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Land grabbing is clearly not confined to examples of appropriation for agricultural use, but 

can also apply to the acquisition of extractive resources. In the case of South Africa, the 

advent of shale gas exploration has made over twenty per cent of the country’s land area 

vulnerable to acquisition by mostly foreign oil companies. While the surface of the land may 

be owned by existing local land owners, mineral and petroleum legislation allows for the 

allocation of exploration rights under the surface by the state to be granted to transnational 

as well as domestic corporations. 

 

This paper will interrogate the potential impacts of the shale gas industry in South Africa on 

people and environment. The urgency of the research is partly due to the lifting, on 7 

September 2012, of a government moratorium on the mining of shale gas. 

 

Despite having experienced almost two decades of constitutional democracy, South Africans 

still have no transparent and participatory mechanisms for deciding democratically on the 

uptake of new technologies or development projects, particularly those which impact on 

millions of lives and livelihoods.  There are limited opportunities for intervention in very 

circumscribed public participation processes linked to narrow administrative decisions 

rather than broad policy questions. These processes are often derisory in the sharing of any 

sovereignty with citizens in the name of producing better public policy.  When citizens are 

left out of debates confined to government and the business community, the only means of 

influencing policy is to petition, protest, or litigate, usually after the horse has already bolted.  

 

Examples of this abound, especially in relation to controversial technologies. Government 

took little trouble to consult the public on questions of building the now-defunct pebble bed 

modular nuclear reactor; of allowing aluminium smelters to consume massive amounts of 

the country’s once-cheap electricity; or of the introduction of genetic modification of our 

food crops (Fig 2007; Fig 2010a; Hallowes 2011). The mining industry has almost free range 

in operating in fragile buffer areas of World Heritage Sites or in the face of opposition from 

local communities (Capel 2012). Adjudication of these kinds of conflicts is usually via 

government fiat, not through any fair, transparent democratic consultation process.     

mailto:davidfig@iafrica.com
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In terms of environmental and health impacts, there has been a steady watering down of 

public participation, seen as a brake on development. The protocols associated with 

environmental impact assessments have been streamlined, often resulting in insufficient 

time for well-informed public consultation. Often government resorts – as did its 

predecessor regime – to the publication of opportunities for public comment in the 

Government Gazette, allowing only a 30-day public response time. No efforts have been 

made nor have any resources been set aside to facilitate or promote effective public 

participation. The National Environmental Advisory Forum, which was a consultative body 

of civil society representatives established under the National Environmental Management 

Act No 107 of 1998, was subsequently abolished in later amendments to the Act. 

 

Fracking, a shorthand term for hydraulic fracturing, is the latest example of a new 

technology that is likely to be introduced without any significant consultation of the public or 

affected parties.  

 

This will happen immediately that one of the oil companies receives an exploration right 

from the oil and gas regulator, the Petroleum Agency of South Africa (PASA).  This body 

simultaneously has the legal role of promoting and regulating the oil and gas industry, 

demonstrating a strong internal conflict of interests. Applicants for this exploration right 

have to lodge an Environmental Management Plan, and have 120 days in which to publish 

this (see table 1). Only then is the public, in the form of registered interested and affected 

parties, given a short time in which to comment. 

 

TABLE 1.   TIMELINE AND PROCEDURES FOR OIL AND GAS EXPLOITATION  

 

 Period Exclusivity Activities Reporting 

Reconnaisance 
Permit 

12 months Non-exclusive  When permit 
issued, applicant 
has 30 days in 
which to present 
an 
Environmental 
Management 
Report (EMR) 

     
Technical Co-
operation Permit 

12 months Exclusive Desk-top 
study, right 
to apply for 
exclusive 
exploration 
right.  

 

     
Exploration Right 3 years, 

renewable for 
a maximum 
of three 2-
year periods 

Exclusive 
Transferable 

Exploration must 
commence within 
90 days of 
receiving the right 

When right 
issued, applicant 
has 120 days in 
which to present 
an EMR 

     
Production Right 30 years, 

renewable for 
Exclusive 
Transferable 

 When right 
issued, applicant 
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30 years has 180 days in 
which to present 
an EMR 

     
Source: Minerals and Petroleum Resources Development Act, no. 28 of 2002, chapter 6. 

 

 

The Environmental Management Report process has been a controversial one. Normally, in 

South Africa, all new developments have to undergo some form of environmental impact 

assessment prior to them taking place. The one exception to this has been the mining 

industry, which, to date, has been exempt from environmental authorisations issued by the 

Department of Environmental Affairs. Instead it has been subjected to less rigorous 

processes overseen by the Department of Mineral Resources, which had little expertise, 

interest in, or incentive to undertake environmental management. This anomaly has long 

been recognised, and a process instituted to change it. 

 

In 2008 the then Minister of Environmental Affairs and Tourism and the then Minister of 

Minerals and Energy came to an agreement transferring the right to make environmental 

authorisations about minerals and petroleum to the environment function at national and 

provincial level. For the transfer to occur, it became necessary to amend both environmental 

and mining legislation, and the idea was that 18 months after both amendments came into 

effect, the functions would be transferred. The necessary amendments were made to the 

environmental law, reflected in section 14(2) of the National Environmental Management 

Amendment Act, no 62 of 2008. This was promulgated on 5 January 2009, and came into 

effect on 1 May 2009. Although amendments to the minerals act were promulgated on 19 

April 2009, the Minister has not yet brought them into effect. The environmental 

authorisations of mining, oil and gas projects, therefore, continue to remain at the time of 

writing under the Department of Mineral Resources. It is not clear whether this lapse is due 

to administrative incompetence or strategic foot-dragging. It means that the potential 

fracking industry will not have at its outset to comply with more rigorous environmental 

authorisation processes. 

