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MANY RIVERS TO CROSS | BOOK ONE | CONFLICT ZONES,   BOUNDARIES AND SHARED WATERS   KEITH DIETRICH



Many Rivers to Cross is the latest in a series of artists’ books that 
chronicle the antimonies of the colonial encounter and its rich but radi-
cally unstable heritage in South Africa.  

In his book, Horizons of Babel, Dietrich charted the expanding 
horizons of knowledge as represented by successive cartographic con-
ventions. This focus on mapping introduced an interest in geography and 
meaning-making that would inform the following two books. 

The book, Fourteen Stations of the Cross, investigated the colonial 
encounter via one of its most historically charged and morally ambiva-
lent manifestations: the missionary station. Fourteen Stations introduced 
rivers as historically and semantically loaded geographical features, not 
only because missionary settlements were frequently situated on or close 
to rivers, but because of the metaphoric importance of rivers as sites of 
crossings and passages, conflicts and resistance, regeneration and salva-
tion.  A metonymic bond is suggested between rivers and blood, between 
the earth and the human body, which is continued in Many Rivers to 
Cross.

Many Rivers to Cross again deals with geography and photography 
as site of knowledge-production. Here, Dietrich focuses on the great riv-
ers of South Africa: their confluences, tributaries, estuaries and the vital 
role these played in the history of colonial expansion and local resist-
ance. More ambiguously, these rivers again serve as metaphors not only 
of violence and conflict, but also of liminality, connection and potential 
healing. The stories of the Gariep, Great Fish and Vaal rivers as recounted 
by Dietrich in his introductory essay, are genealogies of the conflicting 
interests so characteristic of modern colonial expansion and its econom-
ic and environmental aftermath. The competition for land and resources 

is nowhere more apparent than around rivers. Not only do they serve as 
natural boundaries and demarcations, but, in a habitat characterised by 
serial droughts, they also constitute this dry region of Africa’s most pre-
cious resource.

Throughout time and across the world, rivers have been potent 
metaphors in poetry, song and visual culture. Dietrich exploits and ex-
pands this rich lexicon of symbolism in Many Rivers to Cross. To the 
viewer’s eye, the combination of photography and close-up negative 
prints of riverbanks provides a composite visual image that again posi-
tions the human as the midpoint between the macroscopic and the mi-
croscopic, where perception is precariously balanced.

The metaphoric bond between body and earth that was opened up 
in Dietrich’s previous two books, is here taken further. Not only are they 
arteries that carry the lifeblood of a nation’s wealth, but these rivers of 
blood are repositories of some of the country’s most divided and fraught 
memories. Dietrich’s superimposition of nineteenth-century engravings 
of human organs over images of rivers, foregrounds the body as an object 
of knowledge and power, which recalls the importance of biopolitics 
in South Africa’s history. More potently, however, these beautifully de-
tailed copperplate engravings reminds one of the hidden complexity that 
underlie the seeming wholeness of the human skin. The penetration of 
boundaries between inside and outside, between seen and unseen, be-
tween violence and healing, reminds one again of the potent liminality 
of rivers. 

The close link forged between the human body and the earth in 
this book carries another obvious, but fatally disregarded message: the 
human body needs water to survive. Rivers have been under threat since 

the advent of modernity, not only due to major geographic interventions 
such as dams, but also due to over-exploitation and pollution. It is com-
monly accepted that the degradation of our rivers is escalating alarm-
ingly and that this poses a very real threat to our immediate survival. 
Nowhere are the consequences of human greed more apparent than in 
the contamination of these most fragile and vital of ecological features. 
The systematic destruction and disregard of our riverine systems becomes 
a terrifying litany of our ultimate self-destruction. The Faustian pact be-
tween knowledge and power that was signed by the Enlightenment and 
globalised through colonial expansion has reached critical proportions. 
The message is clear: the healing of the body politic can only occur 
through the healing of the earth.

MEMORY IS A RIVER | LIZE VAN ROBBROECK
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Many rivers to cross | Conflict zones, boundaries and shared waters 
is a book object or artist’s book, comprising four volumes, which focuses on 
three major river courses in South Africa: the Gariep, the Great Fish and the 
Vaal rivers. The work has grown from my interests in South African colonial 
histories and the complex and diverse geographical features of our country. 
The book focuses on three major river courses in South Africa, namely the 
Gariep, Great Fish and Vaal rivers. These three rivers played significant roles 
as key frontiers, contact zones and boundaries around sites of major socio-
political conflict during the period of colonial expansion and conquest in 
South Africa. In addition, they have served as post-colonial boundaries be-
tween different societies, provinces and neighbouring countries. This book is 
thus informed by the rich historical and archaeological arena in which suc-
cessive power struggles played themselves out - by the entangled conflicts 
of diverse human populations that inhabited our land around and across 
these rivers, and by the complex relationships between colonial contact and 
terrain.

