
 

 

 

 

 
 

ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE CONFER ENCE  
3 ï 5 June 2009  

 

 

 
 
 

Report on the Environmental Justice Conference hosted by  

Diakonia Council of Churches  

 
 
 

 
 
 

 

 



 

Environmental Justice Conference/3 ï 5 June 2009   1 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

PURPOSE 

The purpose of the  conference was to raise the profile of 
env ironmental issues in the church result ing  in urgent and 

appropriate action.  
 

The conference was open to all member churches of the 
Diakonia Council of Churches (DCo fC) whose leaders were 

invited to attend with their nominated delegates.  

 
BACKGROUND  

 
Inspired by its mission to work in partnership through faith and 
action with member churches and organisations, DCo fC offered 
this conference in the hope that local churches would be further 
inspired to respond meaningfully to the global issues related to 

the challenges presented  by climate change  and  global 
warming .  

 
THE REPORT 

 
The report is divided into two sections: An Introduction , which 
outlines the proceedings and a Content  section, which presents 

summaries of inputs and discussions.  
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  INTRODUCTION 

 

Church leaders from local churches and representatives from around southern Africa 
gathered at the Mariannhill Retreat Centre for the Diakonia Council of Churches 
Environmental Justice Conference. 
 
On the first day of the conference, Bishop Barry Wood OMI, Chairperson of the Diakonia 
Council of Churches, opened with a reading from Paulôs letter to the Ephesians.  Executive 
Director, Ms Nomabelu Mvambo-Dandala, in her keynote address, emphasised that her 
hope and prayer for delegates was that they would be inspired to transform their 
experiences and learnings from this conference into action.  
 
All denominations spoke of local earth-keeping projects which their churches had in place, 
and the practical work they are doing to serve their communities. Of concern, to some 
delegates, was the church leaders' reluctance to move beyond the 'salvation of humanity', 
and to recognise the significance of all of God's creation to God and to our survival.  The 
reports were followed by inputs from various organisations who have expressed a 
willingness to work in partnership with churches and support church efforts by sharing 
resources and knowledge.  
 

Mr Wally Menne made an announcement that Biowatch (an NGO dedicated to lobbying for 
sustainable agriculture, biodiversity and the rights of small farmers) has won the case at the 
Constitutional Court against the seed and chemical giant, Monsanto. They won the verdict 
that they should not be responsible for Monsantoôs considerable legal costs. 

 
In his address, Cardinal Wilfrid Napier challenged the conference to consider seriously our 
role as custodians of creation: ñWhat can we do as individual Christians and as Christian 
communities to make our future sustainable?ò   

 
On the second day of the conference, Anglican Bishop Geoff Davies, Coordinator of the 
Southern African Faith Communitiesô Environment Institute (SAFCEI) opened with a prayer 
and addressed the conference on air and water related issues. Professor Steve de Gruchy 
of the University of KwaZulu-Natal's School of Religion and Theology delivered a paper 
entitled óWater of Life: A Theological Reflection on the sanctity of water, the skewed access 
to this life-giving resource and the abuse thereof which affects human dignity and healthô. 
Mark Liptrot, Mariannhill Conservancy spoke about climate change and what we, as 
individuals can do. Ms Siziwe Khanyile of groundWork, delivered an address on air pollution 
and Ms Kate Davies of SAFCEI, facilitated a workshop on eco-congregations, explaining 
how churches can take action to conserve Godôs creation. An exposure to the Mariannhill 
Monastery followed. The dayôs proceedings ended with community activists from Clermont 
speaking about the Aller River Rehabilitation Project, which had been inspired by their 
attendance at a Diakonia environmental justice course.  

  
The third day of the conference included a field trip to the Aller River in Clermont which 
provided delegates with an opportunity to put their faith into action by conserving Godôs 
creation. Mr Solomon Dlamini led the exposure, informing the delegates of the challenges 
facing this rehabilitation project. The conference was closed with a service held in a nearby 
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crèche. Ms Karen Read, Programme Manager at Diakonia Council of Churches, expressed 
gratitude to the delegates, thanking everyone who had attended the conference for their 
valuable input.  
 
Ms Nomabelu Mvambo-Dandala closed the conference at the cr¯che with these words: ñIt 
is symbolic that we are closing this conference with the children around us so that they can 
inherit mother earth.  As co-creators with God we can all help in practical waysò. 
 

  CONTENT 

 
Opening address  
Bishop Barry Wood OMI, Chairperson, Diakonia Council of Churches 
 
Paulôs letter to the Ephesians (4:14-20)   
The Love of Christ 
For this reason I fall on my knees before God, from whom every family in 
heaven and on earth receives its true name.  I ask God to give you power 
through the Holy Spirit to be strong in your inner selves, and I pray that 
Christ will find a home in your hearts through faith.  
 
I pray that you may have your roots and foundation in love, so that you, together with all 
Godôs people, may have the power to understand how broad and long, how high and deep, 
is Christôs love.   
 