 

The threat of litigation resulting from the imperfections of the Environmental Management 

Report content and process, especially with the absolute lack of any impartial scientific 

investigation into the technology and its impacts, resulted in the Minister of Mineral 

Resources, Susan Shabangu, declaring a moratorium on the issuing of exploration licences 

(Government Gazette, 30 August 2010 and 11 February 2011). Further development was 

frozen until the lifting of the  moratorium after a cabinet meeting held in September 2012 

(Department of Mineral Resources 2012). 

 

The minister created a task team to undertake research into fracking to enable a decision on 

the lifting of the moratorium. Certain government officials were included, such as trade and 

industry, science and technology, and economic development, but others excluded, with no 

representation from agriculture, water, environment, energy, tourism or health.  Without 

transparency, suspicions mounted that the task team was obliged to consult the very oil 

companies who seek licences to frack. Litigation was initiated to put pressure on the minister 

to reveal the membership, qualifications, terms of reference, minutes, research undertaken, 

and experts consulted by members of the task team. 
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Further conflicts may have to be resolved in the courts of the land, since there is no other 

social space in which these can be fairly adjudicated. 

 

To understand the conflicts over fracking, this paper will first examine the growing demand 

for energy in South Africa. It will then look at fracking technology, the applicants who plan to 

introduce it, and its potential spatial reach. It will assess some of the dangers and challenges 

posed by the technology in terms of water, waste management, climate, livelihoods, 

governance and monitoring.  After a discussion of the ways in which opposition to fracking 

has built up, it will turn to a brief examination of the state of poverty and inequality in 

the Karoo, and raise some final questions with respect to fracking, including the question of 

trust. 
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SOUTH AFRICA’S THIRST FOR ENERGY 
 

By the time of the national power outages dating from January 2008, South Africa was 

generating over 39 000 megawatts (MW) of electricity. Although full demand was never 

exceeded at that time, Eskom struggled with problems like closure of power stations for 

routine maintenance, insufficient coal availability, and coal that was delivered too wet to 

incinerate in the power stations. Over 90 per cent of South Africa’s electricity is supplied by 

burning coal, with around 5 per cent generated from nuclear energy, and the rest supplied by 

hydro, diesel, and other minor sources. Eskom’s first consultation was with the most energy-

intensive industries – mining, synfuels, steelmaking and smelting companies.  They were 

urged to close down temporarily to avoid the grid being destroyed. Later they were asked to 

use 20 per cent less electricity in production, with a similar request to households (17 per 

cent of consumption) to drop by 10 per cent. Random outages were followed by planned 

outages circulating between different areas and scheduled for specific times. These outages 

lasted until March 2008 (Fig, 2010b).  

 

The deprivation of electricity came as a deep blow to government’s attempts to attract new 

foreign investment to the country. The crisis reflected longstanding neglect of warnings that 

had been issued by the state-owned electricity utility Eskom and industry since the late 

1990s to the effect that demand was fast outpacing electricity supply. Government neglect 

was partially due to unrealised plans to privatise Eskom. It was felt that new infrastructural 

investment could be left to the new private owners.  Political objections to selling off the 

utility mounted, and the sale never materialised. However, the urgent need to extend supply 

remained unmet. Government also abandoned plans to develop small modular nuclear 

reactors, after sinking R9 billion into the project, without it attracting any customers or other 

investors. An announced tender for new large-scale reactors also had to be abandoned due to 

Eskom facing recessionary conditions and difficulties securing sufficient finance (Thomas, 

2012). 

 

Under pressure from intensive user companies, which formed a strong lobby – the Electricity 

Intensive User Group (EIUG), government became convinced that instead of investing 

heavily in renewable energy and energy efficiency, it should continue to make major 

investments in coal and nuclear. It argued that these were the only reliable sources for 

provision of base-load electricity. No attempt was made to reassess the heavy dependence on 

fossil fuels and uranium, both of which have excessively polluted the South African 

environment. Trapped in an industrial paradigm that allotted primacy to the ‘minerals-

energy complex’ (Fine and Rustomjee, 1996), the country’s planners failed to use the 

opportunity to set South Africa on a more resource-efficient development path. Instead, 

older mothballed coal-fired power stations have been brought back into production. The 

country has embarked on building some of the largest new coal-fired power stations on earth 

(Medupi ranks 3rd and Kusile 4th in terms of output, around 4 800MW each). And, despite 

extensive public misgivings and objections, the Integrated Resource Plan for Electricity, 

produced in 2010, allows for an additional 9 600MW of new nuclear power by 2030. The 

horizon of new renewables was set at about one-third of this level (Department of Energy, 

2010).   
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TABLE 2       CURRENT (2010) AND FUTURE (2030) SHARE OF ENERGY MIX IN SOUTH 

AFRICA 

Source: Department of Energy (2011) Integrated Resource Plan 2010, Final Report: 7. 

*CCGT = Closed Cycle Gas Turbine; **OGCT = Open Cycle Gas Turbine. 

