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              WESSA Eden Annual Committee Report  

ACTIVITIES, PARTNERSHIPS AND EDUCATION 

PROJECTS  

May 2019 – April 2020 

 

As this report is being compiled, Lockdown is still being enforced and we still have no idea 
when groups of like-minded people may again come together. Thus, in lieu of an AGM and 
the Chairman’s Report, this is a record of the WESSA Eden Branch’s year 2019-2020 collated 
by the Committee.  

We are pleased to say that despite being a small committee, we had a full calendar of 
activities during 2019. We have developed sound partnerships within our community which 
allows us to collaborate in projects with common objectives. This makes everything sing in 
harmony.  

In addition to events instigated by the Committee, other activities were collaborations. 

Rolbaken Nature Reserve (May) 

Our first calendar event was an 
outing to Rolbaken, a contract 
Nature Reserve in a very 
picturesque part along the 
Langkloof, in May 2019. The 
owners, Dick and Mary Carr, gave 
the group of 42 a very warm welcome and shared their experiences in 
rehabilitating the former overgrazed farmland towards an ecologically 
balanced wildlife sanctuary again.  

Paul Rixom gave a fascinating overview of the geological formations seen 
around Rolbaken, while Peter Ginn identified the rich biodiversity of birdlife as 
we meandered along different pathways through the reserve.  

Mary has established a home industry called “Rethink Bags” for locals in need 
of work and an income. These ladies sew colourful recycleable shopping bags, 
in various shapes and sizes, which are marketed country wide. These bags 
proved to be irresistible to our group of visitors and many were sold on the 
day!  

Dick is experimenting, inter alia, with some indigenous grass species to restore 
the nutrient value of the leached soil. A key species that wanders in and 
around the reserve is the endangered Cape Mountain Zebra. Since our visit, 
Dick reported the recent birth of two zebra calves! This is a very big deal, given 
the small size of the resident population.  
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Ocean’s Day at the Fat Fish Restaurant in 
George. (June) 

In support of Oceans Day Awareness, Dr Louw 
Claassens, Director of the Knysna Basin Project, 
delivered a lively presentation, in her usual 
enthusiastic and infectious style, and Fat Fish, 
George served delicious canapes in very generous 
portions. It was sadly not as huge an audience as we would have liked to raise 
more funds for the Knysna Basin Project, but we hope that next year we can 
make it even bigger. We would like to express our thanks to everyone involved 
in this joint event. 

Brenton Botanical Walk (June) 

In mid-June, a small group of Botany fans joined Nicky van Berkel (from CREW 
Outramps) and Nanna Joubert (from Pledge Nature Reserve) to explore Fynbos 
regeneration in Brenton, after the devastating fire damage of June 2017. It was 
an incredible privilege to walk through this Rare Knysna Sand Fynbos Biome 
and to witness just how forgiving nature can be when given the chance to 
recover. We were astonished at the biodiversity 
present and at the rapid rate at which the 
fynbos and its associated species rebounded in 
just two years!  

Nicky compiled a plant list for us. This facilitated 
the identification of the different species, with 
the enthusiastic help and guidance of Nicky and Nanna. Cameras clicked away 
as we walked down the 800m pathway through this private property towards 
the beach. The property belongs to a Conservation Stalwart whose family had 
the vision to preserve and maintain this unique and endangered biome for 
generations to come. We salute them!  
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Green Awards for local Restaurants 

We took a strong stance against single-use plastic and a mass drive to reduce, 
recycle and re-use. We engaged in a Green Award – Restaurant Waste 
Management Project with Landmark Foundation where we acknowledge and 
encourage restaurants that are committed to curb waste to landfill and 
promote environmental practices with sustainable solutions for the 
community. We appreciate the full support of George Municipality and George 
Council for the initiative. 

The following Restaurants received the 
Award:  

Salinas Beach Restaurant 
The Townhouse 
The Blind Pig 
The Girls on the Square 
Kaaimans Restaurant 
 
 
We hope to inspire our environmentally conscious community to support 
establishments that are committed to this initiative.   

 

National Science Week 2019 (July) 

This event was held at the GARDEN ROUTE 
ENVIRONMENTAL EDUCATION CENTRE at 
the end of July where over 1682 learners 
and educators from all over the Garden 
Route visited to learn about “Climate 
Change”, the theme for NSW 2019. WESSA 
prepared a hands-on activity targeting 
Invasive Alien Plants. WESSA committee members trained volunteer learner 
assistants from Study House who took school groups into the gardens to 
“hunt" for invasive alien plants and pull them out.   
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East Coastal Geology Tour: Robberg to Wilderness. (August)  

On 24 August 2019, 50 participants 
took part in a self-drive excursion to 
find out more about the geology of a 
particularly stunning section of our 
coastline, from Robberg at Plettenberg 
Bay to Gericke’s Point at Sedgefield. 
They were divided into three groups, under the expert guidance of Paul Rixom, 
Peter Ginn and Colin Ralston. The programme consisted of visits to five 
geologically interesting spots along our coast: Robberg, Kranshoek, Knysna East 
Heads, Brenton Peninsula and Gericke’s Point.  

