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1 Introduction 

Lair Trust Farm is located at Augrabies along the Lower Orange River and belongs to 

the Fox family.  The farming operation is exclusively focused on high quality table 

grapes for the export market.   

The first impression of the farm is very much one of farming excellence and razor-

sharp business acumen.  This is an extremely neat and well-run operation that befits 

the top end quality of the product that is grown here to satisfy the most discerning 

consumer abroad. 

There are already existing vineyards on the farm, of which 5ha were developed in 

2010, 2.5ha in 2012 and another 2.5ha in 2016.  These vineyards, when planted, were 

in the flow path of a number of drainage lines, which are nothing more than dry water 

courses that only run during a heavy thunder storm.  Developing agriculture through 

drainage lines are unfortunately not in line with current environmental legislation.  

Hence Lair Trust was issued with a S24G.  This was a notice from the Northern Cape 

Provincial Department of Nature Conservation (DENC) to conduct an Environmental 

Impact Assessment (EIA) in accordance to Section 24G of the National Environmental 

Management Act (NEMA, 107 of 1998). 

Subsequently Enviro Africa (Pty) Ltd of Somerset West in the Western Cape was 

appointed to conduct the required EIA. 

The Water Use License Application (WULA) is an integral part of the EIA. WATSAN 

Africa was appointed to deal with the WULA on behalf of Lair Trust. The WULA 

requires a Technical Report in accordance with Government Notice 267 of 24 March 

2017 in terms of Section 21 (c) and (i) of the National Water Act (36 of 1998).  This 

then is the required document. 

 

2 Expansion of Vineyards 

In addition to the EIA requirements, the Fox family wants to expand the current 10 

hectares of vineyard on the property with another 2 blocks.  The one is going to be 2.5 

hectares and the larger one 5 hectares.   

The block of 5 hectares can be located on either one of two alternatives.  This is further 

discussed on p 9. 

As for the destruction of drainage lines, the 2.5-hectare block wonôt need a WULA, as 

there are no drainage lines.  For both alternatives of the 5-hectare block, drainage 

lines will have to be ploughed over, for which a WULA is required. 

 

3 Lair Trust Farm 

¶ Lair Trust Farm is Portion 13 of Orange Falls Farm 19, Augrabies. 

¶ It is located at 28Á39ô30.16ò S and 20Á20ô28.81ò E 

¶ The cadastral number is C036000000000016000191. 
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¶ It is in the D53J quaternary catchment. 

¶ The vegetation is listed as Bushmanland Arid Grassland (Least Threatened, 

Botes 2017). 

¶ A permanent work force of 40 people is employed on the farm and a seasonal 

number of an additional 80. 

¶ Wastewater and solid waste is collected and transported by the Kai!Garib 

Municipality 

¶ A clean-up kit is kept on the premises ready for use in case of a fuel spill. 

 

 

4 Lower Orange River Grape Producing Area 

The grape producing area in the Lower Orange River Water Management Area 

stretches from the Boegoeberg Weir in the east to Augrabies in the west. It stretches 

over approximately 260 km, following the curve of the Orange River.  

The vineyards are in the Orange River Valley, much of it in the actual flood plain 

(Figure 1).  This is high intensity farming with an obvious environmental impact on the 

Orange River. 

 

 

Figure 1 Vineyards in the Orange River Valley near Augrabies. 

Figure 1 illustrates only a small section of the agricultural activities in the Lower Orange 

River and gives an impression of the massive scale of the overall operation.  Yet new 

vineyards are perpetually established on a grand scale.   

This perspective is necessary to illustrate that the existing as well as the envisaged 

vineyards at Lair Trust Farm is negligible if compared to what already is present on 

the ground.  
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According to the then Department of Water Affairs (2004) the water demand for the 

Lower Orange River was 1 130 million m3 per year and it will grow to 1 174 million m3 

per year in 2025.  This includes the water demand for the 4000 hectares of new 

vineyards that are to be established for previously disadvantaged farmers. 

 

5 Drainage Lines 

The Lower Orange River is lined with vineyards.  These vineyards often cut off the 

flow from the numerous water courses that enter the Orange River.  These are small 

tributaries that only flow during the occasional summer time heavy thunder storm.  

These tributaries are mostly dry drainage lines.  Scouring and erosion are obvious in 

these drainage lines and closer to the confluence with the Orange River, some of these 

are deeply incised.   

Water velocity down these small water courses can be quite fast and hence the erosion 

potential is great.  If allowed to cross a vineyard, it stands to reason that the damage 

can be extensive.  For this reason, these small water courses and even there bigger 

reaches lower down have been straightened and canalised since the onset of the table 

grape industry in the Lower Orange River valley many years ago. 

The drainage lines have been cut off with berms and trenches to divert their flow 

around blocks of vineyards.  Some of these trenches are substantial and the network 

of cut-offs extensive. 

These storm water diversions have been constructed long before the promulgation of 

current environmental legislation. 

