-scale fishers understand and document the impact of coffer dam mining 

on their livelihoods. 

Masifundise describes a coffer dam as “a man-made dam built by the mining 

companies that consist of four sea walls that protrude into the ocean and 

constructed out of either quarried materials or concrete.  

“Once constructed the coffer dam is drained, along with any marine life and 

ecology that exists, to enable the mining company to bring in heavy drilling 

machinery to extract the diamonds that lie below. Once this is done, the area 

becomes a dead zone for future marine life, requiring years of rehabilitation.” 

Mapping exercise 

Fishers raised the matter of coffer dam construction with Masifundise during a 

workshop some time ago. Mapping their traditional fishing areas and the mining 

concessions along the coastline – from Alexander Bay in the north to the Groen 

Rivier in the south – the picture that emerged was shocking. 

Small-scale fishers, it turned out, currently only have access to less than 5% of 

their traditional fishing areas along the Northern Cape coastline. This is due to 

existing and past mining concessions under the control of three mining 

companies that operate in the area – Alexcor, De Beers, and Transhex. 

Over the next year the One Ocean Hub research partnership hopes to put a 

spotlight on inadequate environmental planning processes and tools that fail to 

understand and address the cumulative ecological, social and economic 

pressures that these communities face. 
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It will also hopefully make recommendations on how the Blue Economy policies 

can and should secure sustainable and equitable benefits for these 

communities. 

                                   ……………………………….. 