At Robberg, participants found out how half-heart bays are formed and 
became familiar with terms like Table Mountain Sandstone, Enon 
Conglomerate, and Tombolo which is the term given to an island attached to 
the mainland by a strip of sand, with waves breaking on both sides. 

From there the groups proceeded to Kranshoek at Harkerville where they 
marvelled at the incredible gorge that has been carved by two streams and 
waterfalls over millions of years. Then it was time for a relaxing picnic in the 
welcome shade of forest trees.  

The next stop was at Knysna East Heads look-out points, which offered breath-
taking views of the estuary meeting the sea, flanked by formidable Table 
Mountain Sandstone cliffs. The group then travelled along the Brenton 
Peninsula to look out over the Knysna Lagoon and ended the tour at Swartvlei 
Beach where they viewed the incredibly high, partially lithified sand dunes and 
the iconic sphinx-like Gericke’s Point. 
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Respect Our River Project brings communities together (September) 

This community-based project was aimed at cleaning up a section under the 
bridge of the Malgas River in Blanco of invasive alien trees, mostly black 
wattle. The involvement of so many groups coming together for a common 
goal, is what we believe to be an ideal way forward for the future of 
conservation.  

We thank Eve Stoffels, community leader in 
Blanco who brought learners from the school. 
Jo-Anne King from the Botanical Society 
headed the initiative with WESSA Eden and 
enjoyed the partnerships of George 
Municipality, NMU Green Campus forum and 
Landmark Foundation.  

The Respect our River Project aims to raise awareness of the river systems in 
George, and help bring communities together to take custodianship for their 
local river spots in the hope that green corridors can grow and eventually be 
turned into safe, clean recreational public areas.  

All in attendance were very enthusiastic, whether they tackled alien invasive 
species by axe, handsaw or by hand, or set about picking up litter. Special 
thanks go to Priscilla Burgoyne from the George Municipality, Monique Best 
(Miss Planet International 2019), Finn Rautenbach from Garden Route 
Botanical Garden, and all of the Nature Conservation students from Nelson 
Mandela University’s student society Green Campus Forum, who pooled their 
resources and talents to make the event a huge success. 

International Coastal Clean-up (September) 

For this event we partnered with 
Landmark Foundation and 
Kaaimans Restaurant, and there 
was a great response from local 
teams such as NMU Green Campus 
Forum, the Landsdiens Groep, 
George Councillors, Kaaimans 
Restaurant staff, Heatherlands 
High Green Club and all the amazing people who are now familiar faces in the 
beach clean-up world. A total of 20 bags weighing around 30 kg was picked up 
from a site that initially looked clean at first glance. A big thanks to Plastics SA 
for supporting the event by providing gloves and bags. 
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Wilderness Beach Clean up 

In an effort to clean up the Touw River 
area near Wilderness beach, WESSA 
collaborated in a beach clean-up - an 
initiative by Landmark Foundation, 
Blind Pig and Die Invloed Clothing. It 
was a resounding success. 

 We thank Blacksmith Coffee for the amazing free cuppa coffee for all who pitched. 

 

George Hospital River Clean Up  

WESSA participated in a great initiative 
organised by George Hospital on Mandela Day, 
July 2019, to clean the river adjacent to the 
hospital. It was a river we had long wanted to 
clear of alien vegetation and thus gave our full 
support. A diverse group of people collected a 
massive amount of rubbish in the 67 minutes 
and hopefully there will be follow-ups. 

 

Green Pop 2019  

We took part in the mass tree-planting initiative 
organised by Green Pop where over 1000 trees 
were planted at the Garden Route Botanical 
Garden. It was a huge success as the community 
came together to plant, learn, eat and be merry. 
This is a great initiative by Green Pop which we 
shall support again in the future. 

 

 

 

 



7 
 

Invasive Alien Plant Eradicating Heroes, De Vlugt (October) 

Towards the end of October, 30 of our supporters went to De Vlugt, a small 
hamlet at the foot of Prince Alfred Pass. The themes for this day’s outing were 
Catchment Conservation in the Keurboom’s River 
catchment by Katot Meyer and a demonstration of 
the current very successful Invasive Alien Plant 
Eradication Project run by Ursula Peters and John 
Allen, who were also our hosts. 