 

 

 

Elsewhere the argument has been put that, as a developing country, South Africa’s 

greenhouse emissions will need to peak at some point between 2020 and 2025, followed by a 

plateau for a decade, and only later a decline. Pledges on the decline were simultaneously 

made by President Zuma in the run up to the fifteenth Conference of the Parties of the UN 

Framework Convention on Climate Change at Copenhagen. The reductions were set at 32 per 

cent by 2020 relative to a Business as Usual scenario, followed by 42 per cent in 2025. The 

pledge is conditional on the extent to which industrialised countries provide financial, 

capacity building and technology transfer support to South Africa (Molewa, 2011).  

 

Chairing the seventeenth Conference of the Parties in Durban in November-December 2011, 

South Africa continually emphasised its commitment to a low carbon future in the long run. 

However, this undertaking has to be seen within a context of continued multiform global 

crisis in the fields of finance, energy and ecology (Hallowes 2011). Like other emerging 

economies, South Africa claims that it has the right to ‘develop’, just as currently 

industrialised countries of the global North were able to do in the past, and that climate 

concerns should not become a br 

ake on development in the short term. Hence while South Africa argued for a second 

commitment period for the Kyoto Protocol, it did not regard itself as being bound by it. In 

any case, its chairing skills in Durban were unable to bring about a global acceptance of such 

a second commitment period, which has been deferred to the future. 

 

The ambiguities of South Africa’s climate commitments have helped to shape a context in 

which fracking is being encouraged. Instead of emulating the many jurisdictions which have 

ruled out fracking (to date these include France, Bulgaria, Quebec, British Columbia, New 

York state, New Jersey, New South Wales, and others), South Africa has permitted a series of 

transnational oil companies to apply for exploration rights. Instead of discouraging the 

further extraction of fossil fuel, the state is buying into the oil companies’ claim that shale 

gas will be a ‘game changer’, a chance for the country to develop greater energy 

independence. Shell has commissioned studies by a local economist whose modelling vastly 

SOURCE SHARE 
IN 2010 

ADDED 
GIGAWATTS 

SHARE 
IN 2030 

NOTES   

Coal 90% 6.3 65%    
Nuclear   5% 9.6 20%    
Hydro   5% 2.6  5%   Imported   
Gas CCGT*   0% 2.4  1%    
Peak 
OCGT** 

<0.01% 3.9  <0.01%    

Renewables 0% 17.8   9% (8.4GW wind, 8.4GW solar PV  
and 1GW Concentrated Solar 
Power) 
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exaggerates potential job possibilities, tax revenues, gross value added, and the economic 

viability of the resource (Twine, 2012; Njobeni, 2012). 

 

 

PLANS FOR FRACKING   

 

Within the last decade, the technology has emerged for the extraction of shale gas, or 

methane, from deep under the earth.  Although research and exploration remains to be done, 

estimates have been made that South Africa could be a rich source of shale gas. Its extraction 

requires drilling deep into the earth for between 4 and 6km, through underground 

freshwater supplies. When the drilling reaches the level where the gas is found, it changes 

direction from vertical to horizontal. Enormous quantities of water, combined with sand and 

a cocktail of toxic chemicals, are pumped at high pressure into the rocks. The injection of 

sand particles causes the rocks to fracture and release the gas. This is captured and piped 

back to the surface by means of the same equipment.  This process is known as hydraulic 

fracturing, or fracking for short. 

 

 

 

 

DIAGRAM 1   The fracking process [reproduced in New York Review of Books 8 March 

2012] 
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A number of companies have lined up to explore shale gas locally, and have been granted 

permission by the regulator, the Petroleum Agency of South Africa, to undertake preliminary 

technical studies in different parts of the country. Four bids cover a total area of 228 000 

km2, which amounts to almost one-quarter of the territorial surface of South Africa. Three 

bids are for parts of the Karoo, while the fourth covers an enormous area including most of 

the Free State parts of the Northern and Eastern Cape, and a strip of KwaZulu-Natal 

adjacent to the Drakensberg. 

 

 

 

 

 

MAP 1. Areas allocated for fracking in South Africa, 2012. 
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Key:   

 

 Sungu Sungu 
 Sasol and partners, 

Anglo American 
 Shell 
 Falcon 
 Bundu 
Source: Petroleum Agency of South Africa, adapted by Alison Parkinson, 28 February 2012. 

 

TABLE 2.  

Applicants for exclusive exploration rights for shale gas in South Africa, 2011. 

Company Nationality Area of 
exploration 

Surface area               
granted ( km2) 

Royal Dutch Shell UK/Netherlands Karoo (W & E Cape)           90 000 

Bundu Australia Karoo (E Cape)             3 100 

Falcon US Karoo (E Cape)           30 350 

Sasol – Statoil – 
Chesapeake* 

SA – Norway – US Free State , E Cape & 
KZN 

        105 000 

Sources: Petroleum Agency of South Africa, www.petroleumagency.com  (downloaded  11 October 2011 and 25 

September 2012); Falcon, www.falconoilandgas.com (downloaded 11 January 2012, equivalent to 7.5 million 

acres); Bundu is now owned by Challenger, www.challengerenergy.com.au/projects/south-africa-

project/cranemere (downloaded 11 October 2010). Cranemere is the very farm made famous by Eve Palmer in her 

Plains of Camdeboo (1966). The site for Sungu Sungu (www.sungusungugroup.com) defied access due to hacking 

(25 September 2012), and Moonstone did not appear to have a site at the time of writing. 

http://www.petroleumagency.com/
http://www.falconoilandgas.com/
http://www.challengerenergy.com.au/projects/south-africa-project/cranemere
http://www.challengerenergy.com.au/projects/south-africa-project/cranemere
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*Sasol and associates announced in late November 2011 that they would no longer pursue their right to explore, 
leaving their territory open to another applicant (Njobeni, 2011).   

