
To the Brink or to Bounce Back – Maybe… 
By   FINSA reporter 17 July 2021 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Looters in Durban. This was a common scene across KwaZulu Natal and in Gauteng. These 

are not people desperate for food, they are criminals ready to load up their cars with goods 

they have stolen. Source: General media 

Ordinary law-abiding South African citizens witness to the devastating 
events of the past week playing out in Gauteng and KwaZulu Natal, 
have been left with mixed emotions. Disbelief, shock, horror, rage, 
relief, and exhaustion – nothing was spared, not even our precious 
marine environment. Taken to the brink of despair, all we can do as a 
nation is to try to bounce back, and then move forward and hope to trust 
that what the government says it is going to do, will happen. 

A consequence of the riots is an environmental disaster in the making. This is 
in the form of a chemical spill into the Umhlanga Lagoon which turned the 

water turquoise blue. 



2 
 

The Ethekwini Municipality in Durban has confirmed that all the beaches north 
of the uMgeni estuary have been closed. These are Beachwood, Virginia, 

Glenashley, La Lucia, Umhlanga Main and Bronze, Umhloti, La Mercy and 

Tongaat beaches, inclusive of tidal pools. 

The pollution from the chemical spill originated from a chemical warehouse fire 

in Umhlanga. It is regarded as serious as it has killed numerous species of 
marine and bird life.  The public is asked to avoid the lagoon and seawater 

until it is assessed to be safe. 

Authorities are also talking to municipalities further north as a precautionary 

measure. 

Meanwhile the Bidvest Group is also reported to have issued a public advisory 

notice that one of its’ chemical facilities at Mobeni, south of Durban, was in 

danger of releasing thousands of litres of flammable and toxic chemicals. 

It is believed the sprinkler system and other control systems in its certified 

hazardous storage facility was damaged by looters. 

The Democratic Alliance has requested the Minister of the Department of 
Forestry, Fisheries and the Environment, Barbara Creecy to conduct a full 

evaluation of the environmental impact of the recent riots in KwaZulu-Natal. 

Fuel supply 

Fishermen and boat owners have reacted to a ban on filling containers with 

petrol and diesel. Initially the Department of Mineral Resources and Energy 

gazetted that no fuel at all can be dispensed into containers. 

The ensuing outrage at this message forced a quick retraction by the 

Department, which clarified what it regards as a “container” under the 

regulations gazetted on 16 July. 
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A “container” is described as “an object that is not approved for the holding or 
transporting of petrol and diesel according to the relevant South African 

National Standards.” 

The Department says “it recognises the anxiety and confusion that may have 
been created, particularly its potentially adverse effect on regular and valid 

consumers. 

“We further wish to assure the public that fuel supply in areas affected by the 
unrests is gradually returning to normal and are expected to be in smooth and 

full operation soon. 

“Fuel shortages in areas not affected by the unrests are not expected to 

materialize.” 

This is confirmed by the Overberg municipality which says in a press release 
that there are no concerns related to fuel availability in the Western Cape. Nor 

will fuel be supplied to KwaZulu Natal from the Western Cape. 

Furthermore, that the LPG shortage was due to strong sea conditions and bad 
weather in Saldanha during the week which prevented vessels from docking. 

This has since been resolved and stocks have been replenished. 

Poverty and crime 

Veteran small-scale fishing activist, Andy Johnston, wrote in a Facebook post 

“poverty and hopelessness is the seed of revolution and crime.” 

Minister of Police, Bheki Cele, said the decimation of hundreds of shopping 
centres and malls, liquor stores, factories, warehouses, trucks, cars and 
infrastructure at national key points, were acts of pure criminality, and nothing 

to do with hunger. 

President Ramaphosa said in his speech last night that “using the pretext of a 
political grievance, those behind these acts (of looting, destruction and 

anarchy) have sought to provoke a popular insurrection. 
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“They have sought to exploit the social and economic conditions under which 
many South Africans live – conditions that have worsened since the onset of 

the coronavirus pandemic – and to provoke ordinary citizens and criminal 

networks to engage in opportunistic acts of looting. 

“The ensuing chaos is used as a smokescreen to carry out economic sabotage 

through targeted attacks on trucks, factories, warehouses and other 
infrastructure necessary for the functioning of our economy and the provision 

of services to our people.” 

He insisted that “despite widespread destruction, this attempted insurrection 

has failed to gain popular support.” 

Poorly prepared 

The Minister of Defence, Nosiviwe Mapisa-Mqakula, is on record admitting her 
Ministry was caught off-guard by the looting. She says early intelligence in the 
form of social media posts suggesting there would be attacks in KwaZulu Natal 

and Gauteng, were overlooked. 