Yes, may you come to know Godôs love ï although it can never be fully known ï and so be 
completely filled with the very nature of God. 
 
To God, whose power is at work in us, and who is able to do so much more than we can 
ever ask for, or even think of:  to God be the glory in the church and in Christ Jesus for all 
time, forever and ever. Amen.   
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Keynote address 
Ms Nomabelu Mvambo-Dandala, Executive Director,  
Diakonia Council of Churches 
 
Good morning and welcome to this Environmental Justice Conference. 
 
The theme of this conference is not new to any one of us gathered here 
today. Indeed, the crisis of global warming, along with its associated 
threats to our very survival, has been the subject of much speculation, of scientific 
research, forecasting models, theological reflections and international treaties for more than 
fifty years. The first record of the term ñgreenhouse effectò can actually be traced to the late 
19th century when Nobel Laureate Svante Arrhenius coined the term to explain how carbon 
dioxide traps heat in the earthôs atmosphere. He believed that the greenhouse effect was 
responsible for the onset of the ice ages.  
  
In the 1950s, scientists warned that the greenhouse effect was truly and dramatically 
impacting the atmosphere of the earth and was leading to global warming. Over the next 
few decades we have witnessed scientists developing ways to measure the earthôs climate 
and devising mathematical models to better analyse global temperature.  
 
We have seen a steady rise in the belief that human activity has dramatically affected the 
environment. Scientific studies and media sources have displayed some confusion about 
the effects of the warming; some predicted another ice age while others predicted the 
melting of ice caps, in turn causing worldwide flooding.  Today, scientists disagree on the 
effects of global warming while some even deny the phenomenon altogether. Most, 
however, agree that global warming and climate change present an imminent and pressing 
problem that needs to be changed before it is irreversible. 
 
The question therefore seems to me to be glaringly obvious. Why is it taking us so long to 
respond appropriately? And what are we going to be discussing fifty years from now?  
 
I recently had the pleasure of attending a bible study in Bremen, Germany, conducted by 
the well-known Pastor Jim Wallis from Washington in the United States. With reference to 
the current economic crisis and the resultant melt-down in financial markets, Wallis 
illustrated the following point. All around us people are asking when the financial crisis will 
end. What they are really asking, he suggested, is when will it all go back to normal?  
 
When will things be just like they were?  Of course, this is the wrong question for us to be 
asking, says Wallis. What we should all be asking ourselves is: ñHow is this going to 
change the way I live?ò 
 
I agree with Wallis. The only way we are going to start to address the problems which face 
us is by asking ourselves a new set of questions, questions which are not founded in 
scientific debate, or which give rise to further international treaties which only serve to 
prolong the inevitable, whilst affording the rich nations more time to loot the earth of its 
bounties. 
 
We need to start asking ourselves when we are going to become less selfish? When are we 
going to learn to share? When will become more neighbourly? When will we address the 
root causes of the problem, such as greed and power and indifference? 
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At an international level we have witnessed the signing of the United Nations Framework 
Convention on Climate Change way back in 1992. This was followed by the Kyoto Protocol 
in 1997 and the adoption of the Bali Roadmap in 2007. The Bonn talks have just completed 
and in December we will see another round of talks in Copenhagen.  
 
Interspersed between all of these, have been hundreds of national and regional 
agreements all purporting to have reached consensus on what needs to be done. I am sure 
you will all agree ï there has been an awful amount of talking and signing and a whole lot 
less doing. 
 
In 2003 Diakonia Council of Churches addressed the environment in its bi-annual Social 
Justice Season. We also introduced Environmental Justice as one of our core programmes 
and have worked consistently since then to raise awareness amongst our member 
churches on issues of global warming, climate change and myriad of other related 
environmental issues, including invasive alien plants and eco-coffins. We also encouraged 
the formation of eco-congregations, these being those congregations who intentionally 
inform and empower themselves to address eco-related issues within their communities, 
with activities and programmes which are measurable and sustainable and which contribute 
to a better understanding of the issues at stake and which encourage lifestyle changes 
amongst their congregants. 
 
And yet it seems to me that issues related to the environment are still very low on the 
agenda of most churches. Is this perhaps because the effects of the crisis seem not to be 
affecting us? Or is it perhaps that we feel war and disease are more pressing problems?  
Or is it sadly, just another case of inertia when faced with a problem of such enormous 
magnitude? 
 
What we do know is that at every one of the global or international conventions, the people 
and countries present have represented the most powerful supposedly those with the most 
to lose.  The most vulnerable, however, are seldom or never present. I am referring to the 
poor. Vulnerable communities are not party to these negotiations nor do they feature high 
on the list of invited guests at special addresses.  I would even contend that these talks 
have served primarily to make it easier for rich and powerful nations to continue in their 
quest to deplete our earth of her last remaining piece of fossilised coal, before any 
meaningful action is taken. 
 