 

Under the law, the Mineral and Petroleum Resources Development Act 28 of 2002, the 

regulator first allocates a technical co-operation permit. This gives the applicant a year in 

which to conduct desk-top studies on the feasibility of extracting the shale gas, and an 

exclusive right to apply for an exploration right. If successful, the applicant can undertake 

exploration for three years, renewable for another six years. During that time, if the deposits 

of gas are found to be economically viable, the company can apply for an exclusive 

production right lasting 30 years, but which is also renewable.   

The regulator does not hold open hearings in granting these rights. The only way in which 

the public can intervene is when the company applies for an exploration right. To do so, the 

company must hire consultants to produce an Environmental Management Report (EMR). It 

needs to release the EMR to those registered as interested and affected parties, hold public 

meetings, and allow time for the public to make comments on the report. Since the 

exploration rights are often, in South African practice, converted almost automatically to 

production rights, this is one of the very few occasions in which the public has any voice in 

the process.  

Fracking is a controversial new technology, for which almost no research has been 

undertaken in South Africa. In order for companies to find out how large the resource is, and 

whether it is worth exploiting, fracking has to be undertaken during the exploration phase. 

Therefore by giving permission to explore means that government would be allowing 

fracking to take place immediately.  It is unlikely that the effects of fracking would ever be 

reversed once it has started taking place. 

Things were moving at a speed whereby many of the large questions about water 

contamination, waste management, climate change, employment and social impacts had not 

even begun to be discussed.  Instead of the government creating a space for the transparent 

public policy discussion about whether the technology is appropriate for South Africa’s 

development needs, it was left to obscure administrative processes in which the public has 

no say.  

The oil companies have argued that the technology is safe, proven and reliable and that the 

shale gas is plentiful (485 trillion cubic feet, although estimates have to be confirmed). They 

claim that the energy from shale oil is more climate-friendly than coal, and that therefore its 

production would make a contribution to reducing carbon emissions. Shell, in particular, has 

offered assurances that the huge amount of water needed for fracking would not be drawn 

from the Karoo. It has also undertaken to consult communities and to reveal in confidence 

the list of toxic chemicals it will be using to a small committee drawn from selected 

interested parties. The oil companies say the finds of shale gas will be a ‘game changer’, 

allowing South Africa to become more self-sufficient in energy sources. 

The government sees the mining of shale gas as a way of substituting for imported fuels, 

providing South Africa with increased energy security. A recent policy process to determine 

South Africa’s energy mix , the Integrated Resource Plan 2010 (IRP2010) did not take the 

exploitation of shale gas into account in its calculations of local electricity production to 

2030 (Department of Energy, 2011).  
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As opposition pressure built up, Mineral Resources minister Susan Shabangu declared a 

moratorium on the granting of exploration licences. This was due to run out in February 

2012, but renewed indefinitely until the task team established by the minister has had time 

to investigate fracking properly in order to report back. Water and Environment Affairs 

minister Edna Molewa has stated in parliament that the water legislation needs to be made 

more robust in order to “ensure adequate control” to prevent contamination from fracking 

(Pressley, 2011). The final lifting of the moratorium occurred on 7 September 2012. 

The National Planning Commission has stated in its recently published its report stating that 

“shale gas has the potential to contribute a very large proportion of South Africa’s energy 

needs…South Africa will seek to develop these resources provided the overall environmental 

costs and benefits will outweigh the costs and benefits associated with South Africa’s 

dependence on coal [and]  nuclear.” (National Planning Commission 2011: 143). This 

enthusiasm is not the product of any intense debate on fracking within the NPC, and pre-

empts any scientific examination of the issue. 

 

DANGERS AND CHALLENGES 

In examining the costs and benefits of fracking, a number of dangers and challenges have 

come to light. 

 

 Water 

In many of the fracking areas of the United States, such as the Marcellus Shale area of 

Pennsylvania, water is plentiful. Not so in the shale fields of the Karoo, one of South Africa’s 

most arid areas. Life in the Karoo depends on access to groundwater from underground 

aquifers or chambers containing fresh water which is replenished by the infrequent rains. 

The Karoo is characterised by its extensive sheep, ostrich and, increasingly, game farming, 

with steel wind pumps drawing up the groundwater for animal and human consumption. 

Surface dams or reservoirs provide the rest of the area’s water requirements, but these can 

be unreliable. For example, in recent years the dams supplying drinking water in the 

Beaufort West area dried up, causing a water crisis in the town. Travellers passing through it 

were asked to donate bottled water to help alleviate the problem. 

Most of South Africa’s surface fresh water (98%) has already been allocated to existing users. 

This raises the question of how the fracking industry will source the millions of litres it will 

need to undertake its operations. It has been calculated that 2 000-18 000 cubic metres of 

water may be needed to frack a single well, amounting to up to 216 000 m3 for the first 24 

exploratory wells (Hartnady, 2012). This would require transportation of water by at least 1 

667 trucks per well and possibly the building of expensive pipelines and desalination plants. 