The President also acknowledged the government “was poorly prepared for an 
orchestrated campaign of public violence, destruction and sabotage”. He 
promised there would be a “thorough and critical review of our (the 

government’s) preparedness and response.” 

DA Opposition party leader, John Steenhuisen says on Twitter, “he should have 
gone further and announced his decision to immediately fire police minister 

Bheki Cele and his intelligence chief Ayanda Dlodlo.” 

Business condemns attacks. 

Meanwhile, business groups across South Africa have been unanimous in their 
condemnation of the attacks. Business organisations have warned that the 
economic impact is potentially devastating. Many groups are warning that the 

worst affected will be small township businesses. 
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Bonang Mohale, who is currently Chairman of the Bidvest Group Limited says 
his organisation is extremely concerned. He was interviewed on SABC News 

and has this to say about the cost of looting to businesses and the economy. 

The week that was. 

The week that was saw the loss of thousands of jobs, the obliteration of 

livelihoods, and lives gone forever. 

It will also be remembered of the time that: 

• service levels in the ports of Durban and Richards Bay were negatively 
affected by the entire supply chain being closed – including the roads 
leading into and out of the port. 

• on the rail side, a force majeure was declared on the NATCOR line, 

which links Durban and Gauteng, and that Transnet was served with 
a force majeure notice by SAPREF and was expecting and escalation 
of force majeure notices across the essential supply value chain. 

• banks closed their branches and ATMs countrywide, 

• major internationals declared they would not reopen for months – if 
at all. 

• ordinary law-abiding-residents were forced to stand in queues for 
hours just to buy a few basics to tide them over. 

• the entire supply chain of the ports of Durban and Richards Bay was 
closed. This includes MSC and Maersk shipping line which shut down 
all its depots, warehouses and cold stores in Durban and 
Johannesburg. 

• Violence took precedence over a life-threatening COVID-19 

pandemic. 

Transnet has since advised that service levels at the ports of Durban and 

Richards Bay have improved slightly as mop-up operations begin. The port of 

Richards Bay has managed to clear all shipping backlogs. 

“However, fuel and food shortages as well as remaining road closures in the 

Durban port vicinity contain to constrain the result of the supply chain as trucks 
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cannot get into and out of the port, resulting in backlogs,” reports the 

parastatal. 

“On the rail side, work is underway to restart the suspended NATCOR line. 
However, this has been delayed by the need to clear remnants of the looting 

activities strewn along the railway.” 

Other hotspots 

Shopping malls in many towns across the Eastern Cape were closed and law 
enforcement was beefed up in East London and Bisho) in response to an 

unverified message circulating on social media. 

The SANDF informed the Western Cape’s Provincial Disaster Management 

Centre that it would be deploying a company of soldiers to the region. 

The move was welcomed by the Premier of the Western Cape, Alan Winde who 
said, “we believe is necessary given the unrest seen in some parts of the 
country. It is important that the SAPS get as much support as possible during 

this unprecedented time so that they can respond quickly to incidents and 

maintain the calm that we have seen to date. “ 

Although no serious incidents have been reported, social media posts indicated 

that some of the bigger shopping centres such as Cavendish Mall and Somerset 
West Mall could be targeted by looters who were planning protest action.    
State of Emergency 

While communities and security organisations throughout the regions and in 
other provinces mobilised to protect lives and property, clean up and feed 
others severely affected by the fall out, there were calls for a State of 
Emergency. These came for amongst others, Business Unity South Africa 

(BUSA) which asked for a 24-hour curfew in KZN and Gauteng, the Durban 
Chamber of Commerce, and AgriSA. “A declaration of a state of emergency 
will not magically transform the South African Police Service or the military 
into efficient, disciplined and effective bodies capable of ending chaos and 
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looting,” writes Rob Rose of Financial Mail 

on www.constitutionallyspeaking.co.za 

”..what it might do is embolden police offers and soldiers to use brute force 
when this is not required or permitted, which may lead to the terrorization of 
members of the public, whether they are innocent bystanders or participants 

in the mayhem”. 

He warned: “Such a move would potential shut down the interest or social 
media websites, impose other forms of censorship that ban all gatherings or 

political meetings, that allow for the detention without trial of anyone 
suspected of involvement in the insurrection or protest, and that prohibit 
access to specified information held by the state.”…President Ramaphosa said 

“the calls are understandable given the levels and extent of disorder. 

                                            

 


