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Sand mining in the uMgeni catchment 

PALMIET RIVER REHABILITATION PROJECT   

 

Background 

The eThekwini municipality is the major economic hub of KwaZulu-Natal (KZN) and the third largest 

city in the country. Providing water and sanitation to its growing population is an on-going challenge 

for the municipality. Particularly so as the municipality’s water comes almost entirely from the upper 

uMngeni catchment, where deteriorating condition of ecological infrastructure is compromising the 

volume and quality of freshwater being supplied. According to recent studies, the uMngeni 

catchment has lost 36% of its ability to deliver valuable watershed services, such as flood 

attenuation, sediment load reduction, and water quality improvement. Phosphorous loads have 

increased significantly in the uMngeni river system, by 85% at Midmar Dam, by 132% at Albert Falls, 

and a staggering 668% at Nagle Dam in the past 10 years.    

 

Challenges 

Currently, watershed services within the boundaries of the 

municipality are highly compromised due to impacts from massive 

informal settlements built in wetland areas and along the banks of 

rivers, such as the Palmiet River (a tributary to the uMngeni River). 

Critical wetlands and riparian zones have been severely modified. 

Along with increased surface run-off from informal settlements this 

results in loss of valuable top-soil, flushing of various waste materials directly into water sources 

(posing a range of health risks), and the general deterioration of water quality. Another major 

challenge is the increased illegal dumping from these informal settlements and illegal sand mining 

along rivers. The current KZN Water Reconciliation Strategy for this economic hub revealed a highly 

stressed catchment in terms of water quality and quantity and proposed only traditional and costly 

engineering solutions to meet these challenges. However, the strategy ignored the valuable 

contribution that investments into the management of ecological infrastructure could make to 

enhancing water security.  
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Ecological infrastructure interventions  

The municipality has identified strategic positions along the Palmiet River to construct artificial 

wetlands aimed at restoring watershed services along the river. The artificial wetlands will emulate 

the features of natural wetlands and act as bio-filters, removing/trapping sediments and pollutants 

before entering the uMngeni river system. There are plans to remove alien plants and re-vegetate 

the Palmiet River banks with indigenous plants to stabilise the riparian zones. The municipality plans 

an extensive clean-up of the Palmiet River to remove solid waste and debris before construction of 

the artificial wetlands. To address human behaviour, the municipality will provide an awareness 

campaign and education materials on illegal dumping to the informal settlements living along the 

river banks.  

 

Potential benefits 

The construction of the artificial wetlands 

will result in the restoration of watershed 

services along the Palmiet River. This 

includes a reduction in sediment loads 

and pollutants in the river channel 

thereby helping to improve and maintain 

water quality. The filtering of pollutants 

will further decrease the build-up of 

water hyacinth that has resulted in poor 

water quality in the uMngeni river 

channel. The municipality recognises that 

a wide-scale initiative in the greater 

uMngeni catchment is necessary to 

pursue investments in the restoration 

and sustainable management of 

ecological infrastructure as an effective 

additional strategy towards reconciling 

supply and demand in this system.  

 

More information about the project can be obtained from: 

Lenesh Sukhlal - lenesh.sukhlal@durban.gov.za  

Dershan Narainsamy – dershan.narainsamy@durban.gov.za  

Sean O'Donoghue - Sean.O'Donoghue@durban.gov.za      
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Clearing water hyacinth 
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