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The Garden Route District Municipality ((GRDM) 

took stock and looked back at the devastating 
2017 fires at the Annual Fire Commemoration 
Event and Climate Change Indaba, held at the 

Wilderness Hotel on 7 June 2019, and hosted by 
the Garden Route Environmental Forum (GREF). 

 
In a proactive move, the GRDM instigated the 

Climate Change Indaba, thereby taking the lead in 
taking a hard look at the impact of climate change 

and the challenges the region will have in 
planning and preparing for a challenging 

environment during the next century. 
 

The Climate Change Indaba was a bold step by the 
GRDM to invite specialists from all over South 

Africa to present on a wide range of issues, and to 
invite the media and a very relevant regional 

stakeholder group. 
 

Top of the issues raised included present and 
future water security, sanitation, the prevalence 
of high fire danger to the entire region, the rate of 
human influx and unbridled development into the 

region. 
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1.  Overview 
The Garden Route Annual Fire Commemoration Event, Climate Change & Adaptation Indaba 

was successfully hosted in Wilderness. The Garden Route Annual Fire Commemoration Event, 

Climate Change & Adaptation Indaba hosted by Garden Route District Municipality (GRDM) in 

collaboration with the Garden Route Environmental Forum (GREF) once again reminded 

roleplayers about the fire outbreaks of 2017 and 2018 in the Garden Route and the aftermaths 

and tragic losses as a result of the fires.  

 

The main purpose of the event was not to only host the Annual Fire Commemoration event, but 

also to build on the momentum and team effort the region has created in their efforts to 

recover from the fire, but also to host a Climate Change Indaba.  

 

In his welcoming address to the attendants, the Municipal Manager of GRDM, Mr Monde Stratu 

said: “It is our objective to shape a better prepared, climate-ready and resilient Garden Route 

environment for our community, and we trust that you will be able to assist us in achieving that 

ambitious goal”.  

  

Delegates represented organisations and 

institutions, including the National Department 

of Environmental Affairs, the Western Cape 

Department of Environmental Affairs and 

Development Planning, Stellenbosch University 

and Nelson Mandela University. Various 

roleplayers from government organisations, 

training institutions and municipalities attended 

the event.  

  

Dr Nina Viljoen, Manager: Disaster Risk Reduction and Climate Change Adaptation at GRDM 

described the event as crucial in the way the region is planning ahead with a challenging 

environment at play.  

 

(Front) Mr Gerhard Otto, GRDM Manager: Disaster Management, Cllr Memory Booysen, Executive Mayor, and Mr 
Monde Stratu, GRDM Municipal Manager. (Photo: Garden Route District Municipality) 

The Indaba took place on 7 June 2019 at the 
Wilderness Hotel and approximately 150 delegates 
attended the event. (Photo: Cobus Meiring, GREF)  
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Most of the presentations made at the event, placed emphasis on water security, high quality 

water resources, the living conditions of the communities, sanitation facilities and regrowth of 

alien vegetation. All these factors place a high risk on the state of health of the residents of the 

area and the economic growth of the Garden Route.  

 

In referring back to losses and the recovery of losses and damages as a result of the fires, Mr 

Cobus Meiring of the Garden Route Environmental Forum Secretariat said: “Recent reports 

released by Santam and others indicate that the damages incurred by the 2017 Knysna wildfire 

disaster are very close to three billion rand. For the large insurance companies to arrive at 

accurate calculations took them a full two years to consolidate all pay-outs and peripheral 

and associated costs. Three billion rand is a staggering amount of money and is indicative of 

the kind of damage the fury of nature can incur on civilisation and the environment in a matter 

of hours.”  

 

“However, when taking into account what best 

could be described as collateral damage, 

could be a lot harder to calculate. Take for 

instance the number of retired folk from 

Knysna and Plettenberg Bay deciding not to 

rebuild at all, land becoming vacant for 

extended periods, formerly employed people 

now struggling to find new employment 

opportunities, with employers having decided 

to move on following the disaster, or even 

leaving the country as some reportedly did, 

and suddenly the situation looks even worse than expected,” Meiring said. 

 

Representing the Knysna Municipality and reflecting on the 

importance of the Annual Fire Commemoration of the 2017 wildfire 

disaster, Ms Pam Booth focussed on how Knysna recovered from the 

disaster and what scenarios may lay in store for the town in terms of 

its natural environment in coming years.  

 

Booth mentioned that there has been a significant shift from council 

towards the allocation of funding and resources towards managing 

important issues such as invasive alien plant management in and 

around Knysna and putting measures in place to reduce biomass on 

the landscape around the townships to reduce the danger and impact  

of wildfire on communities. 