So when will we start? When we will stop all the talking and commence with the action? 
When will we make the first changes in our own lifestyles to bring about a world which we 
will gladly leave to our children? 
 
Within our own context, the harsh reality of the situation is that the majority of South 
Africans are at risk. This means that many of the people sitting in our pews each Sunday 
are at risk. These are the people we are called to serve.  Climate change means increases 
or decreases in rainfall ï in turn affecting food security for the majority our citizens.  
 
Climate change means more arid land and less arable soil ï again affecting the very 
subsistence of millions of vulnerable people. This has everything to do with justice ï 
environmental, economic and social. 
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In 2006 Diakonia published The Oikos Journey ï a theological reflection on the economic 
crisis facing South Africa. This publication presents a clear link between our economics and 
our environmental behaviour and suggests that a new way of thinking is essential if we are 
to live prosperously and long in the land God gave to us.  Since then we have seen the 
formation of Oikos working groups locally and in some countries abroad.  Central to the 
Oikos message is the Biblical imperative of stewardship ï but also of the need for urgent 
and appropriate action, action which would realise immediate lifestyle changes for us all, as 
individuals and as a community. 
 
In as much as the church was prophetic in its struggle against the evil of apartheid, so 
should it be even more so in its approach to the Oikos ï the household of God. For the 
livelihoods of hundreds of millions of people depends on the actions and lifestyles you and I 
choose to adopt today.  
 
The purpose of this conference is to raise the profile of environmental issues within the 
church, which will result in urgent and appropriate action. It is my prayer and my wish that 
this conference will not serve to provide you with more information and facts. Nor that it 
would alarm you to a point of paralysis with news of disappearing rain forests or an 
imminent tsunami heading for our coastline. Instead, it is my prayer that each one of us 
would be so transformed that our own lives would begin to reflect something of Godôs 
original purpose for us all and for creation. I pray that we will leave this conference with a 
clear plan of action for ourselves, our families and the communities we serve.  
 
We cannot continue to live the way we do, not if we are to be true to our calling to care for 
all of creation. We cannot ignore the plight of our people, of the millions of vulnerable, of 
plants and animals and fish. We simply cannot continue to live in the world as we know it. 
As Christians we are inspired by the belief contained in the motto of the World Social Forum 
ï another world is possible. Yes, indeed this is true ï but only if we ascribe to the words of 
Mahatma Gandhi, who said ñthere is enough in the world for everyoneôs need ï there just is 
not enough for everyoneôs greedò.   
 
May this truly be a time of sharing and learning for us all ï but may we also learn to take 
action ï urgent action. 
 
I thank you. 
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Reports from local churches 
 
Anglican Church of Southern Africa  
Revd Andrew Warmback spoke on behalf of the Anglican Church. He mentioned that at the 
Lambeth Conference (the 10th yearly meeting of the Anglican Bishops) in July 2008 very 
strong comments were made on environmental issues, and the importance of caring for the 
planet. The Pinetown archdeaconry audits each otherôs parish resources on environmental 
issues. There are food gardens at uMhlathuzana and Clermont and they collaborate on 
issues such as HIV and AIDS and assist with soup kitchens. The KwaMashu Ekuvukeni 
Parish has flower gardens and indigenous trees. The Anglican Church also works closely 
with SAFCEI. 
 
Dutch Reformed Church 
The church recently affiliated with SAFCEI. It was reported that the local churches have 
commenced the journey of engaging with environmental issues.  
 
Evangelical Lutheran Church of Southern Africa (NT) and Evangelical Lutheran 
Church in Southern Africa 
Local churches reported that much work is being done at an international level and this is 
being filtered down to local level. The topic for Synod 2009 is ñHow well do we take care of 
the environment?ò   
 
Representatives also reported that congregations are challenged to engage with issues of 
stewardship of creation, and are encouraged to establish vegetable gardens and plant 
indigenous species. Taking care of Godôs creation is raised at confirmation, and the annual 
youth camp will aim to prepare the youth to reach out to a community for four days, uplifting 
the community through projects like vegetable gardens. Recycling is a focal activity for 
some congregations. 
 
Methodist Church of Southern Africa  
Delegates reported that the districtôs main projects are geographically defined as follows:  
southern societies focus on vegetable gardens, earthworm farming and growing organic 
vegetables.   Central societies have incorporated environmental awareness into worship 
events, notably with the theme ñGod is Greenò particularly at Manning Road Methodist 
Church. In the north, societies focus on removing alien trees, where community responses 
have been good.  Future plans will focus on incorporating environmental issues into the 
liturgy. All societies are encouraged to recycle. 
 
