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From the Smoke Stack
by groundWork Director, Bobby Peek
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Hell, it has been a crazy last three months for 
groundWork. It has felt like the end of the year 
rush and we still have these last months to cover. 
Coupled with this, we as a country have come 
through an election that places into question the 
arrogance of the ruling party and their assertion 
that they will govern till Jesus returns. Social media 
was abuzz with the sightings of the holy man in 
Port Elizabeth and Gauteng. What is important to 
understand from our elections is that democracy 
does still have a chance; that politicians will be 
held accountable and, if they are not, there will be 
consequences.

These elections – like quite a few incidents over the 
last few years such as the Marikana Massacre, the 
Eskom and SAA crisis, the “Gupta-gate” scandal – 
highlight the weak underbelly of politics and the 
ruling party. Politicians need to be careful about 
how they govern the country.

For far too long now, we have had our democracy 
outsourced. What I mean by this is that the state 
has been silent. You seldom get politicians at key 
meetings where decisions are being discussed about 
the future of peoples’ livelihoods. It is consultants 
and proponents of mal-development who are 
running the show. The ‘Silence of the State’ is 
deafening and only when people end up in court 
or in the streets is some form of response squeezed 
out of the state – with great reluctance.

It is as if the politicians and the state operate in 
a parallel universe fighting their own battles but 
ignoring the damage. The big power struggles in 
the African National Congress remind me of an 
old Swahili proverb that goes: “Ndovu wawili 
wakisongana, ziumiazo ni nyika” (When elephants 
jostle, what gets hurt is the grass). For, as divisions 

within the ruling party fight it out for accumulation, 
it is the people on the ground who suffer. As delivery 
suffers more people are left poorer than when the 
promises of delivery were made. But as I speak to 
social justice commentators and as many write, it 
is clear that the grass is not all dying. People are 
organizing in solidarity.

And hey, the state does deliver even if it is late. 
In June this year, the long awaited policy position 
for air pollution in settlements was published. It is 
called the “Draft Strategy to Address Air Pollution 
in Dense Low-Income Settlements”. The history of 
this strategy is steeped in the narrative pushed by 
industry and supported by government that poor 
people pollute because they use dirty fuel indoors 
to cook and keep warm. This is partly correct, but 
various reports over the years have clearly indicated 
that large industries such as Sasol, Eskom and 
ArcelorMittal are the main culprits for pollution in 
neighbourhoods such as the Vaal Triangle.

Sadly, the policy is extremely weak and continues 
the narrative that the poor are to blame for the 
pollution they cause, without questioning the failure 
of government to deliver affordable renewable 
energy, better housing and alternatives to coal and 
other solid and liquid fuels burnt in houses.

But what was most alarming about the strategy 
is that cabinet accepted it without timeframes for 
deliverables and did not deal with the issue of 
energy and peoples’ health. Cabinet approved a 
strategy that was flawed in language, flawed in 
delivery and flawed in vision. The thinking likely 
goes that this is only about pollution and the poor’s 
lives so why must we worry as cabinet. The sad 
reality is that foul air will remain legal for a long 
time to come with this attitude.
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During this time – post-Paris and the writing on 
the wall that we need to move away from coal – 
two critical processes occurred. Firstly, Eskom’s 
CEO Brian Molefe, of whose arrogance Desmond 
D’Sa has had personal experience in south Durban 
with regards to the port expansion, continues his 
approach in relation to energy in South Africa. He 
has now refused to “proceed with the signing on 
of independent power producers (IPP) to the grid”. 
Now, while this could be construed as good, for it 
means hopefully no coal IPPs, he has shut down 
what is clearly South Africa’s only hope of getting 
out of the energy mess, and that is renewable 
energy. My gut feel is that there could be some light 
at the end of the tunnel here if the Department of 
Energy seeks to work with municipalities so that we 
do not focus on renewable energy from IPPs but 
rather renewable energy by the people with the 
people and the municipalities.

The second issue is that, while all of this is going 
on, coal IPPs are not giving up. In recent months 
we have had four new proposals for IPPs – all in 
the Lephalale area. If all the IPPs come through in 
Lephalale, we are in for another sacrifice zone such 
as in the Highveld, the Vaal and south Durban. Some 
will say this is the price you pay for development. 
Development for whom, I ask?

Then I cannot finish this newsletter without 
reflecting on the shenanigans by the toxic waste 
companies in the province of KwaZulu-Natal: a 
toxic waste crisis that has been festering for the last 
thirty years, since the days when environmental 
racism was the norm as toxic waste found its 
home in black neighbourhoods. Over the years we 
have managed to successfully stop this, but what 
we have failed to do as an environmental justice 
organization is get the systemic problem resolved 
by putting the brakes on toxic industry in the 
province.

For many years, we successfully challenged the 
authorities to stop allowing companies to dump 
the most extreme toxic waste in the province. 
We hoped that this would be an incentive to 
corporate capital to stop producing waste. But 
what government did instead was collude with 
waste companies to allow them to accept the most 
toxic waste, which originally had to be shipped 
out of the province. While this might sound like a 
“not-in-my-backyard” (NIMBY) response, we also 
called for waste policy in the province that would 
move us away from toxic production processes that 
dump waste to processes that deal with waste at 
source. But because there was no incentive to do 
this, business continues to produce toxic waste.

So, getting back to collusion in KwaZulu-Natal, 
toxic waste companies Wasteman and EnviroServ 
have gained permission to dump the most toxic 
waste at their dump sites. Coupled with this, their 
failure to manage their sites appropriately has led 
to them gaining permission – we believe illegally 
– from the eThekwini Municipality to dump their 
toxic liquid waste (leachate) to sea after it has been 
diluted.

EnviroServ has been so shaken by the community 
resistance to this and their stench from their toxic 
dump that they have taken out colour adverts 
in KwaZulu-Natal’s largest morning newspaper 
trying to claim good practice and management. To 
compound matters they have also threatened those 
who speak out with legal action. Do I get a sense of 
worry and guilt from Enviroserv?

Interesting times we live in. As much as things 
change – they stay the same! After all the years 
of resistance, toxic waste in KwaZulu-Natal remains 
an issue!

Peace.

Bobby 
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When large pockets of white capital, such as 
FutureGrowth, leave behind stranded assets – such 
as many components of the coal industry – for their 
black counterparts, they leave behind a legacy of 
coal exploitation that has destroyed the land, sullied 
the water and polluted people’s air. They instilled 
environmental racism and have left environmental 
injustice.

This damage is now left to “new black capital” to 
address, which Molefe hopes will be his saviour, but 
the evidence of abandoned mines, polluted rivers 
and land laid to waste clearly indicates that it will 
never be cleaned up and indeed cannot be cleaned 
up. As a result, this burden falls on society’s health 
and well-being and, ultimately, on the tax-payer.