 

GRDM Executive Mayor, Cllr Memory Booysen, said in his address we could not ignore the 

after-effects of the fires: “As we pride ourselves as a District Municipality striving to improve 

the way we manage our environment, the GRDM and our Environmental Forum has secured 

substantial funding and support from the Fund for the Reconstruction of Knysna and Eden 

District NPC to assist landowners who were severely affected by the Knysna, and more recent 

fires, to deal with the scourge of invasive alien plant regrowth.” 

The event was facilitated by Mr Cobus Meiring of the 
Garden Route Environmental Forum Secretariat. (Photo: 
GRDM)  

Ms Pam Booth, Manager 
Environmental Planning, 
Knysna Municipality. (Photo: 
Cobus Meiring, GREF) 
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In reaching a point where resolutions had to be taken 

and the way forward was discussed, Mr Gerhard Otto, 

GRDM Manager for Disaster Management said, “The 

establishment of the Garden Route Environmental 

Forum (GREF), mandated by the District Municipality and 

incorporating non-governmental conservation bodies 

and public platforms, was a first in the Western Cape, 

and allows for greater cooperation between private 

landowners and regional and national authorities.”  

 

 

 

In conclusion, Otto added that floods and fire in the immediate and foreseeable future can be 

reduced, but only if those tasked with planning and management understand the issues at play 

and implement mitigation measures in accordance. 

 

”The announcement of a regional public/ private programme to assist landowners who were 

affected by recent fires and a scourge of invasive alien plant regrowth is a first of its kind in 

RSA, and further announcements will follow as the initiative reaches implementation stage.” 
(Compiled by Garden Route District Municipality and the Secretariat of the Garden Route Environmental Forum)  

 

2. Programme & Presentations: Annual Fire Commemoration Event and 

Climate Change Indaba  
 Theme: Reflecting on the climate change readiness of the Garden Route 

 

The following presentations were delivered:  

• Welcome and Introduction: Mr Monde Stratu, Municipal Manager, Garden Route  

District Municipality (GRDM) 

• Fire Commemoration Address: Councillor Memory Booysen, Executive Mayor of the 

Garden Route District Municipality (GRDM)  

• Presentation on Draft National Climate Change Strategy: Mr Lindelani Mudau, National 

Department of Environmental Affairs (DEA)  

• The Harsh Realities of the Impact of Climate Change on 

Public Health Systems in the Southern Cape: Dr Jo 

Barnes,  Epidemiologist and Senior Lecturer Emeritus 

in Community Health at the Stellenbosch University’s 

Faculty of Medicine and Health Sciences 

 

 

 

  

Gerhard Otto, Manager: Disaster Management, Garden Route District Municipality and the Executive Mayor of the 
Garden Route District Municipality, Councillor Memory Booysen, listen intently as future environmental scenarios, 
affected by climate change, are identified and explained by experts. (Photo: Cobus Meiring, GREF) 

Dr. Jo Barnes, epidemiologist and senior lecturer Emeritus in Community Health at the Stellenbosch University, 
and Mr Lindelani Mudau of the Department of Environmental Affairs (DEA). (Photo: George Herald/Eugene 
Gunning) 
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• The Impact of Climate Change on Agriculture in the Southern Cape: Dr Ilse Trautmann, 

Chief Director, Research and Technology Development, Western Cape Department of 

Agriculture, Elsenburg & Programme Manager for the Radio Series on Climate Change, 

Die Kwik Styg, on RSG. 

• Status of Garden Route Climate Change and Adaptation Strategy: Dr Nina Viljoen, Manager, 

Disaster Risk Reduction and Climate Change Adaptation, Garden Route District 

Municipality (GRDM)  

• Drought, Fire, Flood – what can Knysna look forward to next? : Ms Pam Booth, Manager 

Environmental Planning, Knysna Municipality 

• Perspective on Climate Change Readiness in the Western Cape: Mr Goosain Isaacs, 

Director: Climate Change, Department of Environmental Affairs and Development 

Planning, Western Cape  

• Impact of Climate Change on the Ground Water Resource of the Southern Cape and 

Veldfire Management: Mr Tiaan Pool, Programme Coordinator Forestry, School of Natural 

Resource Management, Nelson Mandela University (NMU George Campus) 