Methodist Church ï Swaziland  
The church is concerned with deforestation and has decided not to use paper for meetings, 
favouring overhead electronic presentations. Sermons have focussed on the theme, ñNo 
water- No church" and this has been used in baptism services. The challenge has been to 
consider how the church would baptise members if there was no clean water.  Water needs 
to be conserved and kept clean at all times. One local church connected a feeding scheme 
to litter collection. Orphans were encouraged to collect litter and bring it to the church for 
disposal, before being given food. In Swaziland the youth are very enthusiastic about 
conserving the earth for all generations, while the clergy appear reluctant to move away 
from the focus on salvation. 
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United Methodist Church 
Delegates reported that the church has, to date, focused on helping the vulnerable and 
sick, and teaching óthe basicsô.  Projects have primarily centred on the feeding of the poor 
and growing vegetable gardens. 
 
Presbyterian Church Centurion 
It was reported that the church has made an effort nationally to include in its statement of 
faith, reference to earth stewardship.  Some churches engage in recycling, use energy 
efficient bulbs and have vegetable gardens, while young people are encouraged to express 
their commitment at confirmation with vows focussing on stewardship. One church has 
recently started a community river regeneration project. This involved cooperation with the 
local municipality and residents, at the same time educating residents and including them in 
local projects. The idea of the project is two pronged: environmental rehabilitation and 
socio-economic upliftment. 
 
Roman Catholic Church  
The Vatican has highlighted the environment as a very important issue.  The church has 
placed great emphasis on the safeguarding of ecology, but the time has come to protect 
humanity from self-destructing - primarily by ignoring the laws of God and not being 
responsible in the ways we relate to each other and our resources.  All local churches have 
vegetable gardens and recycling projects.  More work is required in evangelising the 
message of stewardship. 
 
Uniting Reformed Church  
The focus is on helping people to help themselves by establishing vegetable gardens. Much 
work has been done towards economic upliftment, whilst much remains to be done on 
environmental issues. 
 
United Apostolic Church of Southern Africa  
Local churches have focused their activities on vegetable gardens. 
 
United Congregational Church of Southern Africa  
The United Congregational Church of Southern Africa began in 1967 when the London 
Missionary Society and the Bantu Mission Society merged.   The church comprises five 
countries and was one of the first to sign the Kairos Document.  Back in 1983 the General 
Secretary said that one of the challenges that would face the church would be its response 
to the environment.  The church relates to these crises, and has an environmental standing 
committee that works with SAFCEI.  
 
Southern African Faith Communitiesô Environment Institute ï SAFCEI  
Bishop Geoff Davies noted that many churches ñconcentrate on humans and our salvation 
and getting us to heaven.  We fail to recognise that God is concerned about all of creation. 
The challenge is to recognise that our well-being means looking after the totality of God's 
creation.  That is the essential message - God cares for all that He has brought into being.  
The bible strongly emphasises justice.  This justice needs to extend to the environment.  
We pay the penalty when we pollute the rivers, erode the soil, cut down the trees and 
deplete our fishing resources.  It is just horrific what we are doing to the environment. The 
big lesson we are learning now is that we can't continue on this path of destruction.ò 
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KwaZulu-Natal Inter Religious Council ï KZN IRC 
Revd Sue Britton reported that the KZN IRC is working in cooperation with SAFCEI, with 
Cardinal Napier as its current chairperson.  The KZN IRC selected to work on 
environmental issues as a key focus area of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs).  A 
task group has been formed to address this. The KZN IRC is a local implementing body for 
inter religious councils across Africa and for the work SAFCEI is doing in southern Africa. 
 
The focal areas for 2009 are climate change, promotion of eco-congregations and inter-
congregations to include other faith communities.  It was noted that the Jewish community 
has a living concept of eco-congregations, especially internationally, but a local model 
needs to be developed. The KNZ IRC communicates to its members, information on issues 
such as GMOs, water, food security and renewable energy. Eco-congregations have been 
incorporated into the School's Peace Project and this is working in some schools. 
 
Climate change 
Revd Andrew Warmback familiarised delegates with the draft document, ñClimate Change ï 
The coming decade of truth for God's householdò. Inputs and feedback received to this 
document were reverted to the SACC and the document was published in 2009 under the 
title ñClimate Change: A Challenge to the Churches in South Africaò.  
 
  

Extract from óClimate Change: A Challenge to the Churches in South Africaô 

 "There can be no doubt that climate change is by far the most threatening environmental 

concern and that it will affect almost every aspect of our lives in coming decades.  At stake are 

the very foundations of industrialised civilization and indeed of life on this planet.  What is 

required to address climate change is a fundamental reorientation of the entire global economy.   

 

"Climate change cannot be addressed merely through more information or planning.  It is not a 

problem that can be resolved only on the basis of advanced forms of technology.   

 

ñThe crisis we face is not merely an ecological crisis but also a cultural crisis that concerns all 

aspects of everyday life in the consumer society.  Indeed, it is a deadly sign of cultural failure. 

This indicates that the values underpinning the dominant global cultural and economic 

practices have become bankrupt.  The problem lies not outside but inside us, not in the 

economic systems but in the human heart, in our attitudes, aspirations and orientations, in our 

priorities, habits, practices and institutions.  It is therefore appropriate to see climate change as 

a new "kairos" - as a moment of truth and of opportunity where our collective response will 

have far-reaching consequences.  

