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Vetch's reef in the 1990s. It is now obscured by tons of sand. 

Half the largest inshore sub-tidal mussel beds and almost all mussel, red bait and fish 

stocks on Durban’s Vetch’s Reef have been destroyed. 

The Oceanographic Research Institute (ORI) has confirmed this in a damning report it has 

published.  

Titled Biodiversity Specialist Study of Vetch’s Pier: Sessile Reef and Ichthyofaunal Biodiversity, 

the report is in response to the Save Vetch’s Association (SVA) persistent insistence that the 

Thekwini Municipality and Transnet face up to their responsibilities. 
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Smothered for years by tonnes of sand and rubble which has transformed the reef into a sterile 

bed of algae, Vetch’s Reef was once a declared marine reserve and picking a single mussel could 

land you in jail. 

“Now, instead, our own municipality wipes out 40 tons of mussels and not a word is said,” says 

the SVA, which has for years been a thorn in the side of the eThekwini Municipality. 

Poor management and dysfunctional sand pumping scheme 

The SVA was originally formed to save Vetch’s Reef from the proposed and later abandoned 

marina.  

It says this latest travesty is directly attributed to poor management and a dysfunctional sand 

pumping scheme operated jointly by the eThekwini Municipality and Transnet. 

“The Municipality was determined to provide more beach frontage and defend the new 

promenade.  

“The latter has been built below the high-water mark, in serious contravention of the law and a 

condition of its authorization,” says the SVA. 

A Piece of History. The Battle to Save Durban Vetch’s Pier 

Moyo Pier extension 

“This same poorly managed sand pumping operation has also left the Moyo’s Pier (in front of the 

uShaka Marine World) high and dry on many occasions, compromising the aquarium’s water 

intake points (placed beneath the pier). 

“This prompted the Municipality to propose a costly extension of the pier to the tune of about 

R100-millions of ratepayers’ hard-earned money, at a time when South Africa can least afford 

more wasteful expenditure. 

“But this is another story that is unfolding, and one that ratepayers should sit up and take notice 

of.” 

Durban’s uShaka Pier Extension Plans Questioned 

Diving and recreational fishing venue 

Vetch’s Pier has been in existence since the mid-19th century and became one of the largest sub-

tidal mussel beds on the entire KZN coastline, hosting an estimated 85 tons of mussels.  

It was also home to millions of other marine creatures, which helped sustain the food-chain on 

the Durban beachfront. 
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Together with the sheltered marine environment, this made Vetch’s Pier an extremely popular 

diving venue for both snorkel and SCUBA divers, effectively acting as a nursery area to the 

diving fraternity, and also used by recreational and subsistence fishermen. 

Sad state of a public asset 

The ORI report was completed in May.  

It was not released into the public domain until November.  

It confirms what the SVA says it already knew and has been telling the municipality for over 10 

years. 

“Even when photographic evidence and site visits showed beyond any doubt that at least the first 

150 metres of the reef had vanished completely, the pumping continued unabated,” says the 

SVA. 

“The base of the reef has now been converted into a bathing beach, with no sign that a reef has 

ever existed.” 

Making comparisons to a study carried out in 2004, the latest ORI study reveals the sad state of a 

valuable public asset that should have been protected and preserved for future generations. 

Crime against the environment 

“The actions by our municipality must be recognised for what they are – a crime against the 

environment – and a failure of the institutions that are meant to serve and protect our 

environment. 

“They have failed to ensure compliance with the provision for duty of care and remediation of 

damage to the environment in accordance with Section 28 of the National Environmental 

Management Act (NEMA) (Act No.107 of 1998). 

“Equally guilty is the Provincial Department of Environmental Affairs (KZN EDTEA), as it was 

tasked with monitoring the sand pumping activities and has also failed to act on the findings of 

the ORI report.”  

Take action 

The SVA has sent a letter to the KZN Department of Economic Development, Tourism and 

Environmental Affairs (KZN EDTEA).  

It demands that immediately and appropriate measures are taken against the eThekwini 

Municipality and Transnet. 

It also asks that the public demand that action be taken. 



“Our goal is for the sand pumping to return to the pre-2004 regime (as recommended in the ORI 

report), so the reef can recover from over 15 years of unacceptable abuse. 

“Maybe then we will hear the loud crackling sound of the reef again – as life returns – and we 

can enjoy Durban’s marine playground as we fondly remember it.” 

To obtain the full ORI report, contact Johnny Vassilaros on 083 458 6650 or email 

atlantistrade@mweb.co.za 

                                                  …………………… 
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