In a country with extremely limited and fragile water resources, the 
three rivers also constitute important water courses that are linked in a web 
of shared waters or inter-basin transfer systems, where water is transmitted 
from one river to another. These systems play a significant role in sustaining 
water for industrial and agricultural use, and serve as the lifelines for most 
of the country’s population through their supply of water for domestic use. 
With the rapidly increasing demands placed on their waters, and the toxic 
effluents being drained into them, these rivers are at risk. The Gariep, Vaal 
and Great Fish have the potential of being sites of either hydropolitical con-
flict or cooperation between communities, groups, regions or states. 

Considering the conflict that has taken place along and across these 
rivers, I have used them as metaphors for the pain and suffering that our 
country has undergone. At the same time they also represent the importance 
of shared water for the future hope and survival of our country. The images 
in the book map the body over the land. Suffering and hope are depicted as 
patterns and centres of energy superimposed over riverbeds, while bodily 
organs and circulatory systems mirror these river catchments as webs and 
folds of life.

Besides their diverse functions as frontiers, boundaries and borders, 
and as sources of water and energy, these rivers also serve as metaphors 
and symbols for many other aspects of being human in our country. Immer-
sion in or crossing rivers have been used as transformational metaphors and 
symbols in cultural practices such as initiation and baptism. As such, rivers 
and water function as liminal passages, intersections and boundaries where 
people enter into altered states of being. Their rich liminality can be used 
to explain why, historically and culturally, our limited watercourses have 
played a significant role in rites of passage in South African cultural life. 

MANY RIVERS TO CROSS  | KEITH DIETRICH     
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CONFLICT ZONES AND BOUNDARIES

Geological features such as rivers and mountains have played a 
crucial role in the formation of frontiers, barriers, boundaries, and zones 
of contact and conflict between communities, cultural groups and neigh-
bouring countries in southern Africa. Three rivers that formed principal 
frontiers, conflict zones and boundaries in the past are the Gariep, the 
Great Fish and the Vaal. 

The Gariep is the longest river in South Africa. It rises in the Le-
sotho Highlands as the Senqu River and serves as an international bor-
der between South Africa and its neighbours Lesotho and Namibia. It 
also serves as a boundary between several provinces within South Africa. 
The name Gariep, suggesting a large watercourse, was the Nama/Korana 
name for the section of the river downstream from its confluence with the 
Vaal River, the upper part being known as Nu-Gariep or Black River. The 
river is more widely known under its previous name, the Orange River, 
and has also been known as the Groote (Great) River. The Vaal River (ili-
Kwa, Kei/Tky Gariep or hei !garib), the main tributary of the Gariep, rises 
on the western slopes of the Drakensberg escarpment in Mpumalanga, 
while the Great Fish River (Oub or Groot Visrivier) rises in the Suurberg 
Mountains in the Northern Cape.

The areas along the Gariep, Vaal and Great Fish were occupied by 
the pre-colonial Khoikhoi and San before the arrival of the Sotho- and 
Nguni-speakers and white colonists. San hunter-gatherers were the only 
occupants of the Transgariep area in the triangle between the Vaal and 
the Gariep prior to the influx of Khoikhoi pastoralists 2000-2500 years 
ago. Between 1300 and 1600 AD, Sotho-speaking people settled in the 
area, followed by Nguni-speaking people, Korana, white colonists and 

mixed groups during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. With the 
establishment of a refreshment station by the Dutch East India Company 
(VOC) at the Cape of Good Hope in 1652, European exploratory expedi-
tions into the interior did not initially venture directly northwards into 
the territories beyond the Gariep River. Travel expeditions moved up the 
west coast into Namaqualand and to the east coast across the eastern 
Cape frontier. Despite being the largest and longest river in the broader 
region, the Gariep was an extremely far-off area for the colonists. Sepa-
rated from the Cape coastal regions by mountains and the vast stretches 
of the Karoo, the Gariep and Transgariep regions defined the limits of 
southern Africa, and became spaces and places of refuge and independ-
ence for diverse and lawless groups of people who, for various reasons, 
had been marginalised from colonial society. 

In the late seventeenth century, communities of Korana (Gora-
chouqua Khoikhoi) began moving northwards from their chiefdoms in 
the south-western Cape to escape pressure from colonial settlers. They 
travelled along the western coast and Namaqualand as far north as the 
Gariep River. Many Korana crossed the Gariep and settled in the Trans-
gariep around what are today Boshof and Bethany. When first visited by 
colonists, the Korana lived in relatively dense communities along the 
Gariep River, as well as its tributaries, the Riet, Modder, Vaal, Harts and 
Vet rivers. The first white person known to have crossed the Gariep was 
the farmer and elephant hunter Jacobus Coetsé, who reached it in the vi-
cinity of Goodhouse in 1760. Referring to the river as `de Groote Rivier’, 
(the Great River), he was responsible for its popular name Grootrivier. 
The name Orange or Oranje, in honour of the Dutch Prince William of 
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Orange, was given by Colonel Robert Jacob Gordon, commander of the 
garrison of the VOC at the Cape, who came upon the river near present-
day Bethulie in 1777.  