The Gupta coal giant Oakbay has taken – and 
will continue to take, at least until next year – full 
advantage of South Africa’s nasty resource curse. A 
“black”, nouveau-riche destroyer of Mpumalanga 
residents’ health and their water system, its impacts 
transcend the local to penetrate the South African 
political system and negatively impact on the 
climate. Deputy President, Cyril Ramaphosa, left 
a dark shadow during his former ownership and 
mismanagement of Shanduka.

New black capital is, consequently, left bearing the 
brunt of the blame for these burdens and tasked 
with the impossible – to help pull the coal industry 
up off its knees with AngloCoal, Glencore Exxaro 
and BHP Billiton remaining the main players. This, 
when a global transition away from coal is already 
beginning to happen, as is evidenced by Norway 
divesting its pension fund out of coal.

Life after coal
by Bobby Peek

Will Eskom ever catch up with the new energy times?

Instead of seeing the curve and looking to get ahead 
of it, South Africa’s energy parastatal Eskom has 
buried its head in the dark coal mound in the hope 
that this antiquated resource will keep the lights 
on. This, even when South Africa’s current state of 
energy affairs shows us that many of the poorest in 
the country continue to live in darkness, whilst the 
rest of the world has realised that renewable energy 
can come online faster, in a decentralized and less 
costly manner than coal, and is way more healthy 
for people and the planet.

South Africa has abundant sources of natural 
energy. From solar to wind energy, the necessity 
of mining and burning coal for electricity is an 
outdated notion. It has long been time for Eskom 
to see the light and make renewable energy its 
business. What better excuse to shake off the 
biggest stranded asset it has under its operation 
and start thinking of a just transition to renewable 
energy systems? It is also important, considering 
the current trajectory South Africa is on that puts 
the country and Africa in the firing line of climate 
destruction and a six degree temperature increase. 
This, however, does not seem to be anywhere near 
the top of Brian Molefe’s agenda.

In order to fulfil our climate commitment of 
keeping the global average temperature increase 
below 1.5 degrees, Eskom has to get perspective 
on its operations and move with the global trend. 
That is, away from coal, towards a source of energy 
that does not leave a legacy of negative impact on 
the people or the environment and is controlled by 
those who use it. 
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With the aim of disrupting the way conventional 
education works – where certain education is 
valued more highly than others – the Trade School 
offers a platform where knowledge is bartered. It 
celebrates local wisdom and allows for anybody to 
teach a class while taking out the cost factor. “But it 
is not free of charge,” says Anne Harley, one of the 
volunteers who make the trade school possible in 
Pietermaritzburg. “If it was free it would seem like 
the knowledge did not have any value.” Instead, 
teachers decide on a list of barter items that they 
are interested in receiving. These items can be in 
the form of goods or services, both tangible and 
intangible, such as music tips, vegetables or help 
with finding an apartment. Or, as was the case was 
when groundWork organized a Trade School class 
on the topic of fracking, water samples.

An open discussion at the beginning of the class 
explored the learner’s perception of fracking. They 
were clear on the basics: “It’s an unconventional 
source of energy where water and hazardous 
chemicals are pushed down into the ground 
to release and capture gas with the risk of 
contaminating underground water reservoirs”. 
There to fill in the blanks were Ulrich Steenkamp, 
a former Environmental Justice School activist from 

Trade School: Bartering for knowledge
by Shanar Tabrizi

the Karoo, and Bobby Peek. The reality is that South 
Africa is contributing 160 Mt CO2e more than what 
is recommended by science and, considering that 
at least 3% of the gas during fracking escapes, 
fracking would further exacerbate the accumulation 
of greenhouse gases in our atmosphere.

Ulrich presented some of the local efforts that 
are being made to stop the exploration and final 
settlement of fracking companies in his home 
region. “I’m a young cultural activist, and I’m 
fighting for what I love: the Karoo”. It is a water-
scarce area where people work mainly with 
agriculture. Some are sheep herders and live a 
nomadic lifestyle, travelling from farm to farm, and 
the water intensity of the fracking industry coupled 
with the already existing struggle for land would 
make it even more difficult for the agricultural 
sector; especially the young and up-and-coming 
farmers. “We need to look at the alternatives and 
start building a way out of this.”

The fracking class was attended by members of 
local civil society organizations as well as students. 
“A lot of people know a lot of stuff. But whose 
knowledge counts? Who is allowed to teach? We 
want to organize classes that value knowledge and 
skills equally,” says Anne.

Besides the two classes on fracking, groundWork 
also held a Trade School class on waste and 
recycling, with the help of a local cooperative of 
waste pickers in Pietermaritzburg. The School is a 
learning experiment where teachers barter with 
learners and equal value is placed on big ideas and 
practical skills. If you want to teach you can get in 
touch with the Trade School, submit your class idea, 
and what you want in exchange for teaching. Keep 
an eye out for classes organized by groundWork in 
the future. 

Shanar Tabrizi is an environmental engineer based 
in Sweden, focusing on waste and sustainable 
management of resources. She is currently interning 
with groundWork.

Everyone has something to teach

Ulrich 
Steenkamp 

from the Karoo 
Environmental 

Justice 
Movement 

(KEJM) 
addresses the 

participants at 
the Trade School 

session on 
fracking. 

Credit: 
groundWork).
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The Swedish state is being sued for approving 
the sale of Swedish state owned company 
Vattenfall’s dirty lignite assets in Germany. Behind 
the initiative is a group of climate activists from 
different organizations and networks in Sweden. 
The lawsuit, named the Magnolia Case, will be 
handed in on the 15th of September. They are suing 
for damages; damages on the next generation 
caused by the emissions. The Vattenfall lignite affair 
has been one of the most debated and criticized 
affairs in a long time. The decision in June this year 
came as a huge disappointment to the public and 
climate movement in Sweden and Germany as the 
lignite mines are being sold to the Czech company 
Energeticky a Prümyslovy Holding (EHP). This 
will lead to a release of 1.2 billion tons of carbon 
dioxide. That is twenty-two times Sweden’s annual 
release of carbon dioxide!

The lawsuit against the state is based on the fact that 
the sale is violating a number of commitments such 
as international climate agreements, the proposed 
environmental goals, the state’s ownership policy, 
Vattenfall’s own policy, and the Swedish generation 
goal that, according to the Swedish Parliament’s 
interpretation, means that by 2020 they must have 
a society where “the big environmental problems 
are solved, without creating environmental and 
health problems outside of Sweden’s borders”.