 

 

 

havehave far-reaching consequences.ò   
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Summary of ñClimate Changeò, address by Mr Mark Liptrot, Chairperson of the 
Richmond/ Mariannhill Conservancy 
 
We are connected to the past no matter whether we are separated by hundreds of 
generations, and we are connected and dependent on the past by our reliance on fossil 
fuels.  As Bishop Geoff Davies said earlier in the day's proceeding, ñwe were pleased when 
we discovered that these natural resources which lay beneath or close to the earthôs 
surface could be used for energy to drive industries, power cars and provide electricity to 
our homes.  We have used them freely.  To begin with, we did not know the consequences 
of our actions, and now that we know, we are reluctant to give them up.ò  
 
Worldwide, the burning of fossil fuels produces 22 billion tonnes of carbon dioxide (CO2) 
per year.  Africa produces 803 million tonnes of CO2 per annum, and South Africa, 305 
million tonnes or 38% of Africa's total carbon dioxide emissions per annum. South Africa's 
carbon footprint is high due to our use of inexpensive coal for electricity.  
 
Although South Africa is a signatory to the Kyoto Protocol we are classed as a 'developing 
economy' and are not obliged to reduce our carbon footprint. Although 50% of CO2 
emissions are taken up by land plants and the ocean, this uptake remains constant even if 
CO2 levels rise, and carbon dioxide levels are higher now than at any point in the past 600 
000 years.  
 
The term climate change is used for changes experienced in weather patterns on a global 
scale, including changes in temperatures, the timing of seasons and rainfall.  One of the 
effects of climate change is global warming, a slow but measurable increase in the earth's 
temperature.  Mozambique to the north-east of South Africa is not an industrialised country 
but it has not escaped the effects of global warming on its climate.  Average temperatures 
have risen from 1.1oC to 1.6oC from 1960 to 2005, the rainy season starts six weeks later, 
rainfall is on the increase in the south, and cyclones are becoming more frequent. (Report 
published by the National Disaster Management Group, INGC). 
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Summary of ñEnvironmental Justice and our Faithò, address by Mr Bobby Peek, 
Director, groundWork  

 
What is Environmental Justice? 
Environmental justice means that people are empowered in relations of 
solidarity and equity with each other and in non-degrading and positive 
relationships with their environments. Environmental justice is a way of 
thinking about environment and development which provides tools for 
organising around issues. The concept of environmental justice relates 
environmental abuse to social injustice. It helps us understand that unequal 

power relations in society result in the abuse of people and their environments. Poor people 
suffer the most from environmental degradation and benefit least from the wealth produced.  
 
Polluting industries and waste dumps are frequently located in areas where poor people 
live. These people do not have the political power to prevent it. As a result they often suffer 
from illnesses caused by pollution.  Many companies save costs through neglecting worker 
health and safety. Workers often do not know that the substances they are working with are 
dangerous to their health and to the environment. They and their families carry the cost of 
dirty production. It is most often women who have to collect firewood and water. They have 
to walk further and further to find wood because impoverishment creates competition for 
resources. Increasingly their water sources are polluted or are dried up because nearby 
industrial agriculture is using up the water.   
 

So, what can we do? 
¶ Reduce emissions - by being more energy efficient, one can reduce emissions and lower 

energy bills by more than 30 percent.  

¶ Adjust air conditioners and heater thermostats when leaving a building and shut down the 
system when away for extended periods.  

¶ Turn off and unplug stereos, radios, TVs, DVDs and computers. These appliances have a 
stand-by function that use energy even when turned off at the switch.  

¶ Compact fluorescent lighting uses about 75% less energy than incandescent bulbs. Install 
day/night sensors on outside lighting.  

¶ Clean the filters of heating and cooling appliances so that they are dust free ï this saves 
energy.  

¶ Wash dishes manually, or ensure the dishwasher is full. Allowing dishes to air dry by not using 
the heat in the drying cycle can save 20% of the dishwasher's total electricity use.  

¶ Where possible walk, use a bicycle or form lift clubs. Buy a smaller, more fuel-efficient car. 
Fuel use through transport constitutes a large proportion of total emissions.  

¶ Recycle glass, metals, plastics and paper.  

¶ Plant shade trees and paint houses a light colour.  

¶ Turn refrigerator cooling settings down.  

¶ Plant an indigenous garden with minimum lawn to conserve water and electricity from 
mowing.  

¶ Slow down and drive sensibly. The faster and more aggressively one drives a car, the more 
petrol the car uses.  

¶ Install a solar geyser, use a geyser blanket or pipe lagging and put a timer on the geyser. 

 



 

Environmental Justice Conference/3 ï 5 June 2009   12 

 

There is an increasing concentration of ownership and control of resources on a global 
scale. This means that fewer people control more resources. The rich get richer while the 
poor get poorer in all countries, north and south.  
 