We met inside Thomas Bain’s Old School House, 
lovingly restored by John and Ursula. It now serves 
as a B&B. A series of discussions followed on the themes of the day. It was very 
rewarding to find out that so many of our supporters were already involved in 
IAP eradication programmes in various districts of Eden and so a vibrant 
brainstorm and exchange of ideas and techniques ensued.  

This was followed by short trips into the catchment to witness the positive 
effect of the De Vlugt IAP Project on the biodiversity in the region. It was 
absolutely amazing to see the difference between the areas where invaders 
were destroyed and the areas further afield that are still heavily infested with 
Black Wattle, Blue Gum, Pine and a host of other invasive species.  

 

Fracking update (November ) 

In November, Jan Arkert, a consulting engineering geologist, gave us a very 
revealing presentation on the hydraulic fracturing (fracking) plans afoot in the 
Karoo and the concomitant environmental damage that will ensue if 
Government insists on going ahead with this form of methane extraction. The 
event took place at the Environmental Education Centre in the Garden Route 
Botanical Garden in George and was 
attended by 46 supporters. 

The message was clear: should fracking go 
ahead in the water-stressed Karoo, this 
fragile semi-desert biome will be ecologically 
damaged for very many decades to come. 
One can only imagine the dire consequences 
on an already hard-pressed and precarious 
socio-economic farming community in the Karoo. 
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Jan also showed Janet Solomon’s film “Becoming Visible”. This film contained 
alarming and very disturbing visuals of the real impact of offshore oil and gas 
extraction on the KZN coastline. 

 

‘Kos en Fynbos’ Community Gardens 

During 2019 the movement took a 
slow turn, however there is an active 
‘Kos en Fynbos’ Whatsapp group and it is used to inspire, motivate, share 
ideas, seeds and resources. We also use this platform to circulate and link food 
security opportunities. We do believe that after this pandemic and the 
shortages of food, people will strive for more sustainable and self-sufficient 
lives. We are planning loads of demos and workshops. Watch this space.  

 

Garden Route Environmental 
Education Centre (GREEC)  

WESSA Eden continues to be involved 
in supporting the GREEC. A great deal 
of time has been spent on developing 
worksheets for the learners. The 
centre hosted Science Week for the 
second time and we are fortunate to 
have a facility like this in our area to accommodate large numbers of learners. 
In time this will be a gold mine. We continue to deliver a top-quality 
programme to all schools that visit through the Green Passports which were 
developed for the centre.  

Two walls have been painted to 
make the centre visually 
stimulating as well as being a 
place of scientific learning.  

So, if you or your organisation 
would like to sponsor a scientific 
wall mural, do contact Monica 
Vaccaro. 
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The centre has developed an environmental policy that will assist us in 
delivering a true education programme through leading by example. Our 
objective is to be resourceful, to use available resources wisely and to not 
waste. 

And on the resourceful note, we would like to appeal to the public to think 
about the centre before throwing away materials and tools that may be of use 
to us. We gratefully acknowledge technical equipment received from Mr and 
Mrs Elsworthy. WESSA Eden and Colin Ralston have donated a colour printer 
and a set of binoculars and a tree was 
planted as a gesture of thanks.  

If you have items which you would 
like to donate, please bring them to 
us. We also need 2 litre ice-cream 
containers and egg boxes for seed 
planting etc. 

Contact Monica Vaccaro 083 711 8233. 

 

Garden Route City Challenge 2020  ( 24-27 March ) 
https://www.inaturalist.org/projects/city-nature-challenge-2020-garden-route 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.inaturalist.org/projects/city-nature-challenge-2020-garden-route
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The application to participate in this international citizen science project 
submitted by the Garden Route Botanical Garden was accepted only towards 
the end of 2019 which did not leave much time to inform and recruit 
participants. 

A group of volunteers covering various environmental areas came together as 
the CNC Core Committee and wasted no time from January onwards creating a 
logo, promoting the event and organising workshops. 

The activists gave their all BUT... on 27 March 2020 LOCKDOWN was 
implemented which brought the much-needed workshops to an abrupt halt 
and also restricted the observations to the immediate domestic environment.. 