The group of climate activists is suing to show the 
state that such a down-prioritization of the climate 
is unacceptable. “We think it will be very difficult 
to win the case but we also know that we are right, 
and it is important to show that the state has a great 
legal responsibility to stop this climate catastrophe 
– and they must take that responsibility. We believe 
that the only morally responsible alternative is to 
collaborate with the German government to phase 
out the fossil assets in a sustainable way through, 

The Magnolia Case
by Shanar Tabrizi

The Swedish state is being taken to court by the people…

for example, restoring the local environment and 
making sure that the people whose livelihoods 
depend on the coal mines and power plants receive 
the support they need to find green jobs.”

Change is not impossible. The papers for the sale 
haven’t been signed yet. And there are other 
examples of success to inspire hope. Last year, 
for the first time ever, judges in the Netherlands 
accepted human rights arguments for demanding 
a country make deeper greenhouse gas emissions 
cuts. The win encouraged actors in countries such 
as Belgium and Philippines to follow suit and others 
could follow. 

Shanar Tabrizi is an environmental engineer based 
in Sweden, focusing on waste and sustainable 
management of resources. She is currently interning 
with groundWork.

Sources: http://supermiljobloggen.se/nyheter/2016/09/
den-svenska-staten-stams-for-att-man-godkant-vatten-
falls-brunkolsforsaljning

http://www.svt.se/nyheter/inrikes/unga-stammer-stat-
en-for-forsaljningen-av-vattenfalls-brunkol

https://www.generosity.com/community-fundraising/
youth-sue-swedish-state-on-climate-grounds--2

http://www.climatechangenews.com/2015/07/08/
around-the-world-in-5-climate-change-lawsuits/

http://www.climatechangenews.com/2015/06/24/
climate-campaigners-win-court-case-against-dutch-
government/
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Coal community exchanges
groundWork has always believed that people learn 
best from sharing their struggles and exchanges 
are a principle in which groundWork has long since 
believed and acted upon. Community exchanges 
enable shared learning and a broader understanding 
of environmental justice. Exchanges are an 
important way of building solidarity amongst the 
poor and affected communities. In line with this, 
therefore, the Coal Campaign has sought a space 
for unity in our environmental justice struggles.

The national coal exchange took place in September 
in the Somkhele and Fuleni communities in the 
KwaZulu-Natal Province, while the international 
exchange will take place in Mozambique at the end 
of October 2016. The national exchange meeting 
only included the South African activists who are 
fighting for their environmental rights in their own 
communities while the international exchange will 

Uniting coal struggles
by Robby Mokgalaka

United we are strong and divided we are likely to fail from 
despair…

be more inclusive of communities resisting coal 
developments in Southern Africa.

The Fuleni (Mtubatuba) and Somkhele 
(Kwambonani) communities situated on the 
north coast of KwaZulu-Natal recently co-hosted 
with groundWork other communities facing coal 
struggles across the country. While the Fuleni 
community is fighting against the proposed Ibutho 
Coal mine, the Somkhele activists are fighting 
against the injustices caused by ten-year-old 
Somkhele Petmin coal mine.

The Somkhele community is constantly breathing 
coal dust and experiencing blasting from the mine, 
which causes houses to crack and debris to fall into 
their homes. They have been subject to forceful 
relocation of the members of their community to 
make way for the mine without proper consideration 
or compensation, and they have had family graves 

Members from 
communities 

affected by coal 
developments 

across South 
Africa meet in 
Northern KZN 

for the National 
Coal Exchange.

Credit: 
groundWork
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exhumed without due respect to South African 
cultural traditions.

Somkhele: The struggle for the commons
When a wailing siren issues a warning for mine 
blasting, the community, including the young and 
the old, are forced to practically run out of their 
houses in fear for their lives, as the flying rocks 
might strike them or the houses may collapse on 
them. This scene left me and many of the other 
people visiting the Somkhele community with 
a broken heart and in tears, as these people are 
treated in an inhumane manner by those who are 
easily made drunk and are blinded by the love of 
money.

In this severely drought stricken country, the 
Somkhele community is one of the most affected, 
spending weeks without water. The community 
used to depend on the Umfolozi River and one main 
well for water, but this has been used up and dirtied 
by Petmin’s coal mine. The community is now left to 
depend on water tanks supplied by the municipality 
once a month. The well, depended upon by the 
community as a water source, is currently being 
privatised by the coal mine and fenced off to supply 
water to wash coal for the mine. The municipality 
water tanks supply the coal mine with water every 
day at the expense of the community. This leaves 
the community in grievous despair.

Fuleni: Preventing new coal
The Fuleni community on the other hand, although 
not yet mined, is experiencing the dust impact 
from the nearby Somkhele mine. Fuleni also acts 
as a good example of what people living without a 
mine in a pristine environment look like and what 
Somkhele must have looked like prior to Petmin’s 
encroachment. The successful struggle to keep 
their area free from coal illustrates a positive picture 
of the possibility of a life without a mine to other 
activists in the hope of encouraging others to fight 
for such a right.

Newcastle protest
On the 18th of August 2016, the Newcastle 
community, led by Kwezumkhono Environmental 
Justice Network (KEJN), a community-based 
organization in the KwaZulu-Natal town of 
Newcastle, held a public protest against the 
Chelmsford coal mine, which has for several 
years been a nightmare to the Normadien farm 

dwellers. Chelmsford coal mine is owned by 
Continental Coal, an Australian mining company, 
which is also wreaking environmental havoc in 
the Arbor community in the Highveld area of the 
Mpumalanga Province.

In Newcastle, the company is blatantly refusing 
to recognize the community representatives who 
seek to address the environmental injustice caused 
by the mine. This situation has left the Normadien 
community feeling frustrated and helpless, which 
resulted in them taking their concerns to the 
company in protest.

Although the planned demonstration had some 
hurdles in the organizing stage, as the company 
refused to even show up to the prescribed Section 
14 meeting, eventually the protest was held and 
the memorandum was received by the mine 
management representative with a promise to 
respond to the grievances within the requested 
timeframe. However, the coal mine officials are still 
dragging their feet in responding to the community 
concerns and demands made in the memorandum. 
The frustration felt by the community increases as 
this lack of action by the mine indicates disrespect 
and disregard to both their social and environmental 
rights.

Twenty years of Oilwatch
In September 2016, Oilwatch Africa held its annual 
general assembly in Entebbe, Uganda, attended by 
secretariats from different African countries such 
as Tanzania, Chad, Nigeria, Kenya, South Africa 
and Mozambique. The gathering also marked the 
20th anniversary of Oilwatch Africa and Oilwatch 
International.