Due to the complex structures of large multinational corporations, it is often difficult to 
assign accountability to corporations for their actions and to seek restitution.   
 
Examples of this are the Engen and SAPREF (Shell) multinational oil refineries operating in 
the south Durban region. SAPREF is the biggest polluter in this highly polluted area, 
emitting over 13 thousand tonnes of sulphur dioxide per annum.   SAPREFôs ageing 
pipelines have ruptured and leaked between one and two million litres of fuel into the 
ground beneath local people's houses, and 26 tonnes of tetra-ethyl-lead leaked out of a 
holding tank adjacent to community houses in 2001.  There have been numerous fuel leaks 
and weaknesses found in the pipelines over the last few years.  Yet, instead of replacing 
the pipelines as called for by the South Durban Community Environmental Alliance 
(SDCEA), which represents the broader community living close to the refinery, Shell has 
opted to cut and patch the pipelines.  
 
In November 2004, Bayer/LanXess, the German multinational which has a chromate 
chemical factory in south Durban, announced that the groundwater under more than 40 
homes in Merebank had been polluted by hexavalent chromium, a potentially cancer-
causing chemical compound. Chrome 6 is most dangerous when it is inhaled through the 
lungs but the potential danger from drinking, eating or touching the substance varies 
according to the age and health of the people exposed   Residents in the mid-nineties 
reported yellow coloured water from storm water drains, and a 1997 study indicated that 34 
percent of factory workers suffered from chrome related illnesses.  
Water tested from the area by the Durban Institute of Technology, now the Durban 
University of Technology, showed chrome levels to be 48 000 times higher than the 
0.1mg/litre permitted in groundwater by the United States Environmental Protection 
Agency. Bayer took control of the site in 1948. However, Bayer/LanXess claims that it is not 
responsible for any processes before 1974.   
 
Almost all major corporations have Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) programmes in 
place. However, these programmes are an attempt by the companies to create attractive 
corporate images, and are likely to do some good in the world.  ñThey (these deeds) do not, 
however, change our corporationôs fundamental institutional nature: its unblinking 
commitment to its own self-interestò. (Joel Bakan, The Corporation, page 50.) 
 
In closing, Mr Peek pointed out that there is room for optimism in spite of the tremendous 
power major corporations wield over social and environmental justice movements. ñAnd 
even if these social and environmental justice movements do not succeed against the 
enormous power of the current regimes, and the descent into a post-fossil-fuel (and post-
US empire) era of uncertainty and collapse continues, then the spaces of self-reliance and 
local democracy created through such struggles will emerge as the only viable basis for 
rebuilding a new worldò.  (ñWhose energy future? Big oil against people in Africaò: The 
groundWork Report 2005ò). 
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Summary of ñWater of Life: A Theological Reflectionò, address by 
Professor Steve de Gruchy, Professor of Theology and Religion, 
University of KwaZulu-Natal 
 
Water - lifeôs foundation 
Water is the foundation to life, and no living thing ï human, animal or 
plant ï can survive without water. This modern biological and 
sociological fact is declared in both creation stories (Genesis 1 and 2), 
where we see that water was part of the stuff that God used to create other things, shaping 
it into different oceans and allowing it to bring forth all kinds of creatures; and then causing 
rivers to flow through Eden to water the ground.   
 
Christians believe that God created the world ex nihilo, meaning óout of nothingô, and so we 
know that God must have created water; but these creation stories point us to a deeper 
truth namely that water is so foundational to life, that it is as if God finds water already there 
when he starts creating the world.  It means that God could not have begun creation if there 
was no water.  All things come into being because of water.  It is foundational to life ï and 
thus when water is removed, then the foundations for life are also removed. 
 
The people of biblical times knew just how significant water was for life.  This should not 
surprise us at all because the bible is about peopleôs lives, and water is deeply connected 
to peopleôs lives.   
 
What is important to remember is that so much of the bible is written in a very dry context ï 
where water was and is extremely precious.  One thinks of water flowing from Lake Galilee 
down the Jordan River bringing life to its shores; but then also of it flowing into the Dead 
Sea where it symbolised water that had literally become so dead that no living thing could 
live in it. 
 
Again one thinks of the slavesô experience in Egypt where the Nile River would have been a 
constant reminder of the live-giving power of water; but then also for the 40 years in the 
wilderness without access to much water.  In this kind of geographical situation, it is no 
wonder that flowing rivers feature prominently in the Garden of Eden, and in the vision of 
the new Jerusalem recorded in the book of Revelation. 
 
The biblical experience of the scarcity of water is part of our wider human experience as the 
following figures indicate.  Only 3% of the available water is fresh (not sea water); and of 
this 3% only 1% is surface water (rather than ice caps, glaciers and groundwater); and then 
just over half of this surface water is actually accessible in lakes and rivers (rather than in 
soil moisture, atmospheric water vapour and within living organisms).  So in reality we only 
have the use of 0.00016% of all the water on the planet! This translates to 40 000 cubic 
kilolitres. 
 
