The impact of water quality on informally-declared
heritage sites: a preliminary study

1

AT Vos1* (co-author) and S Cawood2 (co-author)

Centre for Environmental Management, University of the Free State, PO Box 339, Bloemfontein, 9300, South Africa
2
Centre for Africa Studies, University of the Free State, PO Box 339, Bloemfontein, 9300, South Africa

Abstract
The current study is an attempt to gauge the impact of water quality on 2 sacred sites in the eastern Free State, Mautse
and Motouleng, which are informally-declared heritage sites, as well as the consequent implications for matters of living heritage as pertaining to the specific sites. The informally-constituted communities at the sacred sites are dependent
on freshwater sources where water use, sanitation and waste disposal are unmanaged activities. The sustainability of
informally-declared heritage sites may be uncertain due to factors relating to water quality. Water samples were collected
for physical, chemical and biological analyses. The latter comprised algal and bacterial analyses which included testing
for concentrations of faecal coliforms, where concentrations above 20 cfu/100 mℓ indicates a significant risk of infectious
disease transmission (domestic use) and concentrations above 200 cfu/100 mℓ points to a significant infection risk for young
livestock. Water quality is discussed in terms of human, animal and ecological risk, which may threaten the heritage and
the economic subsistence based on the heritage at both sites.
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Introduction
Access to clean water is a fundamental human need and is
also enshrined in the Bill of Rights (The Constitution of the
Republic of South Africa, Act No. 108 of 1996) as a basic
human right. Water quality is a cornerstone of environmental
conservation in South Africa, and in its preamble the National
Water Act (Act No. 36 of 1998) recognises ‘...that the protection of the quality of water resources is necessary to ensure
sustainability of the nation’s water resources in the interests
of all water users’. This study is concerned with water quality at informally-declared heritage sites in the interests of the
heritage practitioners using the sites as well as the surrounding
environment. Informally-declared heritage sites are defined
within the parameters of this study as sites of living heritage
where heritage is actively practised, although the sites are
not declared and managed within the terms of the National
Heritage Resources Act (NHRA).
The heritage sites of interest are sacred sites in the eastern Free State Province, i.e. Mautse, a
sacred valley, and
Motouleng, a sacred cave. The sites are places of pilgrimage
for the purpose of performing various rituals and are repositories of vast resources of living heritage, including undocumented oral histories and indigenous knowledge. The act of
pilgrimage leads to ‘communitas’, a process of spontaneous and
egalitarian community building at the sacred sites, removed
from the hierarchies and social and cultural class systems of
everyday life (Eade and Sallnow, 1991). While the sites are
important spiritual and cultural loci, they also fulfil a more
pragmatic economic function. A number of individuals are
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dependent on the sites for their economic survival, among
others, the sangomas or traditional healers and prophets who
practise at the sites. Both sites transect several farms of mixed
farming practices including animal husbandry (cattle and
horses), eco-tourism and grain cultivation. One of these farms
has been declared as a nature reserve by the Department of
Environmental Affairs, and has also been declared as a national
heritage site (No. 199) because of the incidence of rare African
bamboo in a valley adjacent to the sacred valley of Mautse.
People travel from all over South Africa to these sites to
consult with the indigenous practitioners or to fulfil a spiritual or religious quest. Certain groups or individuals remain
at the sites for a brief period of time, while others reside at
the sites on a more permanent basis and only leave the sites
briefly from time to time. The user and practitioner communities using the sites constitute informal communities with
unique hierarchies and protocols that transcend the community boundaries of the extant world. These informallyconstituted communities at the sacred sites are dependent on
freshwater sources, where water use, sanitation and waste
disposal are all unmanaged activities.
The National Heritage Resources Act (No. 25 of 1999) earmarked sources of living heritage as part of the national estate
to ‘enable and encourage communities to nurture and conserve
their legacy so that it may be bequeathed to future generations’ (The National Heritage Resources Act, No. 25 of 1999).
According to the NHRA (The National Heritage Resources
Act, No. 25 of 1999), living heritage is understood to comprise
the ‘intangible aspects of inherited culture’ including cultural
tradition, oral histories, performance, ritual, popular memory,
skills and techniques, indigenous knowledge systems, and the
holistic approach to nature, society and social relationships.
Unfortunately, the sustainability of these informally-declared
heritage sites may be uncertain due to environmental factors,
specifically water quality, an aspect underrepresented in matters of living heritage.
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