Poor and affected communities directly impacted 
by fossil fuel extraction were part of the meeting 
to share their stories of how their lives continue to 
be worsened by these activities. The documentaries 
shown about the impact of the fossil fuel on the 
health and lives of the people stimulated and 
nurtured everyone’s sense of activism. The Bliss 
of Ignorance on the impact of coal also received 
accolades and left people dumbfounded by its 
detailed statistics of how coal impacted South 
African people’s health. 
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Philippines is a Southeast Asian country in the 
Western Pacific, comprising more than 7 000  islands. 
Its capital, Manila, is famous for its waterfront 
promenade and centuries-old Chinatown, Binondo. 
The Philippines is also known for its volcanos, which 
are still active even in this century. I have never 
seen anything like an active volcano before; there 
was sulphur dioxide coming out of the ground. The 
local community benefit a lot from this as it is a 
source of tourism in this area. Unfortunately, there 
is also a dirty side to the Philippines and the Asia 
Pacific region.

Asia Pacific Ocean: Plastic Coast
Plastics have proven to be a serious challenge 
especially in Asia Pacific and this led to the 
international meeting on plastics taking place in 
the city of Tagatay in the Philippines. Individuals, 
organizations, businesses and policymakers working 
toward a world free of plastic pollution and its toxic 
impact on humans, animals, the ocean and the 
environment gathered to discuss this issue. Civil 
society have decided to take it upon themselves 
to try to resolve the plastic scourge we are facing 
globally. There are global efforts to prevent marine 
litter – which mainly comprises plastics – and its 
harmful effects on the environment, ecosystems, 
health and economy. About sixty delegates from 
more than twenty-five countries convened to have 
a discussion on this important subject of plastics 
and pollution.

The Asia Pacific Ocean is possibly the most affected 
by plastics as is evidenced by its having the largest 
ocean gyre. The circular motion of the gyre draws 
debris into a stable centre, where it becomes 
trapped. We have to learn lessons from the gyre 
because if we are not careful in producing and 
buying plastics we can end up also having a plastic 

Towards the end of plastic
by Musa Chamane

gyre near Africa. Before one buys that bottled 
water one needs to think of where it will end up; is 
it going to be recycled or is it going to be disposed 
of at a potentially ill-managed landfill.

South Africa’s plastic levy
Most plastics are derived from oil, which is drilled in 
different regions. In South Africa, the major culprit 
of plastic manufacture is Sasol. South Africa has 
made inroads in plastic reduction since the early 
2000s when it became clear that South Africa was 
struggling in terms of plastic litter. In 2003, the 
plastic bag levy was introduced in all grocery stores. 
All the levies were collected by government. Plastic 
bags were not free anymore and that made a huge 
difference in terms of littering. I remember when 
I was growing up, I would frequently see plastic 
bags caught in house fences and trees. Nowadays, 
however, it is much better, thanks to the plastic levy.

The plastic bag levy was collected by a Section 21 
company called Buyisa-e-Bag, which means “bring 
back the bag”. The company had good intentions to 
recycle or reuse plastic grocery bags. Unfortunately, 
the money streamed into their account and they 
started to mismanage the funds until government 
decided to disband the company. Government, 
through the Department of Environmental Affairs, 
is now collecting the levy themselves but it is 
questionable as to what it is used for. There are a 
number of waste pickers cooperatives and SMMEs 
of recyclers who should be benefiting from this 
levy, but as far as we can make out, none are.

There are a few materials recovery facilities that 
were built from this Buyisa-e-Bag money but 
most of them are “white elephants” because they 
are not being used. Even those that are in use 
are not used to full capacity. We always advise 

Something needs to be done about the oceans of plastic that pollute 
the world
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municipalities to work with waste pickers to bring 
these facilities under the ownership of cooperatives 
so that recycling happens in an environment that is 
safe and clean. If the working environment is better 
that means the recycling and income generation 
rate would increase. South Africa is one of the 
countries that has a high rate of recycling plastic. 
The recycling rate that we have is effective due to 
the existence of waste pickers.

Waste minimisation is the way to go
The Waste Act 2008 prioritises waste minimisation 
as a strategy nationally as well as diversion of waste 
from landfill. The waste strategy also entails that 
the plastic products that can be, should be recycled. 
Unfortunately, plastics types such as sachets and 
polypropylene are not recyclable in South Africa 
as there is not a market into which waste pickers 
can sell them. Because these plastics are light and 
value is measured in weight, it becomes worthless 
for the waste pickers to collect such kinds of waste 
materials because there is not a lot of money to be 
made from them.

New plastic campaign
Fifteen years after South Africa started with its plastic 
bag levy, the international campaign on plastics 
is currently being developed. The international 
campaign involves more than twenty-five countries 
on all the continents and is yet to be named. The 
campaign is strong in some areas, although this 
depends on the continent since some continents 
are affected more than others. If plastic pollution 
is rife in one’s continent or country, the campaign 
will focus more on that country or province. For 
example, Africa is not as affected as Asia.

We need to take the issue of plastics seriously 
because it ends up polluting the environment. Even 

those who deal with plastics by burning them are 
not doing the environment a favour. 

Landfills and incinerators in this country burn tons 
of plastics. Plastics are made of chemicals derived 
from oil, which when burnt emit poisonous, cancer-
causing dioxins and furans. Continuous exposure 
to toxic fumes by humans may result in cancer and 
other respiratory diseases. We have to take it upon 
ourselves to make sure that plastics are properly 
dealt with; that reduction is prioritised and then re-
use and recycling, and that they do not head for 
ocean disposal. 

 - Vol 18 No 3 - September 2016 - groundWork - 11 -

 



At a community meeting held in Merebank recently, 
residents expressed their fear that millions of litres 
of toxic leachate waste from Shongweni and Bulbul 
landfill sites are being pumped into the ocean 
nearby their communities. There were concerns 
of leakages in the pipeline as well as the water 
affecting the skin colour of people when fisherfolk 
came in contact with the sea water. Community 
members raised their concerns in the presence 
of decision makers who have the ability to make 
rational decisions with all evidence pointing to the 
illegality of dumping toxic liquid waste to sea.

The eThekwini Southern Wastewater Works marine 
pipeline/outfall, located in the South Durban Basin, 
is where most industries in eThekwini send their 
liquid waste. This pipeline extends approximately 
four kilometres out to sea and effectively allows 
polluting industries to discharged their waste via the 
sea, including leachate which is the contaminated 
waste water that comes from waste landfill sites! 
Ideally there should be no waste from industry, 
because waste is indicative of inefficient practice – 
however industries generally produce waste when 
they don’t have to pay the true cost of that waste, 
when its okay to be wasteful – and in the case of 
eThekwini the Southern Wastewater Works marine 
pipeline allows industry to be wasteful, because 
they don’t pay the true cost of disposing this waste.