BUT the result was astounding, more in the WESSA Eden May 2020 Newsletter 

These are the statistics pertaining to the Garden Route which just show how in 
the run up period recruiting was successful and the number of observations 
and the variety of species recorded increased:- 

          98 days to start of CNC     Start of CNC +7 days   Difference       % growth 

Observations    96 521                  125 707                         29 186                 30,2% 

Species                  6914                       8063                           1 149                  16,6% 

Identifiers            1 792                      2 187                              395                   22,0% 

Observers            1 014                      1 536                              522                   51,5% 

You may well wonder about the outcome of the Garden Route’s participation 
in the 2020 City Nature Challenge. The challenge was scaled down to an event 
due to the global pandemic. 

Despite our severe Lockdown we did extremely well. Two hundred and forty-
four cities took part and the Garden Route results in the 3 categories were : 

Observations 17 743 (10th overall) 

Species 2743 (6th overall) 

Observers 315 
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A huge thank you to each and everyone who took part. We made this 
happen. People became aware of all kinds of critters and plants around them, 
taking pictures and sharing it on iNaturalist. Some can’t wait for City Nature 
Challenge 2021. Meanwhile – keep on observing and iNatting! 

 

MEULEN RIVER POLLUTION CONTROVERSY 

This very serious issue has been 
overshadowed by the Covid 19 pandemic 
and the question remains as to - when do 
we resume applying pressure on the George 
Municipality (GM)?  

GM is the authority that remains the biggest culprit of sewage in our local 
rivers due to their ageing and poorly maintained infrastructure. (The 
independent Meulen River water sample tests showed 30 000 E. coli cfu/100ml 
result done after the so-called ‘once-off’ fall-out was purportedly addressed). 

The sewage pollution in the Meulen River can be regarded as the proverbial 
“Tip of the iceberg”. My previous investigation into the Kat River pollution 
revealed that GM’s sewerage system’s old infrastructure and constant 
breakdowns resulted in there being permanent contamination threats to 
residents living along the Kat River. For more than four years I pursued the 
river pollution issue. One resident almost lost a finger when he sustained a cut 
whilst cutting back trees and his finger became badly infected after coming in 
contact with the river’s water. (The Fernridge, Denneoord sewerage pipes date 
back to the 1950s or are older). 

In the absence of a recent detailed “State of the River Report” or any up-to-
date river water testing results for the George district, it would possibly seem 
premature to talk about the possibility of an outbreak of cholera. However, the 
total lack of transparency in this regard could fuel fears about the possible 
unhealthy state of our precious water resources. 
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Protect our scarce water resources 

As we are constantly faced with drought situations one cannot help but 
wonder why, as a civilized society, we do not have the foresight to guard our 
‘life-blood’ needed for survival. Our stone-age forefathers had more savvy and 
would not have defecated in their own drinking water. Living in harmony with 
nature is after all the credo that we should all be heeding.  

Valuing Nature: The following proverb is apt: Your deepest roots are in nature. 
No matter who you are, where you live, or what kind of life you lead, you 
remain irrevocably linked with the rest of creation – Charles Cook.  

 

MEULEN RIVER FEB 2020 POLLUTION FALL-OUT :  IS IT SAFE FOR SWIMMING? 

WESSA Eden was approached by journalist Alida de Beer for a comment on the 
huge sewage spill in the Meulen River estuary caused by a George Municipality 
blockage on a main sewerage line on Wednesday, 12 February 2020. Alert 
Level 2 Emergency procedures were initiated and the incident was “contained 
after repairs were done on Friday 14 February”. 

The Garden Route District Municipality confirmed “an ocean current carried 
sludge from Ballot’s Bay to Victoria Bay (300metres east) close to surfers and 
any further decision-making with regard to the adjacent beaches possibly 
affected would be taken”. The latter followed their own protocols and after 
testing of the Meulen River declared it “safe for swimming”.  

On the George Herald’s front page, De Beer reported there had been a 
blockage on the George Municipality’s main sewerage line. 

However, Ballot’s Bay Home-Owners Association members were not convinced 
as the contamination of the river had been an ongoing issue since 2016, with 
all life forms eventually being killed off including the Cape Clawless Otter. An 
emergency meeting was held on 24 February 2020 at the home of Sally 
Kennedy, Environmental Director of the Ballot’s Bay Home-Owners Association 
where an ad hoc ‘Save the Meulen River Committee’ was formed with a view 
of urging GM to undertake decisive action to address the contamination of the 
river by black sludge that has been flowing into the river since 2016. 