Long before official European exploratory expeditions crossed 
the Gariep, communities of `drosters’ (fugitives), `Bastaards’ (offspring 
of Boers, Khoikhoi and slaves), Orlams (larger, more organised societies 
comprising Khoikhoi, Bastaards and drosters) and trekboers had moved 
up the western coast and inland to the Gariep and began occupying the 
regions across the river, where they integrated and assimilated with lo-
cal populations comprising Nama, San, Korana, Tlaping and southern 
Sotho communities. From the 1750s until the 1830s the Gariep region 
was South Africa’s `wild west’ where slave fugitives, escaped prisoners 
and military deserters from the Colony crossed the river to flee from co-
lonial rule. 

By 1800 Orlam Afrikaners under the leadership of Jager Afrikaner 
had crossed the Gariep into present-day Namibia, while a large number 
of Bastaards had congregated at Klaarwater, roughly 28km west of the 
confluence of the Gariep and the Vaal. In 1802 the Klaarwater commu-
nity was joined by William Anderson and Cornelius Kramer, who estab-
lished a mission station there. In 1813 the missionaries John Campbell 
and James Read undertook an inspection of London Missionary Society 
missions and visited Klaarwater. They convinced the community to adopt 
the name Griqua and to change the name of Klaarwater to Griquatown. 

By 1822 Griqua communities stretched along the course of the 
Gariep River from Griquatown to Philippolis and inland towards Kuru-
man, and the Captaincies included Griquatown, Campbell, Boetsap and 

Philippolis. Rivalries over leadership, family and mission loyalties, graz-
ing land, water and hunting - as well as rivalries among the Griquas 
and Bergenaars (Griqua dissidents), Sotho, Xhosa and white farmers who 
had moved into the Captaincies - dominated the first two decades of 
the young Griqua nation. The emigration of the Boer Trekkers across the 
Gariep from the eastern Cape, who from 1835 began establishing them-
selves at Winburg across the Vet River, Potchefstroom across the Vaal 
River and Pietermaritzburg across the Drakensberg, brought a new con-
flict to the Transgariep region. 

The advance of European colonists, or trekboers, into the eastern 
interior of the country across the Great Fish River was directly linked to 
stock farming and hunting expeditions. The movement of the trekboers 
started in 1703 when Governor Wilhem Adriaan van der Stel began is-
suing grazing permits. Prior to the first British occupation of the Cape 
in 1795, trekboers had moved across the Great Fish River into Xhosa 
territory where they were joined by fugitives from the Colony. By the 
beginning of the 1770s a broad advance of trekboers into the Zuurveld 
region (Albany) of the Great Fish River would lead to the deterioration of 
relations between Boers and Xhosa that the VOC had long been afraid of. 
The proclamation of new districts by the VOC led to the shifting of the 
boundaries of the Colony to accommodate the frontier farmers. In 1778 
Governor Baron von Plettenberg negotiated with the Gwali Xhosas to 
extend the eastern boundary of the Colony to the Great Fish River, thus 
introducing direct contact between the Dutch and the Xhosa. Beginning 
with the First Frontier War in 1779, the eastern Cape, and particularly the 
Great Fish River basin, was to develop into one of the most volatile areas 

of the Cape Colony, under both Dutch and British rule. With the first Brit-
ish occupation of the Cape (1795-1803), the main task of the British was 
the restoration of peace on the eastern frontier and respect for the Great 
Fish River as the official boundary. The occupation of the Cape under the 
Batavian Republic (1803-1806) did not, however, alter relations between 
the Xhosa and the Boers, and like the British, the Dutch authorities did 
not dare to threaten the delicate stability of the region. 

It was during the second British occupation of the Cape (from 
1806) under Sir John Cradock, that the first radical change of strategy 
with regard to the eastern frontier took place. Under instructions from 
Cradock the Xhosa were forced across the Great Fish River (Fourth Fron-
tier War of 1811-1812), which rendered the Zuurveld accessible for oc-
cupation by whites. Fortified military posts were constructed along the 
frontier and garrisons were established in Grahamstown and Cradock. 
The closing of the Zuurveld frontier was a decisive moment in the po-
litical development of the eastern frontier; the imperial government had 
finally thrown its weight behind the white colonists through military in-
tervention, thereby shifting the balance of power in their favour.