Nonetheless, the eThekwini Municipality tests the 
toxicity levels of the waste that industry produces 
and if there is an exceedance in the water quality 
tests they issue a notice and a fine is administered. 
However, the problem with this scenario is that 
by the time the fine is administered the waste 
has already entered the sea and the fine is not 
commensurate with the potential for environmental 
and health pollution. So, if mercury-contaminated 
waste is dumped to sea via the sea outfall the fine 
for doing this is not in line with bio-accumulation 
of mercury up the food chain and the associated 
public health impact of mercury in humans. These 
industries are faced with the almighty decision of 
investing in infrastructure to ensure the harmful 
impacts of their waste is reduced, or paying a little 

Swimming in a sea of chemicals
by Rico Euripidou & Niven Reddy

fine and dumping their toxic waste into the ocean. 
How tough that must be!

However, it has subsequently came to light that the 
eThekwini Municipality are not even the responsible 
jurisdiction for the operation of the marine outfall. 
Rather, the Department of Environmental Affairs 
(DEA) Directorate: Coastal Pollution Management 
(Oceans and Coast) are the jurisdictional authority 
to issue authorizations for sea outfalls and have 
been the competent authority in this regard since 
2009. Furthermore, the municipality currently does 
not even have a valid coastal waters discharge 
permit from the DEA and yet they have continued 
to authorize the discharge of industry waste via the 
pipeline!

Therefore, eThekwini Municipality is currently and 
has been acting illegally since 2014 because the 
eThekwini Water and Sanitation unit has issued 
these “waste discharge licenses” to Wasteman 
and EnviroServ even though they do not have the 
authority to do so! In fact, in 2014 the municipality 
were instructed by the DEA Directorate: Coastal 
Pollution Management to prohibit this practice but 
they have ignored this instruction and the illegal 
discharge to sea practice has continued since then 
unabated.

This clearly demonstrates wilful neglect by the 
authorities and a failure of the governance system. 
It is simply a matter of these multinational industries 
holding the municipality to ransom by engineering 
one crisis after another and externalizing the cost 
of environmentally sound management of waste to 
the public via the sea. To add insult to injury, the 
eThekwini Water and Sanitation case officer, Chris 
Fennimore, delivered a rhetoric at the community 
meeting that the leachate is diluted and therefore 
safe to dispose to sea. However, the leachate 
from an H:h – hazardous waste – landfill site will 
contain a trace of that toxic waste signature and, 
if this is not tested for by eThekwini Municipality, 
it will never be picked up. Any mercury, arsenic, 
cadmium or lead, or any other substance toxic to 
the environment, will bio-accumulate in fish and 
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the marine ecology and come back to us – there is 
no “away” with waste.

Concurrently, and prior to the meeting held in 
Merebank, a special monitoring committee for the 
EnviroServ Shongweni landfill site was called for. 
The purpose of this meeting was to address issues 
of odour complaints in the Shongweni area over the 
past six months whilst simultaneously attempting to 
bring together the community working groups into 
the formal process of the monitoring committee. 
The strength of communities is immense when they 
are united in objection to something that harms 
their livelihoods.

We regularly attend monitoring committee 
meetings of all the perennial polluters and more 
often than not we discover new information every 
time. Wasteman, a mega-waste company that 
operated the now closed Bulbul landfill site in 
Silverglen, dump 300 truckloads of liquid waste 
leachate a month via the sea outfall. That is roughly 
equivalent to 3 000 000 litres of toxic liquid waste. 
In addition to that, EnviroServ dump approximately 
4  000  000 litres of toxic liquid waste to the sea. 
With that much toxic waste going through the 
pipeline and into the ocean, there really cannot be 
any certainties that leakages are not happening and 
that the toxic constituents of the waste are not bio-
accumulating in the marine ecology. 

groundWork notes the following with concern:

• the environmental injustice of dumping toxic 
waste in Shongweni, and the impacts of this 
practice on the communities of the area;

• the challenge of the mismanagement and 
ongoing production of toxic waste by large 
corporations in KwaZulu-Natal, who operate 
in contradiction to the philosophy of the waste 
hierarchy;

• that the challenge of managing and reducing 
KwaZulu-Natal’s toxic waste is a legacy that 
stretches back beyond the dawn of democracy 
in South Africa;

• that there is little democracy in environmental 
governance in KwaZulu-Natal, resulting in 
decisions of this nature being taken without 
affected communities even knowing;

• that the present problem has its roots in the 
government failing to meaningfully manage 
and enforce a decrease in the production of 
toxic waste; 

• the illegality of the decision by the eThekwini 
Municipality to allow the toxic waste to be 
dumped at sea, especially as it was specifically 
forbidden this power in June 2014; and

• that the EnviroServ board, senior and local 
management are serial non-compliance 
offenders who have repeatedly broken the law. 
Over the last three years they have been warned 
on fifteen occasions and have been fined on 
five different occasions. Their repeated failure 
to comply with the material conditions of their 
license are sufficient grounds for termination of 
their contract.

The issue of privatization of the water and waste 
industry is also a serious issue for all of us. Veolia now 
control the eThekwini sewage treatment works and 
dictate the terms of “quality and quantity” of waste 
water to the city. For example, if Veolia decide that 
a particular type of waste water such as leachate 
can no longer be discharged to sewer because it 
does not meet their water quality standard and 
does not fit with their business model, then a crisis 
can be engineered and the City authorities are left 
with little choice but to dispose untreated waste 
to sea with the added consequence that the City 
has to make up any shortfall in water quantity 
with clean potable water. Another serious problem 
with privatization is that waste multi-nationals only 
act in their interest and, while the City should be 
taking measures to force industry and the public 
to reduce and ultimately reach zero waste, they 
cannot because waste multi-nationals tie us in to 
their business models of “hump and dump” with 
multi-year contracts.

The Department of Environmental Affairs (DEA) 
Oceans and Coasts section has now stopped all 
toxic waste leachate waste from being disposed 
by EnviroServ from its Shongweni landfill site 
to the Southern Waste Water Plant destined 
for the ocean. In the future, permits will have to 
be sought by eThekwini Municipality from the 
DEA – Oceans and Coasts – who have instigated 
research and analysis to take informed decisions on 
the standards and guidelines for waste and toxic 
emissions into the sea. The DEA also confirmed that 
investigations are currently underway into alleged 
criminal activities of EnviroServ, for submission to 
the National Prosecuting Authority. 
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Did you know that putting on your fleece sweater to 
go to the shop and buy a face scrub contributes to 
the increasing number of turtle deaths on southern 
Cape beaches?

This year it was shown that 60% of loggerhead 
turtles that died within two months of stranding 
on southern Cape beaches contained ingested 
anthropogenic debris. Of this debris, 99% was 
plastic waste. Plastics kill the turtles by blocking 
their digestive tracts or bladders and deaths caused 
by plastic have increased over the last four decades. 
Much of the plastic pollution found across the globe 
is small particles, less than one millimetre in size.

