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397.
Mrs J A Semple (DA) to ask the Minister of Water Affairs and Forestry:

(1)
Whether any studies have been conducted on the Wonderfonteinspruit catchment on the West Rand to determine the pollution levels; if not, why not; if so, (a) what are the names of the studies, (b) who are their authors, (c) what are the dates of publication or completion and (d) what are their respective findings in summarised form;

(2)
(a) what are the current levels of (i) 235U and (ii) 238U in the catchment, (b) when were these measurements last taken and (c) what are the causes of this contamination;

(3)
whether any remedial steps are being taken to rehabilitate the catchment; if not, why not; if so, what are the relevant details;
(4)
whether any steps are being taken to charge (a) past and (b) current polluters of this catchment with the cost of rehabilitation; if not, why not; if so, what steps?
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REPLY:

(1)

Yes.

(1)(a)
The name of the study is “An Assessment of Sources, Pathways, Mechanisms and Risks of Current and Potential Future Pollution of Water and Sediment in Gold-Mining Areas of the Wonderfontein Catchment”, Water Research Commission Report No 1214/1/06.

(1)(b)
The study was compiled by H Coetzee.

(1)(c)
The study is dated March 2006.
(1)(d)
The study found that mining activities contributed to the radionuclide content of the water, but that the dissolved radionuclides decreased downstream of the mining activities.  Further follow-up indicated that the radionuclides were concentrated in the sediments within the catchment and the objective of the study referred to in (1)(a) above, was to, amongst others, establish the potential risk that the radionuclides may be remobilised from the sediments.
The conclusions of this Coetzee study were that mobilisation of radionuclides from the sediments could be possible under certain circumstances, for example if the sediments should dry out, if the river should become acidic due to acid mine drainage and potentially due to acid rain falling within the catchment.  

- 2 -
While the report indeed pointed out certain risks that could potentially remobilise radionuclides, the chances that it may indeed happen are being debated and even rejected for the primary reason that the major sewage works situated within the catchment will continue to discharge treated sewage into the Wonderfonteinspruit, therefore preventing the sediments from drying out.  The same treated sewage water flowing down the Wonderfonteinspruit would also act as a buffer and would therefore prevent the river from becoming acidic.  The report clearly states that: “profound changes of uranium speciation and the associated solubility of uranium due to diurnal or seasonal fluctuations of pH or Eh are unlikely….”  Future management of the Wonderfonteinspruit, however, will have to take these aspects into consideration.  

(2)(a)(i)
and

(2)(a)(ii) 
The average Uranium concentration at the monitoring point as mentioned above is far less than 10 micrograms per litre (ug/l), the Maximum Recommended Drinking Water Quality is 70 ug/l.  The average results for radionuclides are less than 0.1 milli Sievert per annum (mSv/a), the Maximum Public Exposure is 1 mSv/a.
(2)(b)

My Department is monitoring radionuclides on a monthly basis at a number of monitoring points in the Wonderfonteinspruit.  The last samples were taken on 11 April 2007.
(2)(c)

The study found that the sources of the radionuclides originate from mining activities which started within the catchment, in the late 1800s. 

(3) The Wonderfonteinspruit Action Group was established in 2006 by the mines, interested and affected parties, the Departments of Water Affairs and Forestry, Minerals and Energy and the National Nuclear Regulator (NNR), specifically to address the slimes that were spilled into the Wonderfonteinspruit over the many years of mining activities in the catchment.  The first phase is to determine the exact position of the slimes and thereafter to clean up firstly the lower parts of the Wonderfonteinspruit and in further phases, the rest of the Wonderfonteinspruit.  Sediment sampling is currently being conducted and the results are expected by June 2007.

(4)(a)
and
(4)(b)

No steps are being taken to lay criminal charges against any past polluters.  The reason is that previous policies in general ignored the associated environmental impacts.  Where pollution may take place, the Department of Water Affairs and Forestry focuses on the clean up of such pollution rather than prosecution, however, charges may be laid against polluters at any stage.  It is therefore imperative that all mining and industrial development, whether for poverty alleviation, industrial growth or whatever purpose, must be conducted in a sustainable manner where one of the key focus areas must be the consideration of impacts, both short and long term.