The concept of the Fish River acting as a rigid border between the 
Xhosa and colonists was altered in 1817 when Lord Charles Somerset 
introduced his frontier policy comprising a neutral zone between the 
Great Fish and Keiskamma rivers that was to be free of both black and 
white people. He also introduced the emigration scheme of British set-
tlers (1820 Settlers) to the Cape to increase the white settlement on the 
colonial side of the Fish River, which was to act as a barrier against the 
movement of Xhosa people into the Colony. By 1833 the neutral barrier 

had failed hopelessly and after the Sixth Frontier War (1834-1836), Sir 
Benjamin D’Urban annexed the land between the Keiskamma and Kei 
rivers and declared it the Province of Queen Adelaide. His policy of 
expelling the Xhosa chiefs from this province was met with Xhosa resist-
ance and received with outrage by the British Secretary of State Lord 
Glenelg, who appointed Andries Stockenström as Lieutenant Governor to 
stabilise the relations between black and white people. The Province of 
Queen Adelaide was abandoned and a system of treaties was introduced 
that restored the chiefs and recognised the independence and equality of 
the Xhosa people. 

D’Urban’s treaty system collapsed, however, and by the end of the 
Seventh Frontier War (the War of the Axe) in 1847 the new Governor Sir 
Harry Smith effectively put an end to the Fish River frontier by annexing 
the land between the Fish and Keiskamma rivers as the district of Victoria 
East, and the land between the Keiskamma and Kei rivers as the Crown 
Colony of British Kaffraria. The frontier wars and colonial annexation, 
together with famines, political divisions and the cattle killing move-
ment in 1856, were responsible for the Xhosa people’s loss of land and 
livestock. They gradually became more and more impoverished and were 
consequently forced into the labour market.

Sir Andries Stockenström’s policy of equality was one of the main 
contributing factors for the exodus of Boer farmers from the eastern Cape, 
in addition to the heavy losses they had suffered in the Sixth Frontier 
War and their hope of accruing land to the east after the abandonment 
of the Province of Queen Adelaide. They moved northwards into the in-
terior and began settling in the Transgariep region north of the Vet River, 
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and across the Drakensberg into Natal. In just over fifty years the east-
ern Cape had suffered eight frontier wars between the Xhosa and the 
Dutch and British colonial governments. Likewise, the Transgariep had 
experienced embittered struggles involving the Tlokwa, Sotho, Ndebele, 
Tswana, Korana, San, Griqua and the Boer trekkers. 

Prior to the migration of Boer Trekkers across the Gariep, the 
Transgariep region had been ravaged by conflict involving military con-
quest by the Tlokwa under their leader Queen Mmanthatisi (mother of 
Sekonyela). In the social and political disorder that swamped the Trans-
gariep region, Sekonyela continued to build the Tlokwa into a major mili-
tary power that ended in the early 1830s when he settled in the moun-
tains near the Caledon River. To the east the renowned king of the Sotho, 
Moshoeshoe, from his headquarters at Thaba Bosiu expanded his claims 
to the fertile regions of the Caledon River, where he defeated Sekonyela. 
As a result of this conflict and upheaval, as well as the onslaught of co-
lonialism, the way of life of many indigenous communities was being 
irreversibly transformed.

Hostilities between the Boer Trekkers and the Griqua across the 
Gariep River increased after the British annexation of the Trekker Re-
public of Natal in 1842, when large numbers of Trekkers returned to the 
Transgariep and crossed the Vaal River to establish Boer republics. British 
intervention in 1846 failed and conflict intensified when Adam Kok III, 
who had remained loyal to the British, supplied troops to suppress the 
rebellion of the republican Boers at Boomplaats in 1848. The fragile sup-
port that the Griqua people enjoyed from the British was withdrawn by 
Sir Harry Smith, who favoured the Boers. As part of his ambitious scheme 

to gain control of the Boer Trekkers, Smith annexed the entire Transgariep 
region between the Gariep and Vaal rivers and formed the Orange River 
Sovereignty. The Transvaal Trekker population was divided among the 
Trekker leader Andries Potgieter and new arrivals to the Transvaal. These 
tensions were further aggravated with the arrival of Andries Pretorius 
from Natal. While Potgieter believed that hostilities or negotiations with 
the British would jeopardise the Trekkers’ independence, Pretorius was 
of the opinion that the only way to their liberation lay in negotiations. 
In 1851 Pretorius managed to suspend the power of the Volksraad and 
negotiate with the British for independence.

At the Sand River Convention in 1852 the British recognised the 
sovereignty of the Trekker Republic of the Transvaal (Transvaal Republic 
or Zuid-Afrikaansche Republiek) to the north of the Vaal River, which 
formed the boundary between the Orange River Sovereignty and the 
Zuid-Afrikaansche Republiek. It did not take the British Government long 
to realise that, with the conflict between the Griqua and the Boers, and 
the Sotho under Moshoeshoe, governing the Orange River Sovereignty 
would be costly and difficult. In 1854 the sovereignty of the territory be-
tween the Gariep and Vaal rivers was handed over to the Boer Republic 
of the Orange Free State at the Bloemfontein Convention, and Britain’s 
former allies (the Griqua) were abandoned.