But even this infinitely small percentage is skewed by the way that accessible water is 
distributed.  Close to 60% is available in only nine countries, with Brazil alone having 14%.  
Over five hundred million people in 31 countries are experiencing water stress or scarcity, 
and on current trends, this will rise to between 2.4 and 3.2 billion by 2025.   
 
This will have a dramatic effect on human health, economic development, food production 
and natural ecosystems. Already it is estimated that 6 000 children die everyday for lack of 
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water.  This is why the seventh Millennium Development Goal (MDG) aims ñto reduce by 
half the proportion of people without sustainable access to safe water and people with no 
access to basic sanitation by 2015ò. 
 
Water was there at the beginning of creation (Genesis 1:2) and was the precondition for 
Godôs creation on earth (Genesis 2:5). 
 
The lack of access to water for so many people on Godôs earth is a huge challenge for 
Christians who recognise that God has created the world in and through water, and seen 
that it is ñvery goodò. 
 
Water - Godôs special gift 
The bible indicates that there could be no creation and therefore no life without water.  In 
this way the bible recognises that the provision of water for our lives and livelihoods is a gift 
from God.  In the creation stories the Garden of Eden is endowed with an over abundance 
of rivers for use in tilling the soil. 
 
The key way in which the bible recognises that water is a gift from God, is when it speaks of 
rain ï which is after all the fundamental way that water comes to us.  God ñprepares rain for 
the earthò (Psalm 147:7-8) and ñit gives rain on the earth and sends waters on the fieldsò 
(Job 5:8-10).  Indeed, He ñhas not left himself without a witness in doing good ï giving you 
rains from heavenéò Acts 17:18 
 
There is deep symbolism in this, given the Hebrew world view which understood that hell 
was under the ground, we lived on the ground, and God lived up in the heavens.  Anything 
that happened up there like the stars and the sun was connected to God ï but rain is 
special because it comes from heaven óup thereô, and falls down on earth, and makes 
things grow.  In this way it is a very special gift from God.  It is a blessing. 
 
It is very easy to proclaim this.  But water is not experienced as a blessing by many people 
in this globe.  We humans are abusing this gift from God in two significant ways:  we are 
steadily increasing our withdrawal of water in ways that benefit only a few, while at the 
same time our actions are leading to a steady decrease in water availability often at the 
expense of the poor.  
 
We currently use 54% of all accessible renewable fresh water, but if current trends 
continue, then by 2025 this could rise to 70%, and ten years later to 90%.   
 
This dramatic and unsustainable increase in water consumption is due to five key factors: 

¶ Patterns of industrial production. 

¶ Intensive agriculture. 

¶ Lifestyles of consumer society. 

¶ International tourism to arid or semi-arid regions. 

¶ Population growth. 
 
The decrease in water supply is as a result of four significant reasons: 

¶ Climate change which has led to disruption in rainfall patterns and an increase in 
floods and droughts, whilst higher temperatures increase evaporation. 

¶ Deforestation causes faster water run-off from catchment areas and interrupts the 
water cycle.  
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¶ Waste ï domestic and industrial waste (including chemicals used for large-scale 
agricultural production) has affected water quality.  

¶ Poor management of the water resources means that huge amounts of water are 
lost ï for example, through leaking underground water pipes or the use of clean 
water rather than grey water for industrial processes.  

  
In such ways, human beings are not being stewards of Godôs gift of water, and the impact 
on human life is dramatic.  There are huge discrepancies with regard to water use related to 
issues of affluence and race.  For example, it has been suggested that the pattern of illegal 
Israeli settlements in Palestine is closely related to the presence of water.  On a wider scale 
the average per capita use of water suggests that access to Godôs gift of life seems to be 
very dependent on nationality:  Africa 47 litres, Asia 85 litres, United Kingdom 334 litres and 
the USA 578 litres.   
 
There are huge discrepancies with regard to water use related to issues of affluence and 
race. Such a situation has led people to speculate that future wars will be fought over water 
supplies. Likewise, degrading our water will continue to seriously affect our health and well-
being, making us vulnerable to water-borne diseases such as typhoid, cholera, dysentery, 
hepatitis and diarrhoea.  The absence of adequate water for proper sanitation means that 
people with HIV and AIDS suffer even more due to an increase in diseases. 
 
In the dry country of Botswana the word for rain, pula, is also used as a blessing; and its 
significance as a sign of prosperity in the life of the people is that it is also the name of the 
national currency.  We who believe that God uses the gift of water to create and sustain life 
are surely called to bear witness to this blessing from on high. 
 
Water - divine symbol 
The lack of access to water is a key development issue in our time, and one of deep 
concern for Christians because the bible sees water as the foundation for life and as a gift 
from God.  The bible goes on to suggest that water is used by God as a symbol and to 
convey a message.  In this sense it can carry divine purpose. 
 