Shell and other companies have failed to announce from where this large quantity of water 

will be drawn. Shell has, however, undertaken not to draw it from the Karoo, but some 

hydrologists have recommended that it be sourced from the already overstretched Gariep 

(formerly Orange) catchment. A hydrological study commissioned from Shell by SRK, a firm 

of consulting engineers, has, according to Shell exploration head Jan Eggink, discovered that 

there are plentiful underground sources of brackish water in the Karoo (Williams, 2012).  
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Around 30 per cent of the water used in the process will be unrecoverable and will remain 

underground. This subtracts it from the water that might be recycled. 

The use of toxic chemicals in the drilling process have also raised questions about whether 

any damage to the drill casing will release toxic fracking liquid into underground freshwater 

sources and contaminate them. These kinds of accidents are not common in the United 

States, but nevertheless there have been records of at least eight instances of large-scale 

pollution resulting from drilling and fracking.  Such instances are increasingly coming to 

light in new studies being undertaken by the US Environmental Protection Agency (EPA).  

For example, a three-year research paper found that test wells proved that fracking had 

caused contamination of groundwater and high methane levels at Pavilion, Wyoming 

(Johnson, 2011). 

Dangers and adverse impacts of blowouts and seismic events resulting from fracking have 

been pointed to by Zoback et al. (2010). 

The risk of contamination is such that “the fracking liquid will contaminate the groundwater. 

There is no doubt at all,” according to University of the Free State’s professor of groundwater 

studies Gerrit van Tonder (Du Toit, 2012).   

 

 Waste management 

As we have seen, fracking entails the pumping of toxic chemicals at high pressure, along with 

water and sand, into underground shale rock formations. Although forming only 1 per cent 

of the mix, the toxic chemicals used vary between wells depending on their geology. Most of 

the fracking liquid returns to the surface after use, and has to be disposed of without causing 

harm to the environment. On site there need to be lined ponds or tanks to receive the toxic 

sludge initially. Questions arise about how this is handled and what arrangements are made 

for the final disposal of the wastes. In the US, home to about a million wells, 25 per cent of 

wells transgress the rules of safe management, and the regulatory agencies find this very 

difficult to enforce (Vermeulen, 2011). 

The management of hazardous waste in South Africa falls under provincial jurisdiction. The 

Eastern Cape is likely to be the site of most of the fracking, and remains South Africa’s 

‘poorest, least resourced and most administratively weak’ province (Ruiters Ed, 2011: 8). 

Capacity to deal with the extensive management of hazardous waste arising from the 

fracking industry does not yet exist, and will have to be funded and planned into the system. 

Most municipalities in the province are not even coping with the management of ordinary 

household and industrial waste, both in terms of budgets and the necessary human capital.  

Aside from liquid and solid wastes, there will be enormous dust pollution arising from the 

large-scale transportation of water, sand and chemicals on mostly gravel surfaced roads.  

  Climate  

Shale gas is a fossil fuel and its combustion contributes to global warming. Although carbon 

dioxide emissions are less than coal or conventional gas, we need to remember that methane 

is a greenhouse gas far more deadly for our climate than carbon dioxide. Recent research 

from Cornell University shows that shale gas has a larger greenhouse gas footprint than coal, 
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20 per cent more, rising to 40 per cent more over 20 years and only becoming lower than 

coal after 100 years (Howarth et al., 2011).  This and other studies in the US have shown that 

up to 8 per cent of the mined methane is directly released into the atmosphere during the 

fracking process (see the review of this research at Hughes, 2011). 

 

The oil industry nevertheless claims that fracking is less harmful to the environment than 

coal mining. It advocates that while shale gas is indeed a fossil fuel, it is a sensible ‘transition’ 

fuel to use while South Africa tries to move toward more climate friendly energy options.  

What it does not calculate is that the requirement for the government to invest in 

infrastructure for the industry (improved roads, waste disposal, regulatory functions) will 

take investment away from support for the emerging renewable energy industry.  

 
In December 2011, South Africa hosted the 17th annual conference of the parties signatory to 

the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change in Durban, making commitments to a 

plan to lower greenhouse emissions and to develop a greener economy. Support for a shale 

gas industry would compromise such commitments. 

 

 Livelihoods 

If the industry is introduced, will this not lead to an expansion of employment and of the 

local economy? 

During the exploration phase, which would last up to nine years, very few jobs (about 100) 

will be created on site. Running the wells and doing the drilling requires a small number of 

very skilled operatives. The oil companies admit that they do not do the fracking themselves, 

but outsource these functions to experienced subcontractors. This implies that the tenders 

will be awarded to foreign companies, which will use their own labour, and not be in a 

position to draw from unskilled Karoo residents. Figures from the US indicate that over 400 

wells can be managed by 66 employees. 

Jobs will expand in the areas of truck driving, security, road construction, service provision 

and so on. However it should be remembered that each well can only be fracked around 18 

times, and that the drilling will move from place to place as wells are closed. This means that 

there is a cycle of local ‘boom and bust’ as the fracking moves to new areas. 

With the increased risks of water contamination and severe air pollution, the fate of  local 

agriculture is at stake. In the Eastern Cape, agriculture provides over 70 000 jobs in the 

commercial sector, and livelihoods for many thousands of emerging farmers. Julienne du 

Toit, a Karoo-based journalist, feels that farming and fracking will not be compatible. In her 

view, farmers will not be able to continue under conditions of air and water contamination. 