The Free State’s first years of independence were dominated by in-
stability between the Boer Republic and Basutoland. The proposed amal-
gamation of the two Boer republics also contributed to unstable condi-
tions, particularly in that the British under Sir George Grey threatened 
that in the case of amalgamation, the conventions of the Sand River and 

Bloemfontein would collapse. In 1857 the Vaal River Treaty was signed, 
honouring the independence of the two republics, and a year later Grey 
mediated a treaty between the Free State and the Sotho, which eventually 
led to the British annexation of Basutoland.

The creation of the two autonomous Boer republics gave the Bo-
ers a strong regional power basis and launched a new chapter of South 
African history for all the country’s people. The specific Calvinist beliefs, 
racial attitudes and lust for autonomy and land that formed the backbone 
of these two Boer republics were to inform the Christian Nationalist and 
racial policies in Apartheid South Africa. As the republics relied purely 
on an agricultural economy, they presented hardly any danger to the 
dominance of the Cape Colony that saw them as buffer states to safe-
guard the extensive British frontiers in southern Africa. However, when 
diamonds were discovered in the area of Griqualand West that fell within 
the Orange Free State, and when gold was later found on the Witwa-
tersrand in the Transvaal in 1886, the danger of republican dominance 
on the subcontinent became a threat to the British. 

During the final three decades of the nineteenth century, the 
British laboured consistently towards re-establishing hegemony in the 
region. First, the diamond fields were claimed. Then Lord Carnarvon’s 
dream of creating a confederation of all the British colonies, independ-
ent Boer republics and independent African groups in South Africa under 
British control led to conflict between the Boers and the British, and 
culminated in the British annexation of the Transvaal Republic, which 
became the Transvaal Colony. The First Transvaal War of Independence 
broke out, and in 1881 Britain restored sovereignty to the Boers. The dis-

covery of gold in 1886 was the breaking point and from that moment on, 
Britain consistently put more and more pressure on the Transvaal, eventu-
ally precipitating the South African War (1899-1902). The Boer republics 
ended with the defeat of the Boers, and British supremacy became en-
trenched under the hegemony of capitalism, industrialism and urbanism.

With the declaration of the Union of South Africa in 1910, the 
three rivers ceased to serve as frontiers of conflict, though the Vaal and 
Orange rivers still formed boundaries between the Transvaal, the Orange 
Free State and the Cape Province respectively. With the nominal inde-
pendence of the Ciskei homeland in 1972, the lower reaches of the Great 
Fish River formed the western boundary between the Ciskei and Transkei 
homelands.

With the dawn of the new democratic South Africa in 1994 and 
the division of the country into nine provinces, the Vaal River now forms 
the boundary between the Free State Province and Gauteng, the North-
west Province and part of the Northern Cape, while the Gariep River 
forms the boundary between the Free State Province and parts of the 
Northern Cape and Eastern provinces. The Gariep still forms the bound-
ary between a part of southern Namibia and South Africa. The Great Fish 
River currently forms the border between Block A and Block B of the 
Eastern Cape Province.
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SHARED WATERS

South Africa has a limited water supply, which should be taken into 
account in all areas of policy-making and implementation, including trade 
and industrial policy. According to 2005 figures, South Africa has a semi-
arid climate with an average rainfall of 495mm, around half the world av-
erage. Moreover, rainfall is highly variable with droughts and floods occur-
ring frequently. Rainfall is concentrated along the eastern seaboard, with 
the result that inland industrial centres such as Gauteng are in regions with 
limited water resources. The spatial and temporal variability of rainfall in 
the country, coupled with possible effects of climate change, necessitate 
the construction of large-scale water storage and transfer infrastructure to 
ensure a secure water supply.

Since the 1960s the Department of Water Affairs has developed 
a complex system of shared watercourses throughout South Africa in the 
form of inter-basin transfer (IBT) schemes from one river to another. These 
schemes are aimed at supplementing water-poor river basins from more 
water-abundant basins. South Africa shares four international river basins 
with its neighbours, namely the Orange-Senqu, Limpopo, Incomati and 
Maputo. During the early 1960s Lesotho became the source of water for 
the rapidly growing industrial complex in the Witwatersrand that was far 
outstripping the capacity of the Vaal basin. 

