Managing the unseen: Langebaan Road Aquifer System
JA du Plessis*
Department of Civil Engineering, University of Stellenbosch, P/Bag X1, MATIELAND, 7602, South Africa

Abstract
The effective management of groundwater resources is a critical aspect to ensure sustainability. The paper discusses the
structures used to ensure effective monitoring at a local government level, and focuses specifically on the process followed
and the critical monitoring factors identified to ensure sustainability.
The paper highlights specific problems experienced with the implementation of the Langebaan Road Aquifer well-field
as an integrated water resource, and the interaction required between the different role players. Suggestions, based on the
Langebaan case study, are made regarding the different aspects to be monitored and the institutional arrangements required,
ensuring effective participation between National and Local Government and other affected parties.
The paper concluded that an independent monitoring committee is of utmost importance to ensure the successful management of a sustainable groundwater resource. The lessons learned through the implementation of the Langebaan Road Aquifer
proves that structured participation in the management of these resources is of critical importance and that success cannot be
achieved without cooperation between all parties, in particular the different government departments.
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List of abbreviations and acronyms

The West Coast challenge

DWAF 		
WCDM
MC 		
PSC 		
NWA 		
NEMA		
EIA		
LRAS		

The West Coast of SA is not well endowed with surface water
resources and with an average rainfall of approximately 300
mm/a, the development potential in this area is fairly limited
due to a lack of adequate water supply. However, the excellent
export harbour facilities at Saldanha and existing infrastructure
like the Sishen/Saldanha railway line have resulted in extensive
expansions in the steel industries at Saldanha Bay, putting more
pressure on existing limited water resources.
The establishment of these industries in the late 1980s
resulted in a steep increase in the water demand. With several
new phases foreseen for the steel industry in 1987, the time had
come to look intensively towards alternative resources to provide sufficient water for further development. During a public hearing process the Steyn Commission (Steyn et al., 1995),
appointed by the Minister of Environmental Affairs and Tourism to investigate the possible environmental threat of a steel
industry on the West Coast, concluded that, as part of sustainable development, groundwater needed to be evaluated as an
alternative water resource before any further development could
be allowed. Any future developments on the West Coast will put
additional pressure on the Berg River system which is the main
water resource for this area, as well as Cape Town.
The WCDM was at the time responsible for bulk water supply to the Saldanha area. In response to the Steyn Commission (Steyn et el., 1995) it was decided to investigate the possible
development of groundwater resources in the Vredenburg area
as shown in Fig. 1 to supplement the water supply to this area.
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Department of Water Affairs and Forestry
West Coast District Municipality
Monitoring Committee
Project Steering Committee
National Water Act
National Environmental Management Act
Environmental Impact Assessment
Langebaan Road Aquifer System

Introduction
As the pressure on existing surface water resources increases,
groundwater resources are being looked into as the most logical
alternative to be investigated. Often the value of groundwater
as an alternative source only becomes known once the resources
are being utilised.
In general, the challenge to manage groundwater properly
does not receive adequate attention. The lack of proper knowledge and understanding of the working of such a resource is
quite often the main reason for this. Engineers who normally
manage these resources are often reasonably informed about the
assessments of risks associated with surface resources, but the
same cannot be said about the risks involved for groundwater
resources, which are hard to visualise and difficult to measure.
NWA and NEMA complicate issues even further with
aspects such as the ’Reserve‘ and compliance with procedures
for a complete EIA as required by the relevant regulations.

Resources available
This paper was originally presented at the 2008 Water Institute of
Southern Africa (WISA) Biennial Conference, Sun City, South Africa,
18-22 May 2008.
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One of the major groundwater resources available for further
development in the study area is the Langebaan Road Aquifer
System (LRAS). This water resource was proclaimed a Water
Control Area under the previous (1956) Water Act in 1977, following extensive drilling and exploration work done by DWAF
in the preceding 10 years. Two reports were produced by DWAF

Available on website http://www.wrc.org.za
ISSN 0378-4738 = Water SA Vol. 35 No. 2 Special WISA edition 2009
ISSN 1816-7950 = Water SA (on-line)

