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Lake St Lucia in KwaZulu Natal province is Africa’s largest and oldest protected estuarine system. 

Artificially breaching Lake St Lucia’s estuary mouth has been welcomed by northern 

KwaZulu Natal residents, fishermen, farmers, and the business community. While they are 

utterly delighted that St Lucia Lake has been successfully reconnected with the sea, a group 

of estuarine scientists are less enthusiastic. They want the Minister of Environment, Forestry 

and Fisheries, Barbara Creecy, to find out why this happened. 

Lake St Lucia is the largest estuary in South Africa. It falls within the iSimangaliso Wetland Park, 

which is South Africa’s first World Heritage site (recognised by UNESCO in 1999). It constitutes 

60% of the total estuarine area nationally and 80% of the sub-tropical estuarine area with a critical 

role as a fish and prawn nursery ground along the east coast. It is also one of the most important 

of waterbird habitats along the east coast. 
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For the first time in almost a decade, the estuary has been dredged, enabling the flow of water from 

the lake into the sea. This is seen to be a short-term solution to assist the system to function in its 

natural state as an estuarine functional zone. 

Multi-disciplinary task team recommendation 

This decision was taken after a multi-disciplinary task team to the iSimangaliso Wetland Park 

Authority recommended that urgent action should be taken prepare the area to attempt to achieve 

a reconnection between the sea and the St Lucia lake, and Umfolozi and Umsunduzi rivers. 

These stakeholders of this task team included scientific experts, tourism operators, conservation 

managers, NGOs, rural community representatives, fishers, farmers and business owners. 

“Scientific information is used by the Task Team as the foundation for decision-making, based on 

ecological considerations and the conservation of the biodiversity of the system, but social and 

economic information also play a critical role” said the Chair of the Task Team, Dr Jean Harris, 

commenting on the approach of the Task Team. 

It is anticipated that that this will be the beginning of the implementation of an action plan, which 

seeks to implement short-, medium-, and long-term solutions to the St Lucia estuary problem. 

Heading to St Lucia, KZN? First Check the Small Print 

Flashback! Turtle Sightings and Monitoring Project 

Standoff with scientists 

While social media has been abuzz with what is perceived to be good news, not everyone shares 

this sentiment. 

According to a Daily Maverick article, the artificial breaching of Lake St Lucia’s estuary mouth is 

in flagrant disregard of a high court ruling. 

At the heart of this, history shows, are local sugar farmers who built property on high lying land 

while draining the surrounding uMfolozi River floodplain. According to information the water was 

channelled into a canal and sandbanks were piled up to reduce flood risk. Nature also contributed 

to the massive sand wall at the mouth of the estuary. 

Eventually, in the 1950s the mouth of the estuary was broken open, spelling disaster for the lake 

and its ecology which became almost separated from the river. 

Court battle 

Then in 2011, expert studies endorsed a decision to revert to natural processes by relinking the 

uMfolozi River to Lake St Lucia. A few years went by and the Lake almost dried up completely. 

https://www.fishingindustrynewssa.com/2020/10/08/isimangaliso-wetland-park-st-lucia-kzn/
https://www.fishingindustrynewssa.com/2021/01/08/turtle-sightings-and-monitoring-project/
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But when the iSimangaliso Wetland Authority finally secured funding to dig away millions of tons 

of sand to relink the uMfolozi to the lake, the farmers went to court. 

Finally, in 2017, after a lengthy court case, the Durban High Court judge Mohini Moodley 

dismissed the legal application by the Umfolozi Sugar Planters Limited. 

They wanted bulldozers to continue to open the mouth of the uMfolozi River whenever rising river 

water threatened cane fields.  

The judge ruled strongly in defence of restoring nature. She called their insistence on breaching 

the mouth reflected a “self-serving and dated perspective and a conscious lack of concern that 

environmental degradation runs contrary to Section 24 of the Constitution”. 

The farmers appealed the ruling but the Supreme Court dismissed this unanimously in October 

2018. 

Expert opinion 

One of the expert witnesses giving evidence in court opposing artificial breaching was Emeritus 

professor at the University of KwaZulu Natal, Professor Derek Stretch. Also a specialist in 

environmental fluid mechanics, he made it clear that this strategy would interfere with natural 

processes. 

His views are echoed by estuarine scientist, Nicolette Forbes, who has been closely involved in a 

multimillion estuary restoration project financed in part by the World Bank Global Environment 

Facility. 

According to her, while the breached mouth allows sea water – and marine fish species – to flow 

into the lake, it also pushes up the salinity to dangerous levels at times due to drought and the 

reduced fresh water flows from the iMolozi and other smaller rivers. 

Save St Lucia Estuary Campaign 

Last year, the Save St Lucia Estuary Campaign was launched by a group of local businessmen and 

fishermen.  

They were concerned that the local tourism industry would suffer if the mouth was not artificially 

breached as it was frequently in the 1970s and 1980s. 

Forbes expressed her frustration at people who did not seem to understand natural estuarine 

processes. She also commented that artificial management measures run counter to the dynamic 

natural processes critical to the long-term health of the estuary. 

Open Letter 
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The open letter sent to Minister Creecy by the group of scientists this week, points out amongst 

other things, that in the court judgement the Integrated Coastal Management Act (ICMA) imposed 

a statutory imperative on the iSimangaliso Authority to manage the Lake St Lucia Estuary in the 

‘interests of the whole community’ as defined in the ICMA and not to “privilege the interests of 

some over others”. 

It is also obliged to protect sensitive coastal systems and to secure the natural functioning of 

dynamic coastal processes. 

“By breaching the estuary mouth on the 6th January 2021, the iSimangaliso Authority seems to 

have abandoned its own management strategy and ignored the scientific evidence on which this 

strategy is based. 

“In addition to committing significant time and effort to the GEF project and outcomes between 

2010-2017, the iSimangaliso Park Authority also made a significant financial contribution to the 

GEF project, initially committing USD12.7 million and then being able to leverage extra funds to 

extend this to a contributed total of USD49 million to the restoration initiative,” the scientists write. 

“The actions taken on the 6th of January 2021 are directly contrary to the outcomes envisaged by 

the this substantial commitment and we hope that the current pathway can be halted and the 

restoration of this estuary brought back to a scientifically robust and data driven process.” 

The letter will be forwarded to relevant international institutions to focus attention on this course 

of events. 

                                                                     …………………………… 

https://blpn.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/Open-Letter-to-Minister-Creecy_13Jan21.pdf