• What does Water Resource Management mean in this new world? Dr Fanie Botha, 

Consultant for Water Hunters 

• Garden Route DM IAP and Integrated Fire Management Strategy, GREF Herbicide 

Assistance Programme and Collaboration with SCLI/TMF Conservation Corridor 

Programme: Mr Japie Buckle, Department of Environmental Affairs (DEA): Natural 

Resource Management Programmes (NRMP) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ms Heidi Nieuwoudt, Department Environmental Affairs and Forestry, 
Natural Resource Management Programmes, Implementation 
Manager: Working for Wetlands Programme, Mr Cobus Meiring, GREF 
Secretariat and Dr Nina Viljoen Manager, Disaster Risk Reduction and 
Climate Change Adaptation, Garden Route District Municipality (Photo: 
Pauline Laurens) 
 

 

Mr Lindelani Mudau, Director Climate Change 
Adaptation at the Department of Environmental 
Affairs, Professor Francois Hanekom, a former 
Director-General of the Department of 
Environmental Affairs and Tourism and Cllr Memory 
Booysen, Executive Mayor of GRDM. 
(Photo: George Herald/Eugene Gunning). 

 

Mr Benjamin Walton, ecologist and environmental 

specialist. (Photo: GRDM)  

The overarching research and strategy development that has 
taken place over the past two years regarding environmental risk 
reduction in the region, and the physical measures that have been 
implemented were presented at the Indaba.  
(Photo Cobus Meiring, GREF)  
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3. Panel discussion 
A panel discussion was held on the major climate change impacts of extreme concern within 

the Garden Route District. Themes addressed included:  

• Drought and Water Security 

• Increasingly Frequent and Intense Fire Events 

• Impacts of Climate Change on Human Health 

• Invasive Alien Species and Climate Change 

• Increasing Coastal Erosion and Estuarine System Health Risks 

• Climate Change and Energy Provision 

 

 

 

4. Key outcomes  
Guest speakers reiterated that the region must focus on the creation of a high-quality natural 

environment, with a strong emphasis on: 

• The effective management of precious water resources 

• Clean drinking water for communities and striving towards a high standard of sanitation 

• Pure water for agricultural use 

• Catchments, rivers and streams free of invasive alien plants 

• Precaution against ever-present wildfire danger 

 

Almost all presentations made at the Indaba point to the fact that future water security, in 

addition to greater exposure to serious threats to community health, floods and fire in the 

immediate and foreseeable future can be reduced, but only if those tasked with planning and 

management understand the issues at play and implement mitigation measures in accordance. 

 

 

Mr Cobus Meiring, GREF Secretariat, Dr Nina Viljoen, GRDM and Mr Gerhard Otto, GRDM. (Photo: Pauline Lourens)  
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5. The way forward  
• Build resilience in the district by increasing disaster management capacity at local 

municipal level. 

• The district is busy with a process to be registered as the Water Services Authority for the 

entire district. This would enable the district to implement bulk water schemes across 

local municipal boundaries to increase water security for all local municipal areas in the 

district and to build resilience to ever-changing climatic conditions. The intention would 

not be to become the water services providers,  that function should remain with the local 

municipalities, the focus would be on the bulk service provision. 

• In order to ensure the implementation of the most cost-effective long-term water 

solutions, the district, in collaboration with MISA, is busy with the development of an all-

inclusive District Water Services Master Plan. 

 

What is the district’s way forward regarding fires? 

• The district have realised that the current fragmentation of the fire services is not 

conducive to effective service delivery and alternative fire service delivery options should 

be investigated. There will in the future only be one fire-fighting authority. 

• The district is going to implement a new disaster information management system that 

would also be capable to be used as the fire services dispatch platform. This will enable 

the centralisation of service coordination and unnecessary red tape with regards to the 

issue of permits for prescribed burning would be one of the focus areas. This would entail 

having a website where landowners can apply online to do prescribed burning on suitable 

days and not on high-fire index days. 

 

What is the future going to hold regarding alien invasive vegetation and climate 

change? 

• With the assistance of the Fund for the Rehabilitation of Knysna and the Garden Route 

District (FRKED) a new herbicide assist project would be rolled out to assist landowners 

to eradicate invasive alien plants on their properties. 

• There will be more planning and integration with landowners. 

• The district would assist farmers with the development of fire preparedness planning. 

 

What is the future regarding the health sector in the district? 

• There is an MOU between the GRDM, Stellenbosch, Stenden South Africa and the Nelson 

Mandela University. The emphasis of the MOU’s is to focus research that could be used to 

guide future planning. 

• The GRDM entered into an agreement with ESRI to allow GIS-based data capturing in 

order to better understand the source of pollution during routine water and food 

sampling. 

• This would assist the GRDM with being able to make pinpoint decisions. 
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What is the status of the estuaries in the district? 

• Some of the systems are in poor condition and there are pollutants entering the water 

bodies. 