These micro plastics can be found everywhere, 
from the base of the food chain (plankton) and 
accumulate into the fish and seafood that we eat. 
Plastics have been found in 25% of the animals 
purchased from fish markets in Indonesia and the 
United States. Through fish, oysters and other 
marine organisms, the micro plastics go back to 
humans, where we ingest hormone-disrupting, 
carcinogenic and other harmful substances that are 
accumulated in the plastics.

Plastic pollution in South African waters comes in 
various sizes. A study has shown Durban harbour 
containing about 1 500 micro-plastic particles per 
litre.

The problems with plastics start upstream, 
however. In South Africa, the two Sasol chemicals 
industry complexes in Sasolburg and Secunda are 
associated with serious air pollution impacts on 
local neighbouring communities. Sasol creates raw 
plastic from natural gas and coal-to-gas as well as 
coal-to-liquid-fuel technology. Their complex in 
Secunda is the largest single source of greenhouse 
gas emissions in the world.

The South African plastics industry has announced 
a Zero Plastics to Landfill by 2030 objective, and 
is engaging with different levels of government 
to increase recycling. But the objective doesn’t 
include measures higher up on the waste hierarchy. 

What you don’t want to know...
by Shanar Tabrizi

...about plastics and the problem with microbeads in South Africa

Legislation banning the use of micro beads in 
cosmetics and efforts to prevent production of micro 
plastics would be a concrete preventative measure 
as the beads in cosmetics are often completely 
unnecessary and sustainable alternatives already 
exist.

The bigger contamination sources, such as wear and 
tear from tyres and bigger plastic objects, is difficult 
to address, but micro plastics can also be found in 
toothpastes, detergents and cosmetics such as face 
scrubs and shower gels in the form of plastic beads. 
As we use them, the beads get flushed down our 
drains, straight into water ways and eventually into 
the environment at large.

Several countries have or are planning a ban on 
micro beads in cosmetics. The most recent country 
to announce a plan to ban the sale and manufacture 
of cosmetics and personal care products containing 
microbeads was the UK. This was as a result of 
campaigning by a coalition of NGOs.

Micro plastics also come from the clothes we wear. 
Studies have shown that during laundering, a single 
fleece jacket sheds as many as 250 000 synthetic 
fibres. Most wastewater treatment doesn’t filter out 
micro plastics and fibres, and they get discharged 
into waterways. Besides consumer awareness, there 
is a need for appliance manufacturers to investigate 
the efficacy of adding filters to washing machines 
to capture fibres before they enter wastewater.

Micro plastics may be small, but they’re causing big 
problems for our environment and our health.  A 
ban would be most welcome. So is a joint effort to 
expose the greenwashing of the plastic industry’s 
zero plastic initiatives. Until then, consumers can 
start by changing the fleece to a cotton sweater, 
taking a walk to the supermarket, and not buying 
that plastic face scrub. 

Shanar Tabrizi is an environmental engineer based 
in Sweden, focusing on waste and sustainable 
management of resources. She is currently interning 
with groundWork.
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Hospitals are known worldwide to be a beacon 
of hope and care for humankind as they play an 
important role in the health care system. Some 
hospitals will focus on their patients, treating the 
wounded and healing the sick, while others will 
also look beyond the patients, to the hospital staff 
and the environment or community that sustains 
us all. The latter is the health care institution that 
recognizes the huge environmental health impact 
of hospital activities and strives to become more 
environmentally responsible. This is what the Global 
Green and Healthy Hospital (GGHH) members 
have signed up to. And a good example of this in 
Pietermaritzburg is Grey’s Hospital, one of the six 
hospitals in the KwaZulu-Natal Province that have 
embraced the GGHH Agenda.

On the 25th of August 2016, Grey’s Hospital hosted 
a “Greening Grey’s Awareness Day” event at the 
hospital complex to provide patient, staff and 
community people the opportunity to discover how 
health care providers are contributing either directly 
or indirectly to environmental pollution which in 
turn has tremendous impacts on climate change 
and public environmental health. The Sustainability 
Coordinator, Shireen Arends, shared with the over 
215 attendees at this event, the sustainability 
strategies that are in place to reduce the hospital’s 
environmental footprint especially in regards to the 
two GGHH goals they picked, namely energy and 
waste.

As part of this event, the organizers invited a 
member of the South African Waste Pickers’ 
Association who works at Pietermaritzburg’s New 
England Road landfill site, Simon Gumenke, to 
share the urgent need to engage in zero waste 
practices. He emphasized the need for separation at 
source practices to be implemented in the hospital 
for general waste because more than 80% of 
waste generated in any hospital could be recycled 

Greening Grey’s Hospital
by Luqman Yesufu

or reused. He also gave the actual market value in 
South African Rand of some of the materials that 
most people term as waste; metals, plastics, paper 
and glass.

Furthermore, the Sustainability Coordinator for 
Edendale Hospital, Ms Narisha Gobind, who is 
also a social worker by profession, was also in 
attendance. She gave a presentation on the work 
she is doing with ARV patients. She has specifically 
targeted the socio-epidemiological drivers of HIV 
progression in patients on ARVs, encouraging 
them to develop sustainable vegetable gardens and 
engaging with them in life skills and environmental 
health promotion. She was keen to emphasize that, 
since the launch of this program in April 2014, 
ninety-one home gardens have been established to 
grow sustainable food crops for patients and their 
families. This in turn has resulted in 1 739 patients 
not defaulting on their ARV treatment, with 
patients expressing that they feel dignified because 
they can grow their own food and do not have to 
rely on government hand-outs.

In conclusion, kudos must be given to Shireen Arends 
for conducting such a memorable event, inspiring 
others like herself to promote environmental health 
and reduce the environmental footprint in their 
hospital. She remarked afterwards that “health care 
providers have become so comfortable in their daily 
routine to heal the sick that they have forgotten 
the rippling effects of their actions”. A tree was 
planted to mark the day with subsequent trees 
to be planted annually to provide inspiration for 
hospital staff on the need to engage in sustainable 
practices, especially as hospitals continue to forge 
closer links with other parts of the health sector 
and communities in an effort to optimize the use 
of resources and the protection of individual and 
collective health status. 

We’re helping to turn Grey’s to Green
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A Case Study: Edendale Hospital
Narisha Gobind

Edendale Hospital is a state regional hospital 
servicing patients who come from impoverished 
communities in an area with a population of 
approximately 1.4 million. It is often said that 
poverty is the enemy of human development and, 
as a social worker working at Edendale Hospital, 
I became aware of the number of patients 
presenting with ARV-default, malnutrition and 
lifestyle disease admissions because their basic 
food security needs were not met.

This inspired me to make a difference as I believe 
strongly that the right to optimal health in 
South Africa can only be fully realized through 
the creation of social conditions that enable the 
previously disadvantaged and disempowered to 
meaningfully take decisions on their lives and their 
health. While I found that poverty was the primary 
social determinant adversely impacting the HIV, 
malnutrition and lifestyle disease progression 
and health outcomes our clients faced, issues of 
negative mind set, social constructs of stigma, 
internal oppression and denial also needed to be 
targeted. My vision was to impact these social 
determinants in a natural and sustainable way and 
I aimed at utilizing the resources we had, which 
was the land and our hands.