Political negotiations between the South African and Lesotho gov-
ernments led to the development of the Lesotho Highlands Water Project 
(LHWP) that now provides water for industrial, agricultural and domestic 
use mainly in Gauteng. The LHWP transfers water from the Katse and Mo-
hale Dams in Lesotho to the Upper Vaal Water Management Area. At the 
same time the Orange-Fish Transfer Scheme was launched, which transfers 

water from the Gariep Dam via the Orange-Fish tunnel to the Great Fish 
and Sundays River catchments in the Eastern Cape. This scheme also sup-
plies urban consumers in, for example, Grahamstown and Port Elizabeth. 
The fertile soil of these two water-deficient catchment areas is agricultur-
ally productive because of the irrigation made possible by the scheme. In 
the case of the Orange-Vaal transfer scheme, water is abstracted from the 
Orange River at Marksdrift Weir to be transferred to Douglas Weir in the 
Vaal River. The water is used mainly for irrigation and to improve the water 
quality in the Lower Vaal River. 

The Gariep River, also known as the Orange, rises more than 3000 
m above sea level on the mountain plateau of Lesotho. It flows in a west-
erly direction, forming the boundary between the Eastern Cape and the 
Free State provinces. From the Gariep Dam it forms the border between 
the Northern Cape Province and the Free State. After meeting its largest 
tributary, the Vaal River, near Douglas, the Gariep turns sharply in a west-
erly direction and flows through the most arid country in South Africa past 
Upington before finally discharging into the Atlantic Ocean at Alexander 
Bay. For the last part, it forms the boundary between South Africa and Na-
mibia. The Gariep is the most developed river in South Africa, and carries 
20% of the flow of all rivers in the country. Heavy rains and snowfalls in 
the highlands of Lesotho feed the river with exceptional volumes of water 
that reach their peak during summer. 

The Orange River Basin is an international basin as it borders on 
Lesotho and Namibia. The Gariep Dam is the largest dam on the river and 
the river is a recipient basin as well as a donor basin for several intra-basin 
transfers. A number of additional IBTs are being planned for the future, 
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and given the increasing pressure on her waters, the Gariep has now been 
placed at risk.

As rainfall and runoff is scarce in the more arid west of the basin, 
surface water resources in the Lower Orange Water Management Area de-
pend heavily on releases from the Gariep and Vanderkloof dams, with 95% 
of the water demand being supplied by releases from the Upper Orange 
Water Management Area. Water requirements in the Lower Orange Water 
Management Area far exceed its resources, and Namibia also abstracts wa-
ter from the river along the common border area with South Africa. About 
90% of South Africa’s Sultana vineyards, used for raisin and wine pro-
duction, are situated along the lower Gariep River in the Northern Cape. 
Thanks to the river this is also the second biggest table-grape-exporting 
area in South Africa; the Northern Cape’s amazing agricultural success 
story. In the late 1980s and early 1990s it was the fastest growing farming 
area in the world. Today, farming in this area has many faces, from huge 
established commercial table-grape producers to small-scale raisin farmers 
working in co-ops. Owing to empowerment deals workers on some farms 
own part of the farms they work on while on other land, emerging farmers 
are just starting out. About 90% of South Africa’s table grapes are export-
ed and in a globalised world where consumer choice is wide, producers 
have to comply with various fair and ethical trade audits as well as strin-
gent food safety measures required by European supermarkets that sell the 
grapes. Not only the quantity, but also the quality of water available to the 
producers is obviously of importance if they are to sustain their success.

The Vaal River rises near Lake Chrissie close to Breyton on the west-
ern slopes of the Drakensberg escarpment in Mpumalanga Province, and 

flows in a southwest direction across the interior plateau where it joins 
the Gariep River near Douglas after some 1 200km. The Vaal is basically 
a plateau river with a shallow bed and provides the province of Gauteng 
- as well as regions of the Free State Province - with most of their water. 
Gauteng houses 40% of the population of South Africa, creates 50% of 
wealth and generates 85% of the country’s electricity. In order to support 
this economic activity and population pressure, Gauteng Province is en-
tirely reliant on IBT water, all of which is channelled through the Vaal River 
system. The Vaal Basin has links to 8 other river basins in a complex ar-
rangement of IBTs from the Limpopo to the Sundays River. The main source 
of IBT water comes from the Orange-Vaal Transfer Scheme. Much of the 
water from the Vaal Basin is returned to the Gariep as treated effluent that 
is available for downstream users. Water is also transferred from the Tugela 
River in KwaZulu-Natal to the Vaal via the Tugela-Vaal Transfer Scheme, 
where Tugela water is stored in the Sterkfontein Dam and released to the 
Vaal Dam via the Wilge River when needed. Considerable quantities of 
water are exported beyond the boundaries of the Vaal River basin to Preto-
ria, Rustenburg and the northern parts of Rand Water’s supply area as well 
as to Eskom power stations. 