The Karoo would lose its reputation for clean air, soil and farm produce. Those trying to sell 

up will experience difficulty in finding willing buyers, and property prices would plummet. 

Many farm workers would be displaced, adding to the epidemic of unemployment 

(Interview, Cradock, 17 October 2011) 

With the anticipated air and water pollution, niche industries like astronomy, palaeontology 

and ecotourism will also be adversely affected in the Karoo.  South Africa’s successful bid in 

conjunction with Australia to host the Square Kilometre Array (SKA) of new-generation 
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radio-telescopes was announced in April 2012. However, measures need to be enforced to 

ensure that pollution from fracking does not compromise the ability of the project’s radio-

telescopes to operate effectively. The manager of SKA’s site bid, Adrian Tiplady, served on 

the working group of the government task team, and felt this helped to secure the project’s 

interests. It is further protected by legislation in the form of the Astronomy Geographic 

Advantage Act 21 of 2007. This gives the minister of science and technology the power to 

declare astronomy advantage areas, in order to ensure that large-scale and globally 

important astronomy facilities are protected from developments that might interfere with 

their research activities (SKA and DST, 2009). Although Tiplady is convinced that this act 

will protect the integrity of the project, which will be of global importance, its robustness has 

not yet been tested (Interview, 2 March 2012). This might have to be tested in areas of 

overlap between the SKA project around Carnarvon in the Northern Cape and the area 

granted to oil companies for exploration, should the oil companies fail to be co-operative. 
 

MAP 2.    SKA Astronomy Geographical Advantage Area 

  

 

The central astronomy advantage area in the Karoo region of South Africa's Northern Cape 

Province is protected by legislation. © Copyright EE Publishers (Pty) Ltd. 

  

 

  

 Governance 

The decision to allow fracking to go ahead should have been based on wide consultation with 

interested and affected parties, and should be part of a transparent, rule-based process that 

is independent of vested interests. 
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Part of the difficulty is that the “designated agency” under the Minerals and Petroleum 

Resources Development Act, the Petroleum Association of South Africa, is both responsible 

for promotion of the oil and gas industry and its regulation. The Act should be amended to 

separate these powers. A clearer mandate covering the regulatory functions should be 

outlined in the legislation. 

There were clearly flaws in the composition of the ministerial task team charged with looking 

into fracking. Its terms of reference were not transparent, and it failed to include 

representation from relevant departments and affected provinces. The team presented its 

report to the minister, and was considered by cabinet in August 2012. 

Having lifted the moratorium on 7 September at the behest of the applicant oil companies,  

government now needs to ensure substantial changes in the law in order to accommodate 

fair regulation of the industry in future. The task team stopped short of a fully credible 

scientific appraisal of the impacts of fracking. The moratorium was ended before 

assessments being conducted into fracking by the United States’ Environmental Protection 

Agency have been published in their entirety. 

One of the key limiting factors in relation to fracking is the sourcing of fresh water. Since 

South Africa’s current fresh water resources are currently almost entirely allocated, there 

should be a much more transparent public discourse on how the considerable new amounts 

of fresh water will be sourced. The National Water Act needs to be amended to take into 

account not only the sourcing of the fracking water, but its management and final disposal, 

as well as the protection of aquifers and other underground water sources from industrial 

contamination. The question of whether fracking operations should pay into pollution 

indemnification funds needs to be debated. 

Management of hazardous waste is a function designated to the provinces. It will be 

important to do an assessment of whether the Eastern Cape and other affected provinces 

have the means and expertise to manage and safely dispose of the considerable volumes of 

hazardous waste arising from the fracking operations. With respect to the Eastern Cape, it is 

an open question whether it can devote sufficient public resources to this function. 

The regulatory agency, the Petroleum Agency of South Africa, currently also has 

responsibility for the promotion of oil and gas. These functions need to be separated to 

prevent a broad conflict of interest. 

 

 Monitoring 

In order to regulate the industry and protect the environment from some of the potential 

dangers, South Africa needs to put in place a system of robust and independent monitoring. 

To date the country has no independent expertise on fracking or its impacts. There is 

insufficient hydrological or geo-hydrological research. There is no ability to test whether 

fracking chemicals are polluting subsurface water or affecting public health. De Wit, writing 

in the South African Journal of Science, emphasises this lack of local expertise: 

There is no national instrument pool to monitor seismic pulses related to 

fracking, and a severe lack of academic training of geophysicists to use such 

instruments and interpret the data; we cannot undertake rare gas analyses to 
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monitor leakage; and we barely have a minimum laboratory capacity in the way 

of isotopic fingerprinting of methane or radiogenic isotopes. Add to that the fact 

that our academic and research institutions do no work at the cutting edge of 

this rapidly evolving science and technology: we lack the capacity to gather the 

empirical data and to evaluate the potential for techniques like hydraulic 

fracturing to effect contamination of underground sources of drinking water 

from injection of hydraulic fracturing fluids into gas shale wells, or its potential 

effects on astronomical observatories. This requires a new phase of Science and 

Technology investment (2011: 6). 

 

It is ironic that one of the factors used to justify extraction of shale gas, the development 

of energy security (i.e., independence), is likely to make the country even more 

dependent on foreign investment, science, research and expertise. No thought has been 

given in official circles to technology transfer or the localisation of such skills. 