I targeted individual clients within their 
homesteads at a grassroots level, while 
I also used the hospital as a reflection 
of a macro system and started food 
gardens within the hospital grounds 
utilizing patients on our ARV programme 
and social work students. This I tied 
into our healthy lifestyle programmes 
which we cascaded to patients through 
health promotion education within the 
community. The project has five pillars 
which are short term food aid, one-
home one garden, social security access, 
interpersonal development through 
workshops and community narrative 
theatre, as well as therapeutic support 
group processes.

Since the initiation of the project 1 739 
patients previously defaulting treatment 

have not defaulted. We have ninety-one gardens 
within the community and gardens within the 
hospital. Vegetables that are produced are bought 
by staff and we will soon be supplying the hospital 
kitchen. Organic methods of planting are used 
and it is hoped that eventually food waste within 
the hospital will be used to create compost for 
our hospital gardens. Ultimately, safe food, safe 
environments, good health and self-sufficiency 
both at a hospital and community level is the 
epitome of what we wish to achieve. The support 
of the management of the hospital has enabled 
many of our targets to reach fruition.

I was also incredibly privileged to attend a workshop 
facilitated by the team from groundWork who 
introduced the GGHH initiative. The sensitizing 
to the eco-systemic impact of our actions and 
linking that to the principle of doing no harm 
was for me like opening up a blind spot in my 
cognition. We felt empowered by the information 
and inspired to start a movement of change 
because suddenly the role we as a hospital could 
further play in our patients’ lives became clearer. 
The internet platform called GGHH Connect will 
further provide us with all the necessary tools and 
resources needed to promote, learn and share 
some of our experiences.

Narisha Gobind is the Social Service Manager at 
Edendale Hopsital in Pietermaritzburg.

A poster to celebrate the Greening Grey’s Awareness Day.  
Credit: groundWork

- 16 - groundWork - Vol 18 No 3 - September 2016 -

 



The use of skin lightening products is a global 
phenomenon, especially amongst people of colour. 
Studies done in Africa reveal a prevalence of use of 
skin lighteners of between 25–67%, with recorded 
national incidence rates of 75% of the population 
in Nigeria, 52–67% in Senegal and 35% of the 
population in Pretoria, South Africa.

In a similar study involving 600 women conducted 
in Durban by Professor Dlova, 38.1% of African 
descent and 27.1% of Indian descent follow this 
practice. Studies have shown that more women 
than men bleach their skin and that it is most 
likely women aged between twenty and fifty years 
who use skin lighteners. One astonishing finding 
that jumped out at me is that, despite decades 
of government regulations for skin lightening 
products, the trend appears to be increasing 
generally; with African women being 1.7 times 
more likely to engage in this practice.

There is documented evidence that skin lightening 
creams have serious long term side effects especially 
when their use is not monitored by professionals and 
is unaccompanied by the application of a broad-
spectrum sunscreen. Over-exposure to the intense 
tropical sun can cause secondary longstanding 
sun damage to lightened skin and possibly result 
in skin cancer on susceptible depigmented skin. 
The majority of skin lightening products contain 
two dangerous chemicals – hydroquinone and/
or mercury – both of which act as pigment 
production inhibitors. They are both generally 
banned substances because they are carcinogenic 
in the long run and cause a condition known as 
ochronosis. It gives the affected person a patchy 
dark pigmentation.

March against skin lightening
On the 26th of August, I participated in a 
successfully organized anti-skin bleaching march 
through the streets of the Durban CBD. The march 
was organized by the Dermatology Department at 

Is there mercury in your moisturiser?
by Samuel Chademana

Why using skin lightening creams is not just bad for your self-
esteem but for your health too…

UKZN and South African Women’s Dermatology 
Society which are both headed by renowned 
Professor Dlova. The KwaZulu-Natal Department of 
Health partnered with Professor Dlova to organize 
the march.

The main aim of the march was to raise awareness 
among consumers of the dangers associated 
with the use of skin lighteners. Professor Dlova’s 
involvement in activism against skin bleaching is 
informed by empirical research that she and her 
academic colleagues have undertaken over the 
last decade on skin bleaching and the associated 
dangers. Two of her most prominent research articles 
on this topic were published in the International 
Journal of Dermatology and the British Journal 
of Dermatology in which they investigated the 
contents of ten best-selling skin-lightening creams 
available on the market in Durban and the effects 
of skin bleaching on women of colour (African and 
Indian) respectively.

Following this research was an extensive 
investigation of the fifty top-selling skin lightening 
creams which are used by consumers in all 
the provinces in South Africa. The preliminary 
results showed that 80% of these creams were 
locally manufactured despite the banning of the 
compounds by the South African government and 
20% were illegally imported from other African and 
European countries. What follows are excerpts from 
her published research findings on skin bleaching in 
South Africa, particularly Durban.

Reasons why people use skin lightening creams
Investigations into why people use these products 
have led to two main conclusions. Firstly, the desire 
to treat skin disorders (being the most common 
reason) and secondly, to achieve a lighter skin 
colour. In the studies done on African and Indian 
women in Durban by Professor Dlova and her team 
they found that many black South African women 
self-medicate with lightening creams in an effort to 

 - Vol 18 No 3 - September 2016 - groundWork - 17 -

 



get rid of common 
d e r m a t o l o g i c a l 
conditions such as 
acne, melasma, and 
post-inflammatory 
hyperpigmentation. 
In most cases 
the end result of 
s e l f - m e d i c a t i o n 
is actually the 
worsening of such 
conditions.

The second reason, 
however, is the most 
interesting to me 
and probably the 
most unfortunate 
because it speaks 
to a phenomenon 
I refer to as “the 
state of a colonized 
mind”. Research 
shows that the 
growth of pop 

culture with its commodification of the female body 
in glossy advertisements on television and in tabloid 
magazines has a huge influence on women’s choice 
of these products. Beauty has become synonymous 
with lighter skin tone and in certain parts of the 
world it is associated with a higher social status. 
Studies done in Indian and Asian communities 
highlighted an endemic belief that the prospects 
of marrying and belonging to a higher caste, with 
all its fringe benefits, are greatly enhanced by 
possessing a fair skin. While in the South African 
context it has everything to do with the remnants 
of the legacy of the past; where being light skinned 
was associated with being White, which in turn was 
associated with privilege and opulence.