Considering the industrial and domestic effluents draining into the 
Vaal River system, the Vaal is critically polluted with toxic waste from un-
managed settlements and industries along its course. This includes inor-
ganic toxins (such as heavy metals and cyanide) and organic toxins, such 
as sewage and domestic detergents. The combined high organic content 
(sewage and silt) of the water utilises the oxygen to break down this or-
ganic material, and the fish consequently suffocate due to a lack of oxy-

gen. Other pollutants arise from the enhanced atmospheric additions of 
sulphate in the Mpumalanga Highveld, which contribute to acid rain, one 
of the most detrimental effects resulting from air pollution. Water quality 
studies conducted in 2009 in the Orange-Senqu basin, found that the Vaal 
catchment is highly polluted, which has implications for water resource 
availability and transboundary impacts, and that eutrophication, which re-
sults from nutrient enrichment, is a severe problem in the catchment. A 
study of the nutrient status of South African rivers up to 2005 found the 
most likely cause of increasing nutrient enrichment to be effluent from dys-
functional sewage works and unsewered human settlements, which poses 
a serious and costly threat to water quality and biodiversity. 

The Great Fish River rises in the Suurberg Mountains south of the 
Gariep River and northeast of Middelburg in the Northern Cape. Flowing 
southeast for much of its 644km run, it joins the Koonap River before enter-
ing the Indian Ocean southeast of Grahamstown. Although its headwaters 
arise in an arid region, the Fish generally runs (naturally) all year round 
and is significant in sustaining water to a large part of the Eastern Cape, 
especially Port Elizabeth. Water from the Gariep River system is transferred 
to the Fish River to keep up its flow in dry periods. In the 1970s, an 82km-
long tunnel was constructed that diverts roughly 25% of Gariep water to 
the Teebus stream and thence to the Grassridge Dam, and then to the Great 
Fish River. This transfer scheme was a major engineering undertaking and 
was the longest tunnel in the world at the time. Its intake is situated at 
Oviston (an Afrikaans acronym for Orange-Fish Tunnel) on the shores of 
the Gariep Dam. The Fish-Sundays River Canal Scheme, in turn, transfers 
water from the Great Fish River to the Sundays River valley to supplement 

the existing water supply in the Eastern Cape. It is estimated that up to 200 
million m3 of Gariep River water could eventually be transferred to the 
Port Elizabeth metropolitan area annually, which puts both the Gariep and 
Great Fish rivers at risk.

Water is a fundamental human need and is required to support all 
life. Freshwater rivers and streams can be regarded as the circulatory sys-
tems of most terrestrial ecosystems, performing critical functions for bio-
logical survival. For the governments of states, the quantity and quality 
of water available from resources within their boundaries are vital to the 
achievement of social and economic development goals. Freshwater is an 
unevenly-distributed natural resource both within and between states of 
the world, with neighbouring countries often sharing transboundary sourc-
es such as rivers, lakes or groundwater. Water has a number of primary 
characteristics regarding its political importance that make conflicts over 
water more likely than conflicts over other resources. These include ex-
treme importance, scarcity, uneven distribution, and being shared. A wide 
range of water conflicts between countries, states, or groups with opposing 
interests have occurred throughout history, and recent humanitarian catas-
trophes such as the Rwandan genocide or the war in Sudanese Darfur have 
been linked to water conflicts.

The depletion of the world’s water resources has become not only a 
national and regional talking point, but a global security issue identified by 
many researchers in globalisation and security studies as a potential area of 
conflict; the oil wars of today could become the water wars of tomorrow. 
Water does not just constitute a resource that drives technological devel-
opment and human comfort; it is life itself. It breathes life not only into 
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the earth and its creatures, but into communities, global and local. Unlike 
religion, ethnicity, culture and nationalism, water is, like oxygen, the one 
element that should bind all humanity in the communality of a shared ex-
istence and a shared, or doomed, future. Where the Gariep, Great Fish and 
Vaal rivers were sites of sociopolitical conflict during the colonial period, 
they, too, could develop into sites of hydropolitical conflict in the future. 
The freshwater resources of the Southern African Development Community 
(SADC) region, which includes 15 international river basins, cannot con-
tinue indefinitely to support the escalating demands made on them, and 
it is very likely that water will become a contributing factor to regional 
instability as demands approach the limits of the available supplies. Water 
conflicts are therefore inevitable if we do nothing to prevent them from 
happening.

Within the SADC region, there have been promising developments 
in the direction of integrated and joint management of shared fragile water 
resources, and the notion that water could be an inducement to coop-
eration and peace for sustainable development instead of an inevitable 
source of conflict. It has been noted that the SADC region now has more 
experience in negotiating water treaties and implementing joint manage-
ment bodies than any other region on earth, save the European Union. Two 
examples of such bodies are the Orange-Senqu River Commission (ORASE-
COM), the institution responsible for managing the resources of the trans-
boundary Orange-Senqu River basin that is shared by Botswana, Namibia, 
Lesotho and South Africa, and the Permanent Okavango River Basin Water 
Commission (OKACOM) set up by the governments of Angola, Botswana 
and Namibia to manage the shared Okavango River basin.

