
Violent Protest Action Sparks Massive 
Chemical Spill, Air and Marine Disaster 
By  FINSA  reporter 24 July 2021 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Pollution from the chemical spill at the UPL warehouse. Photo. Janelle 

Barnard, https://www.earthtouchnews.com 

A team of specialists is in KwaZulu Natal to assess and address the 
impact of a chemical spill from the brand-new United 
Phosphorus Limited (UPL) plant protection storage warehouse at 
Cornubia near Durban. The plant was attacked and set alight during the 
recent violent protest action in the province. 

The team of specialists from the Department of Forestry, Fisheries and the 
Environment (DFFE), arrived in Durban on Friday. According to the DFFE they 
are individuals with technical skills in aquatic systems, epidemiology (health 
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risk assessment), enforcement (waste and pollution) and compliance (oceans 

and coasts). 

They are “concerned about the environmental impact on air quality as well as 

on the aquatic and marine ecosystems”. 

UPL South Africa says in a statement that the unrest had delayed the response 
by the fire and emergency departments who were unable to access the area. 
By the time they got there the intensity of the fire necessitated the use of large 

volumes of water. 

The warehouse, used to house bulk supplies of a range of herbicides, 
fungicides and pesticides, was destroyed in the fire which was only completely 

doused more than a week after it was started. 

According to Reuters, Siphumelele Nowele, chief director of environmental 
management at the KZN provincial government, says “the nature of the 
chemicals… are highly hazardous. These kinds of chemicals should not be 

disposed of at our landfill sites without prior consent.” 

“We can confirm the damage is quite considerable and it is going to take time 
to deal with it completely,” adding that beside marine life, there were also 

biodiversity and freshwater systems at stake. 

The water run-off has impacted the nearby stream feeding the Ohlanga river, 
estuary and ocean, causing them to become heavily polluted. The beaches 

have also been closed. 

To the Brink or to Bounce Back – Maybe… 

Air quality and health risks 

The company has acknowledged the anxiety expressed by surrounding 
communities who want more information on the ongoing remediation efforts 
and the containment of the crop solution products that may have been 

released into the environment following the arson attack on the building. 



3 
 

In response to requests for what the longer-term health implications will be, 
UPL has consulted with Dr Gerhard Verdoorn, a toxicologist from the Griffon 

Poison Information Centre. 

He says in his view there is minimal risk of any long-term effects to the health 
of people exposed to smoke from the warehouse. However, exposure in the 

short term to some of the chemicals contained in the crop solution products 

may result in dermal, eye and respiratory irritation. 

He also clarified that a number of the products were bio-stimulants and foliar 

feeds which are water based, with micro-nutrients and some biological 

beneficial organisms, and do not represent a health concern. 

There were also fungicides and herbicides, most of which were probably 

destroyed by the extreme heat of the fire and in most cases can be expected 

to have burned out into the atmosphere. 

The acrid smell, especially noticeable late at night and in the early hours of the 

morning, is because some chemicals become suspended in the atmosphere. 

UPL says the situation is being closely monitored and to date, no cases of acute 

human toxicity have been reported. 

Surface water run-off 

UPL says it has experts on site who have contained surface water run-off and 

are in the process of investigating and controlling groundwater contamination. 

 This is being done in collaboration with the environmental authorities. 

Water and sediment samples are being taken from the beaches that have been 

closed, as well as the Ohlanga river and uMhlanga lagoon. 

Local councillor Rory Macpherson told Reuters that when the warehouse fire 
started a large plume of acrid smoke was visible, before greenish-bluish 
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effluent was noticed seeping into a river tributary that fed the uMhlanga lagoon 

and Indian Ocean. 

“This has absolutely annihilated all forms of marine life, everything from 
worms to crabs to all the wonderful fish. There is no marine life left, zero in 
the lagoon and river tributary,” he said of a stream that runs next to an 

informal settlement. 

Meanwhile the Thekwini Municipality has asked the public not to pick up or 
collect dead marine life off the uMdloti and uMhlanga coastline. Two specialized 

chemical clean-up contractors have been appointed to clean up the spill and 

any dead marine and bird life at the facility and elsewhere. 

In the meantime the beaches north of the Umgeni River are closed and fishing 

is temporarily prohibited until the threat has abated. 

UPL says it will be rebuilding the factory in due course. 

                                                 ………………. 

 