 

How is the GRDM going to ensure that there is a good “working together team” in the 

district? 

• Each stakeholder has their own responsibilities and mandates. The GRDM Disaster 

Centre is used as the coordination platform to activate the correct role-players for each 

specific incident to ensure effective response, pro-active adaptation and mitigation of 

incidents. 

 

Is the reverse osmosis plant sustainable? Waste that is dumped in ocean will kill sea 

life. 

• Any option that will be taken would be examined and regulated carefully. 

• The district aims to use numerous sources of water instead of relying on just one. 

 

Who needs to make local disaster management plans? 

• It is the local municipality’s responsibility to compile the local disaster management 

plans. The GRDM can assist with making those plans. 

 

Is Working on Fire (WOF) underutilised? 

• WOF responded that they can work on private land and are available for new business 

adventures. 

 

Is there a better solution to stopping pollutants from entering water bodies when 

applying herbicides to alien invasive vegetation? 

• There is no other solution. 

• Only certain alien invasive species such as wattle needs herbicide. 

 

About the Herbicide Assistance Programme 2019 

The 2018 fires in the Garden Route District left a large burn scar and already the regrowth of 
invasive alien plants is significant. The GRDM has received many enquiries from landowners 
to assist with Invasive Alien Plant (IAP) control plans, herbicide assistance, training and 
planning support. A well-managed Herbicide Assistance Project will go a long way to pro-
actively exploit the opportunity created by the recent fires to control invasive alien plants 
while they are young, and access to areas are a lot easier for clearing operations compared to 
working in dense mature invasive alien plant forests.   
 
If the opportunity is ignored, the landscape will revert to a state where invasive alien plants 
will return in even higher densities creating another high fire risk environment in the next few 
years and depleting valuable water resources. 
 
The Herbicide Assistance Project will focus on the following key activities: 
• Select priority properties that will be involved with the Project and engage selected 

landowners 
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• The purchase, storage and distribution of the most effective herbicide for targeted IAP 

species on priority private land 

• Provide relevant herbicide application training and advice to participating landowners 

• Assist participating landowners with the compilation of invasive alien plant control plans 

• Overall project coordination, monitoring and evaluation 

The Southern Cape Landowners Initiative will serve as the implementing agent for the GRDM to 

ensure the successful implementation of the Project.  Contact: Cobus Meiring (SCLI/GREF), 

Email 083 626 7619 

 

About the SCLI/TMF Conservation Corridor Revival Programme 

The Corridor project focusses on five river systems (Groot Brak, Kaaimans, Touw, Goukamma 

and Knysna Rivers). These rivers are regarded as vital for present and future conservation 

and water security purposes. The rivers are all that remains available for biodiversity 

conservation on the coastal plateau, which is heavily utilised by farming and development. 

 

The rivers link the mountains to the sea for biodiversity migration, keep the estuaries alive and 

well, and serve as a last refuge for plants, birds, mammals and all things aquatic. So, in 

collaboration with landowners along the rivers, the programme aims to develop Invasive 

Alien Plant Control Plans, which will assist landowners to slowly but surely start clearing the 

rivers of invasive plants and weeds. Contact: Cobus Meiring (SCLI/GREF), Email 083 626 7619 

 

6. STATUS : GREF PROJECTS 
 

 

 

The Garden Route Environmental Forum (GREF) is a regional forum for 

collaboration in conservation, environmental adaptation and community 

interaction. The forum aims to coordinate regional conservation efforts, serve as a catalyst to 

drive climate adaption practices in the Southern Cape and strive to establish a better-

coordinated approach to environmental management. 

PROJECTS  STATUS  
1. Annual Fire Commemoration Event and Climate Change 

Indaba   

7 June 2019  

Completed  

2.  Disaster/ drought funding and prioritisation assistance  Ongoing  

3.  GREF spatial data management and archive development  Ongoing 

4. Herbicide Assistance Programme 2019  Initial stages  

5.  Riversdale/ Still Bay burn scar herbicide assistance Ongoing   

6.  Herbicide assistance in CX burn scar  Ongoing 

7.  WWF herbicide assistance  Ongoing 

8.  SCLI/TMF Cape Floristic Conservation Corridor Revival 

Programme 

Ongoing   

9.  GR Invasive Alien Plant Strategy  Ongoing 

GREF PROJECT STATUS SUMMARY  
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1. Media Articles & Press Releases 

 

2. Stakeholder Attendance Register 
 

 

 

 

 

10.  GR Integrated Fire Management Strategy and public 

participation 

Ongoing 

11.  GREF database development  Ongoing  

12. Media Releases/Articles Ongoing 

  

 