The SADC water sector is guided by a number of policy instruments 
and strategies in which water is recognised as an important contributor to 
the SADC goal of the attainment of an integrated regional economy on the 
basis of balance, equity and mutual benefit for all member states. These 
include, inter alia; the Revised Protocol on Shared Watercourses in SADC 
(a legal instrument enacted in 2004); the SADC Vision for Water, Life and 
Environment that stresses the equitable and sustainable utilisation of water 
for social and environmental justice, regional integration and economic 
benefit for present and future generations (adopted in 2000); and the SADC 
Regional Water Policy and Strategy (completed in 2006) that provides the 
policy framework and strategy for sustainable, integrated and coordinated 
development, utilisation, protection and control of national and trans-
boundary water resources in the region.   

Water conflicts can occur on both intrastate and interstate levels. 
Intrastate conflicts take place between two or more parties in the same 
country, for instance between agricultural and industrial users of water. A 
2008 report on the status of water quality and eutrophication in South Afri-
can rivers and reservoirs paints a bleak picture of the quantity and quality 
of the country’s freshwater resources that are under increasing stress from a 
growing population and an expanding economy. According to projections 
by the National Committee on Climate Changes in 1998, it is expected 
that South Africa’s freshwater resources will be fully depleted and unable 
to meet the needs of people and industry by the year 2030. 

Even if the population remains static or increases slightly, pollutants 
will continue to accumulate in freshwater systems and a radical improve-
ment in eutrophication management approaches and treatment technolo-

gies is required. The 2008 report notes that South Africa is unique amongst 
Southern Hemisphere countries in having most of its principal metropoli-
tan areas located on the watersheds of river catchments. The rivers drain-
ing away from these watersheds have the dual burden of providing water 
supplies and transporting waste material, most of which enters downstream 
water storage reservoirs. Because most South African reservoirs are located 
downstream of urban and metropolitan areas, these reservoirs have be-
come progressively more enriched during recent decades.

Given the array of competing water demands in South Africa and 
the complexities of balancing the water, sanitation and health needs of 
communities with the demands of industry and agriculture, as well as the 
need to protect ecosystem services, it seems likely that the country could 
expect increasing intrastate water-related conflicts in future. A prominent 
example of a potential for conflict is the situation of water problems relat-
ing to the mining industry. During the apartheid era, the mining industry 
was favoured by government at the expense of the majority of the popu-
lation as far as water provision and environmental safeguards were con-
cerned. The post-1994 government faces conflict caused by this legacy 
of weak regulation that has exaggerated problems associated with limited 
natural resources. 

Particular problems that need to be addressed to avoid even more 
serious socioeconomic, political and environmental damage include cu-
mulative harm to off-mine populations resulting from modified water ta-
bles, contaminated groundwater, acidic mine drainage and ground insta-
bility. The current struggle over constitutional rights, exemplified by the 
struggle of a portion of the country to attain access to water, holds a real 

potential for conflict. The present government risks losing its legitimacy if a 
significant part of the population remains without access to potable water, 
and the mining industry is allowed to continue to visibly pollute and mod-
ify the water table. Possible effects could vary from a loss of foreign direct 
investment in South African industries to social unrest, or even civil war.   

While new policies have been drafted since 1994 to address these 
issues, in most cases the regulation of mining-related activities is fragment-
ed throughout multiple pieces of legislation that have to be enforced by 
various agencies at national, provincial, and municipal levels. Moreover, 
the legislation is reactive, rather than proactive, in addressing the negative 
externalities associated with mining. The alarming levels of contamina-
tion of rivers in the Vaal basin should serve as motivation for the public to 
participate in the political process and to encourage government to work 
toward more unified, proactive policy and legislative frameworks. 

Both within the country and the broader regions, the way in which 
we deal with our shared waters will be crucial in determining the state of 
our shared future. By getting involved as citizens in promoting cooperative 
efforts to heal our sick rivers and to ensure social and environmental jus-
tice with regard to water, we might also contribute to healing relationships 
damaged as a result of past conflict and continued inequalities. 
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Vaal River | Vaalrivier | Hei !Garib

Tributaries
 

Witpuntspruit  
Holbankspruit

Klein-Vaal River
Rietspruit 

Kafferspruit
Blesbokspruit 

Kaalspruit 
Wolwespruit 

Leeuspruit 
Brakspruit 
Klip River 
Rietspruit 

Venterspruit 
Skoonspruit 
Skulpspruit 

Waterval River 
Molspruit 

Grootspruit 
Suikerbosrand River 

Rietspruit 
Kromelmboogspruit 

Rooikraalspruit 
Mooi River 

Renoster River
Kokekemoer River 

Ysterspruit 
Vierfonteinspruit

Skoonspruit 
Matjiesspruit 

Leeudoringspruit
Wolwespruit 

Sandspruit 
Makwassiespruit 

Bamboesspruit 
Vet River 

Leeu River 
Harts River 

Riet River




