The use of mercury in cosmetics
Data from the same paper investigating the 
contents of the bestselling skin lightening creams 
on the market in Durban, showed that 40% of the 
analyzed products contained mercury as the main 
active ingredient and this was not indicated on the 
packaging labels. There is evidence indicating that 
over the last two decades there has been a shift in 
the cosmetic industry from the use of hydroquinone 
as the most common active ingredients found in 

skin lighteners to corticosteroids and mercury. This 
is despite the fact that the use of mercury and its 
compounds has been banned in several countries, 
including South Africa, owing to its nephrotoxicity 
and neurotoxicity. What is even more alarming is 
the fact that nine (90%) of the products randomly 
picked and tested in this study contained a banned 
or illegal substance and 60% of them were 
manufactured in South Africa and the rest were 
illegally imported from South-east Asia and Europe.

A history of regulation and activism
South Africa’s history vis-à-vis the regulation 
of skin lighteners dates back to the 1960s and 
1970s – at the height of apartheid rule – when the 
country’s skin lightening market was undergoing 
a boom. Government regulations of the two main 
ingredients, namely mercury and hydroquinone, 
began in the mid-1970s onwards, leading onto 
1990 when the South African government banned 
the use of hydroquinone in cosmetics and is 
currently the only country in the world that forbids 
the advertisement of skin lighteners and the use of 
words such as “bleach”, “lighten” or “whiten” in 
adverts.

From the civic perspective, in the 1980s the Black 
Consciousness movement inspired the drive among 
African medical professionals to ban the use of skin 
lighteners, a political statement that was part of the 
anti-apartheid movement. Since then efforts from 
both government and civil society movements 
have been ongoing. Consequently, since the 1990s, 
South Africa has had comparatively lower usage 
levels of skin lighteners and cases of ochronosis 
than the rest of the continent.

Continued effort needed
However, a lot more still needs to be done; of 
utmost concern is how easily the respondents in the 
Durban study could acquire steroid creams from 
street vendors and cosmetic shops with impunity. 
Labelling is also an area of particular concern. Only 
30% of products in the Durban study had all the 
active ingredients clearly labelled on the packaging, 
while 20% were incorrectly labelled, concealing the 
fact that they contain mercury and hydroquinone. 
This is indicative of systematic flaws in enforcement 
and that stricter regulations need to be put in place 
in order to get rid of the toxic products currently on 
offer on the market. 

Hundreds 
gathered in 
Durban for 
a peaceful 

march to raise 
awareness of 

the dangers of 
skin lightening 

creams.

Credit: 
groundWork 
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week that projects that were developed in the 
first three weeks of the school were evaluated 
and critiqued by peers at the school. After the 
first half of the school, students went back to their 
organizations and communities to implement their 
projects over three months. After the fourth week 
of the school, students are encouraged to continue 
their projects in order to make them sustainable 
and part of their ongoing activist work.

groundWork was proud to have members from 
the following organizations and movements 
participating in this year’s Environmental Justice 
School:

Highveld Environmental Justice Network
Khwezumkhono Environmental Justice
Mfolozi Community Environmental Justice 
Organization
Mining and Environmental Justice Community 
Network
Mpophomeni Conservation Group
Livaningo
South African Waste Pickers’ Association
Southern Cape Land Committee
Vaal Environmental Justice Alliance
Urgent Action Fund Africa 

As World Environment Day was celebrated across 
the globe on Sunday the 5th of June, groundWork 
kicked off its third annual Environmental Justice 
School. The school aims to build a cadre of 
informed environmental justice activists who will 
contribute towards the mobilization, resistance and 
transformation to a just society.

Twenty activists from South Africa, Mozambique 
and Kenya gathered in Merrivale for an intensive 
three weeks where they were engaged on issues 
of development, environmental legislation in South 
Africa and campaigning in areas of climate, energy, 
air quality, waste, water, land and food.

The school’s logo was designed in remembrance 
of famous environmental justice activist, Ken Saro-
Wiwa, who was murdered by the Nigerian state 
for his campaigning around Shell’s catastrophic oil 
operations in the Niger Delta. We remember Ken 
Saro-Wiwa and other justice activists’ work as we 
go forward in building a new movement of activists 
who will continue their work in resisting corporate 
power and fighting for people’s power.

In early October, students returned to the school 
for the fourth and final week held in the beautiful 
Umgeni Valley nature reserve. It was during this 

Celebrating World Environment Day
by Megan Lewis

Launch of groundWork’s Environmental Justice School 

Participants 
of this year’s 
groundWork 
Environmental 
Justice School 
came from 
South Africa, 
Mozambique 
and Kenya.

Credit: 
groundWork 
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Fuelling the fire

A new report by Friends of the Earth International 
launched in July demonstrates how Underground 
Coal Gasification (UCG) and Coal Chemical 
technologies threaten to destabilise the earth’s 
climate and irreversibly damage local environments. 

The report comes in the wake of UCG being banned 
in Queensland, Australia. There is interest in and 
development of UCG in Europe, Russia, Canada, 
the US, China and India. The report includes case 
studies from Australia, China, South Africa, the UK 
and the US. 

In South Africa, Coal-to-Chemicals, the process 
of converting coal into different gases, liquid fuels 
and chemical products, has devastating impacts on 
local environments with their massive water, coal 
and energy consumption. In particular, the report 
highlights that Sasol’s Coal Chemical plants in South 
Africa every year produce thirty-five million cubic 
metres of liquid effluent laden with metals and salts 
which create toxic waste dumps, pits and ponds.

Report author, Flick Monk, a campaigner with 
Friends of the Earth Scotland, comments that, “If 
we are serious about doing our fair share to tackle 
climate change, we must say no to extremely 
polluting new fossil fuel developments. The vast 
quantities of carbon emissions that would be 
unlocked by UCG technology, if the industry ever 
get it right, would push the world further towards 
catastrophic climate change.”

The report draws together evidence of UCG test 
projects over the last three decades and highlights 
how destructive UCG and Coal Chemicals are. 
Globally, Underground Coal Gasification could 
dramatically fuel climate change by potentially 
creating an extra 1 650 billion tonnes of CO2 – four 
times the total amount that can be emitted if the 
world is to avoid catastrophic climate change. 

Irreversible environmental damage has been 
done by Linc Energy’s recent Underground Coal 

The chequered history of Underground Coal Gasification and Coal 
Chemicals around the world…

by Megan Lewis

Gasification experiment in Queensland, Australia, 
prompting the Queensland government to ban the 
technology. The US has been the testing ground 
for several UCG experiments that have resulted in 
long-term contamination of groundwater.

This is an important part of the Friends of the Earth 
International call for an end to the expansion of 
UCG and Coal Chemicals. Climate change is already 
having a devastating impact on communities across 
the world. There must be total phase out of these 
technologies to have a hope of keeping global 
temperature rise below 1.5 degrees.

Download the full report here http://www.foei.
org/resources/publications/unconventional-coal
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