Lower down closer to the Orange River these once natural tributaries have lost all their 

riverine characteristics and ecological function.  This, however, is the trade-off that 

must be made for having a table grape industry.  The drainage lines are dense over 

the landscape, despite of the semi-desert conditions and it cannot be avoided not to 

divert them when blocks of vines are planted, along with the access roads, irrigation 

and other infrastructure. 

The drainage lines at the Lair Trust vineyards are not any different. The top end of 

these vineyards is marked by cut -off trenches (Figure 1).    However, it is alleged that 

at least some of the vineyards were planted after the NEMA came into being and 

hence an EIA is now called for. 

 

6 Agricultural Return Flow 

For successful table grape farming it is most essential that vineyards are drained 

properly.  Standing water and too much moist in the soil is detrimental.  For this reason, 

typically a system of trenches is constructed around blocks of vineyards (Figure 2). 

Most of this water derives from irrigation.  Some of course is from the rainfall, which 

can be significant during intense thunder storms, but mostly has a small contribution 
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because of the semi-arid nature of the Lower Orange River valley. The runoff from the 

vineyards are better described as agricultural return flow. 

Likewise, the Lair Trust Vineyards have been provided with a similar drainage system 

and the envisaged addition will have a similar arrangement. 

A less intrusive and visually more pleasing drainage system is the modern sub-surface 

pipes that have been introduced to the farming practice.  The pipes are porous and let  

 

 

Figure 2 Drainage trench between blocks of newly established vineyards 

 

in ground water, while keeping out soil.  This omits the need for gullies and trenches. 

Excess ground water is let out downhill from the vineyards to eventually enter the 

Orange River as agricultural return flow.  

Such a modern system of sub-surface drains has been installed at the Lair Trust 

vineyards. 

Figures as to how much of the irrigated water ends up as agricultural return flow are 

scarce and differ in various localities.  It depends on a vastness of factors, which are 

out of the scope of this report and will not be discussed any further, but it is estimated 

at roughly 30%.   

Agricultural return flow contains nutrients and dissolved salts, which are generally 

most detrimental to the receiving aquatic environment.  It is widely held responsible 

for the salination and eutrophication of the Lower Orange River.   

New vineyards are perpetually established in the region and nationally on a massive 

scale, with resulting increase in agricultural return flow.  This calls for future innovative 

farming methods and technology.  The existing and new vineyards at Lair Trust does 

not and would not make a noticeable difference to the overall nutrient and dissolved 
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salt budget of the region.  This is a national problem and to single out vineyards as 

culprits would not be helpful. 

 

7 Brabeesmond Catchment 

 

 

Figure 3 Brabeesmond Catchment 

 

The Lair Trust Farm is located in a sub-catchment of a stream locally known as the 

Brabeesmond.  The Brabeesmond is not really a river, but more fits the description of 

a mostly dry drainage line.  Figure 3 is a rough outline (red line) of the sub-catchment 

as delineated with the path function of Google Earth Pro.   

The sub-catchment is about 67 km long and 30 km wide at its wides point.  It has a 

circumference of approximately 159 km and a surface area of approximately 1200km. 
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8 Drainage 

 

 

Figure 4 Brabeesmond Confluence 

 

The runoff from the Lair Trust Farm was channelled through a constructed drainage 

channel to the Brabeesmond from where it flowed into the Orange River over a 

distance of approximately 3.3 km.  The top end of this channel was still fairly natural, 

but the part indicated by the yellow line on Figure 4 was highly modified. 

The confluence of the Brabees and Orange is at: 

 

28Á38ô44.87ò E 

20Á21ô44.81ò S 

 

Most of the drainage lines in the area have been straightened and engineered into 

ditches for least flow resistance and optimal drainage.  However, the Brabees has 

escaped this and it still in a morphologically natural state.  

 

Lair Trust Farm 

Drainage trench 

Brabeesmond 

Orange River 

Confluence 
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In most places, it is heavily overgrown with Phragmitis reeds. 

 

The site visit in September was during the driest period of the year and it could be 

expected that the Brabees should be dry and without any flow at all.  However, closer 

to the confluence there was a constant flow of between 5 and 10 ls-1.  This was possibly 

agricultural return flow, with no contribution from rainfall. 

 

 

 
 

Figure 5 Drainage Lines Intersections 

 

Figure 5 shows the drainage lines that intersect the current vineyards at Lair Trust 

Farm.  There are at least 7 such intersections, as indicated by the yellow dots on 

Figure 1.   

Drainage lines are depicted in Figure 6. 

From these points, the flow has been interrupted and channelled around the vineyards 

with cut-off trenches (Figure 7).  

2.5 ha 

5ha 

Alternative 
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Figure 6 Natural drainage lines adjacent to the vineyards 

 

It is precisely this requirement of contemporary viticulture that rebels against current 

environmental legislation.  It is now required that such environmental infarctions 

should be motivated by EIAôs and WULAôs. 

The impact is local, on the spot where the drainage lines are diverted.  It is not foreseen 

that that the current impact or the planting of the envisaged additional vineyard would 

make a noticeable hydrological difference to the existing situation in the Brabees or 

the Orange River. 