OPPOSITION BUILDS 

Propelled by the applications for exploration rights, a new opposition movement quickly 

arose during 2011. It includes a number of campaigns, principal of which is the Treasure the 

Karoo Action Group (TKAG). It has placed resources in public outreach, research, and legal 

interventions. It has gained an extensive following through the use of traditional and social 

media, and its membership consists of residents of both the Karoo and the large cities. It has 

made links with other sympathetic campaigns and NGOs, but remains the main civil society 

organisation speaking out against fracking. Public meetings have attracted a great deal of 

interest, and have seen interventions opposing fracking from personalities such as 

entrepreneur Johann Rupert, polar swimmer Lewis Pugh, entertainer David Kramer and 

Hollywood actor Mark Ruffalo. Marches in Cape Town have been well attended, and the 

movement has generated a plethora of posters, t-shirts, leaflets and considerable media 

attention (Interview with TKAG co-ordinator Jonathan Deal and researcher Jeannie le Roux, 

Cape Town, 7 November 2011). TKAG has formed an alliance with US campaign Water 

Defense, led by Ruffalo. 

TKAG has a back-up team of legal and communications professionals. The legal team was 

able to put together a comprehensive response document to the Environmental Management 

Report issued by Shell (Golder, 2011; Havemann et al., 2011).  The team also challenged 

claims in advertisements placed in the country’s major newspapers by Shell in April 2011 by 

appealing to the Advertising Standards Authority (ASA). The Authority ruled in July that the 

claims were ‘unsubstantiated and misleading’ and ordered Shell to withdraw the 

advertisements (The Media Online, 2011). The legal team also initiated litigation under the 

Promotion of Access to Information Act to challenge mining minister Shabangu, who had 

failed to reveal information about the government task team which she had established to 

research fracking. The minister had appointed officials from the Petroleum Agency and 

Departments of Trade and Industry, Mineral Resources, Science and Technology and Energy 

to serve on the team. However she had neglected to include representatives of Water, 

Environment and Agriculture. There was no transparency in relation to whom the team had 

consulted, what research it was reviewing, and no clarity on the team’s terms of reference. 

Former TKAG lawyer Dr Luke Havemann stated that ‘unfortunately any report that the task 

team may eventually produce will be tainted by their failure to play open cards’ (Cape Times, 

5 August 2011). The North Gauteng High Court ordered the minister to respond to TKAG’s 

request for information by 31 January (Samodien, 2012).  
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Opposition has also developed within commercial agriculture. Dougie Stern has his farm in 

the Murraysburg district, in the area that Shell plans to frack. Along with fellow-farmer 

Lukie Strydom, Dougie Steyn was sponsored by BKB (a former farmers’ co-operative which 

markets wool and livestock) to investigate fracking in the United States. The two of them 

returned as convinced opponents, and have been mobilising other members of the farming 

community. Steyn is an office bearer of Agri-Eastern Cape and has been organising anti-

fracking resolutions to be passed at provincial and Agri-SA conferences. Steyn rejects the 

claim that shale gas could be a bridging fuel and feels that government should speed up its 

support for renewables rather than letting oil and gas companies exploit fossil fuels 

(Interview, Rietpoort farm, Murraysburg, 18 October 2011). 

The Southern Cape Land Committee has been working to sensitise farm workers to the likely 

impacts of fracking. Organisers Amos Dyasi and Nettly Maarman report that farm workers 

have opposed fracking because most of the jobs will not go to local people, and because 

fracking could destroy existing jobs on farms (Interview, Graaff-Reinet, 20 October 2011).  

The Centre for Environmental Rights along with the Western Cape branch of the Wildlife 

and Environment Society of South Africa, conducted workshops with 17 Karoo communities 

on the question of fracking during June 2011 (Telephonic interview, Andy Gubb, 18 

September 2011).  

POVERTY AND SOCIAL INEQUITY  

The Karoo, and the Eastern Cape in general, demonstrates all the contradictions of South 

Africa with its legacies of segregation, social inequality, racial privilege and dispossession 

(see Atkinson, 2007 on farm labour; Ruiters, 2011). On the one hand, fracking may give rise 

to alliance formation across the social divides, where common resistence to the violation of 

the Karoo’s sense of place and traditional livelihoods might occur.  This would require that 

those in the Karoo who oppose fracking learn to form political partnerships that defy 

traditional loyalties. Is it possible for campaigners to learn new ways how to coalesce in a 

united campaign despite past divisions? 

On the other hand, fracking may serve to deepen social and racial divisions. It is argued in 

some quarters, notably by influential members of the National Planning Commission, that 

most of the opposition to fracking is being articulated by the privileged ‘white’ community 

(Müller, 2012), which has traditionally not shown a great interest in the advancement of 

others. The demand that this opposition places on solidarity from the black community may 

not be one which has been earned through past trust. This situation could potentially divide 

the communities further, with oil companies taking advantage of the situation to claim that 

opposition to fracking means depriving people of livelihoods, opportunities and resources. 

Already there are attempts to form a pro-fracking forum across the Karoo, bankrolled in part 

by beneficiaries of black economic empowerment legislation such as former dominee,  UDF 

activist and Western Cape politician Chris Nissen, who has connections with Graaff-Reinet. 

Forum co-ordinator Vuyisa Jantjies has been active in lobbying PASA to grant 5% of the 

revenues from fracking to communities, and a further 5% to Petrosa, the state-owned 

petroleum corporation (Interview, Graaff-Reinet, 19 October 2011).  