Ballot’s Bay Reserve Manager, Warren Lubbe, who had alerted the authorities 
to the massive pitch black spill, said that the “once pristine river is now devoid 
of all forms of life due to ongoing pollution”.   
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Contradiction 

Kennedy said in an email that heads of departments gave a different version of 
what caused the municipal spill - saying a malfunction at the Meulen River 
pump station had been responsible for the pollution on 12 February but that 
an investigation would be launched. Past history - one of George Municipality’s 
own test results in May 2017 pointed at chronically broken-down municipal 
infrastructure being a major culprit for the pollution. It showed E. coli 
contamination as high as 30 000 cfu/100 ml. Photos that Kennedy took in 2012 
show a crystal clear river and she therefore dismissed explanations of the 
brown river water colour as being due to the presence of natural (leaf) tannins.  

 

Test result promises 

In their February statement the George Municipality said “The test water 
results will form part of a monthly report to Council, first going via the Civil 
Engineering Section 80 Committee. Once the report has served in Council, the 
information will be available for public knowledge.” Since then there has been 
a deafening silence.  

*A subsequent, independent test undertaken by the Ballot’s Bay Home-
Owners Association similarly yielded no reaction when the GM was 
confronted. The Swift Silliker (Pty) Limited Tamsui Industrial George tests taken 
on 21 February 2020 showed three samples taken at the bridge, at the estuary 
and the mouth all yielded the same result: 30 000 cfu/100ml E. coli. This once 
again indicated that the source of the pollution was continuing unabated. 

*Kennedy was also not given any more tests results by the George Municipality 
despite repeated requests for same. 

Shut down of beach 

Should WESSA in the meantime approach 
the District Surgeon, Dr Terence Marshall, 
to keep Victoria Bay closed to the public 
until the source of the pollution has been 
eliminated? This may result in an outcry from the public – but at the same time 
may serve to highlight the need for urgent intervention for the upkeep of our 
sewerage systems. The infrastructure has clearly not kept up with the demands 
of a growing public. It seems irresponsible to allow rapid growth without the 
concomitant upgrades in the infrastructure.  
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DISINGENUOUS? 

In February 2020, Vic Bay Guest House owner, Colin Horn was told that the 
sewage smell that he detected near the ablution block was actually caused by 
the flowering Milkwood trees and not by the umpteenth overflow from a 
system which was clearly not designed to serve thousands of people in peak 
holiday times.  

While the Meulen River which meanders through urban/industrial and farming 
areas is no doubt bombarded with other pollutants, the high E.coli count does 
indicate a health risk and an investigation should be undertaken.  

Report by Pauline Lourens             

 

In lieu of the AGM, the following must be noted.                                                       
The current Committee comprising of : 

Chair – Peter Ginn 

Deputy Chair – Ingrid Vis 

Treasurer – Irene Ginn 

Secretary – Christine Ridge-Schnaufer 

Members – Erika Brown, Annemarie Gebhardt, Pauline Lourens, Roz 
Schubert, Monica Vaccaro are signing off this Annual Report  

This brings us to looking forward to the next 12 months ...... 

There are a few changes: 

Ingrid and Irene wishes to relinquish their respective offices owing to other 
pressures.  

Peter is stepping down entirely for health reasons. We thank him sincerely for 
all his energy trying to keep the hen house in line and wish him a speedy 
recovery from heart surgery so that he will soon be out and about with his 
other birds. 

Monica Vaccaro wishes to reduce her commitment to the Committee as her 
other activities need her more! But she will continue with the Green Award 
Project in partnership. 
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Which brings us to the annual plea for volunteers to join this very happy 
group. Age and health issues are really taking their toll of this happy band. We 
meet once a month and discuss projects and outings. It would be amazing if 
some new and younger environmentally concerned individuals would join us. 

Financial reports 

Our heartfelt thanks to Irene who prepared the financial reports for the year 
ending 31 March 2020, not only during Lockdown, but also whilst her husband, 
our Chairman Peter, was in Bayview Hospital in Mossel Bay for four weeks 
following heart surgery. And we are delighted to report that being home with 
Irene is definitely the best medicine for Peter! 

The reports are attached separately. Thanks to Roz (a long-serving past 
Treasurer) who has checked the financials and found them to be accurate. 

And a huge vote of thanks to Wilmari Nel who in addition to advising and 
assessing the restaurants for the Green Awards, also improves the layout of 
the monthly Newsletter. Oh to be young and understand how this infernal 
machine works! 

In closing... 

We have enjoyed yet another busy, varied and successful year. We have a 
terrific team on the Committee where everyone does as best they can.  

Hopefully, we will soon reconvene over coffee and cakes – or Irene’s scones!!! 
- a vitally important part of our meetings!  

Thank you to all who have supported our efforts this past year and we look 
forward to seeing you in due course as the laws of the land permit. 

 

Keep fit and well. 

         Your WESSA Eden Committee 

wessageorge@isat.co.za 

             https://www.facebook.com/wessa.eden 
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