Shell has also been active in approaching local African communities in the Karoo to obtain 

their support and reassure them of job prospects. It has encouraged local politicians to back 
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its position, and this has seen the acceptance of fracking in resolutions passed by some local 

structures of the ruling African National Congress. As a result, some critical local politicians 

have effectively been silenced, with opposition to fracking being regarded as disloyalty. 

However, at a briefing by Shell exploration head Jan Eggink, executive mayor of the Cacadu 

district municipality, Khunjuzwa Eunice Kekana, wrapped the oil company representative 

over the knuckles due to perceived exclusion of the leadership of the Karoo municipalities 

from its decisions. “Nothing about us without us”, she averred, and got Eggink to admit that 

local job opportunities would be scarce during the initial three-year exploration phase, once 

the moratorium has been lifted. In response, Kekana was reported to have said: “The Karoo 

is not just about jobs. It is the site of important agro-industries like sheep, ostriches and 

angora goats, all of which are 100 per cent dependent on outstanding water resources.” 

(Janeke, 2012).  More recent anti-fracking rallies in Nieu-Bethesda in the Karoo have seen a 

convergence between black and white opposition, with black emerging farmers, farmworkers 

and schoolchildren joining the anti-fracking chorus. Daniel Vywers of the Sneeuberg 

Emerging Farmers’ Association was quoted as saying, “Fracking could ruin our future as 

farmers. We say no to fracking.” Phumi Booysen of the Southern Cape Land Committee said: 

“We must ensure this campaign is not seen as one of white people who say ‘no’ to fracking. 

Black people say ‘no’ also.” (Marina Louw, report quoted in Yeld, 2012). 

Clearly the question of jobs is very contentious. Shell’s commissioned study (Twine, 2012) 

claimed that in the most optimistic scenario, 700 000 sustainable jobs would result from the 

shale gas industry. Given the evidence in the US and elsewhere, this seems extremely 

unlikely. Currently the entire coal mining industry in South Africa employs around 50 000 

people, and the Econometrix estimate is higher than all those employed in the entire mining 

sector (Piet du Plooy of Trade and Industrial Policy Strategies, quoted in Njobeni, 2012). 

  

THE QUESTION OF TRUST 

How do South Africans decide on the most appropriate energy future for their development 

needs?  As yet, democratic spaces for decision making on the adoption of new, controversial 

technologies have not been fully created. There are no robust regulatory or administrative 

institutions which could guarantee both the public interest and rights to clean energy, a safe 

and healthy environment, and decent livelihoods.  The fracking controversy has shown up 

this deficit in the democratic order. Will South Africans continue to resolve these issues 

through administrative procedures and litigation? Instead there is an urgent need for a more 

institutionalised space to house a broad, lively, transparent national debate that should occur 

independently of vested corporate interests. 

Meanwhile, the question of trust looms large. Will citizens rely on government to defend the 

public interest?  This seems unlikely, when government is making decisions to favour the 

technology in the absence of real scientific enquiry. Can the multinational oil companies be 

trusted? Shell’s record in Nigeria has illustrated its complicity in the violation of human 

rights and it has already been caught transgressing South African advertising standards. If 

the country’s leaders are serious about the creation of ‘green’ jobs in a low-carbon economy 

(BuaNews, 2012), why is there such a strong continued state interest in inviting large new 

investment in fossil fuels? 
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Sztompka argues that, in order to theorise better the array of complex social relationships, 

there is a need to turn towards the ‘soft variables’ such as trust (1999: 1-17). He associates 

democratic regimes embodying greater public trust than autocratic regimes, citing the Polish 

transition as a case in point. However, what he neglects to theorise is the imperfections in 

democratic regimes, particularly in those where there is a growing gap between citizens and 

ruling elites. This is partly due to a failure to analyse the growing power of large corporations 

relative to the state in the wake of deregulation, privatisation of former state assets, trade 

liberalisation and corporate capture of the policy making process. 

If fracking goes ahead in South Africa, a number of measures will need to be taken to restore 

a minimum of public trust: the establishment of a wholly independent regulator; the passage 

of a new law dedicated to the question of hydraulic fracturing; strengthening of the 

environmental assessment provisions attached to the industry; strengthening of the Water 

Act with respect to the enhanced protection of groundwater resources; the costs of hazardous 

waste management and the building of access roads to be borne by the fracking companies; 

full disclosure of the chemicals used by the fracking companies; transparency with respect to 

the sourcing of water for drilling; no automatic transfer of exploration into production 

rights; job preferences, skills and royalties need to be localised; full compensation needs to 

be paid for any damage to human health and the environment, and for the loss of any 

livelihoods (Fig, 2012). Without such a social contract of rights and responsibilities, 

chartered before the onset of fracking, there will be no chance for the industry to develop any 

public trust. 
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INTERVIEWS 
During 2011 and 2012, interviews were conducted with Prof Doreen Atkinson, Judy 

Chalmers, Gaby Cheminais, Jonathan Deal, Heather Dugmore, Lynn Dugmore, 
Julienne du Toit, Amos Dyasi, Dr Bernie Fanaroff, Liz Fish, Cllr Nyameka Goniwe, 
Prof Jan Glazewski, Dr Luke Havemann, Vuyisa Jantjies, Derek Light, Jeannie le 
Roux, Bonang Mohale, Marina Louw, Nettly Maarman, Chantal Marais, Prof Bruce 
Rubidge, Dini Sobukwe, Dougie Steyn, and Adrian Tiplady. Where cited, dates are 
given in the text. 
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