Three familiar old testament stories draw our attention to this.  We can think of the flood 
that God sent in the days of Noah (Genesis 7:11) so that God would remove evil from the 
face of the earth.  The story of the exodus, at the heart of the old testament, includes the 
pivotal moment when the children of Israel cross the Red Sea on dry land, whereas the 
army of Pharaoh is swallowed by the water (Exodus 14:28, 29). In like manner the Israelites 
miraculously cross the Jordan River on dry land, as the sign of entry into the promised land 
(Joshua 3:17). 
 
We see water play a number of important religious tasks in the bible.  It can purify, as the 
ceremonial laws of Leviticus suggest (see for example Leviticus 15), and we see this 
powerfully expressed in the way that Jesus washes his disciplesô feet at the Last Supper 
(John 13).  Water can also heal as we see when Elisha tells Naaman, to ñwash in the 
Jordan seven times, and your flesh shall be restored and you shall be clean.ò (2 Kings 
5:10).  The Jordan River is also the place where John the Baptist baptised people, and so 
heals them from their sins. 
 
Given the desert conditions of the bible lands, it is not surprising that water serves to 
quench thirst as when the angel provides Elijah with food and a jar of water to encourage 
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him in his ministry in difficult times (1 Kings 19:4-8).  This kind of physical quenching 
becomes a metaphor for spiritual longing, as in Psalm 42: ñAs a heart longs for flowing 
streams, so longs, my soul for thee, O God.  My soul thirsts for God, the Living Godò. 
 
All of these understandings of water in the bible are gathered into the sacrament of baptism 
which places water at the very centre of the life of the church.  Here it carries the deep 
symbolism of all that we have noted above: purification, healing, quenching, and the 
journey from slavery into the promised land. 
 
In this sacrament, the church is reminding us that because water is a foundation of life it 
can be used by the Holy Spirit to represent the foundation of the new life that Jesus gives 
us in baptism.  Water is a living thing, a gift from God, and so it is the most appropriate 
element of creation that can be taken up by God to represent the new creation and 
participation in the covenant of grace. 
 
Jesus works with this idea of water as life in his wonderful conversation with the Samaritan 
woman at the well in John 4:13, ñThe water that I will give will become in them a spring of 
water gushing up to eternal life.ò  All people living in that part of the world would be well 
aware of the difference between living water and dead water because of the relationship 
between the Jordan River and the Dead Sea.  Using this symbolism, Jesus uses the idea of 
water to symbolise the new life that he offers to people. 
 
This idea is carried over into the vision of the new Jerusalem where the river of the water of 
life, bright as crystal, flows from the throne of God and of the Lamb through the middle of 
the street of the city (Revelation 22:1).  Here we see again how water is so important for 
life, that it comes to symbolise even life in the coming realm of God. 
 
This deep symbolic and sacramental understanding of water we find in the bible and the 
church is a further reminder that Christians are called in this time of struggles over access 
to water to ensure that love for our neighbour involves a commitment to his or her right to 
water.     
 
Water - human responsibility 
Unlike issues of land or food, there are no specific ethical injunctions about water in the 
bible.  There is no verse that says, ñyou must share waterò.  So how do we proceed? 
 
Drawing on our understanding of water thus far, it is clear that our ethical response to the 
issue of water has to do with human responsibility ï and this involves: justice, stewardship 
and wonder. 
 
Water is the foundation of life and we are called to ensure that all people on earth have 
access to the means of life.  If we are called to love our neighbour as our self, then this 
means we need to ensure that our neighbour has access to water ï and this means justice. 
This means being engaged in political and social struggles to ensure that none of Godôs 
people are denied water, the foundation of life. 
 
Water is a gift from God, and we are reminded again that God grants the bounty of earthôs 
creation for the enjoyment of all ï and not just for the privileged few.  This calls for an ethic 
of stewardship.  Whilst it may be argued that pumps and dams and pipes require payment, 
this must never extend so far as to mean that private individuals have the right to óownô 
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water and make a profit from it, whilst denying other citizens their right to the rain that God 
sends down from heaven. 
 

Water carries divine purpose, and we see that God uses the ordinary things on earth ï like 
water ï to do extra-ordinary things, and this should call forth an attitude of wonder towards 
Godôs creation.  We should be reminded that we are little and God is big; and that we must 
respond to these ethical, economic and political issues, such as water, with a clear 
reminder that everything we do is rooted in our God who gives life and who calls forth new 
life like streams of living water. 
 

Christians need to be engaged in awareness building about the water crisis and about the 
biblical message, namely, that the ôright to waterô is a corollary of the óright to lifeô.   
 

And, we need to participate in public debate and action about these issues, offering the 
Christian ethical position on the matter and resisting unjust solutions. 
 

When we take on this kind of Christian attitude, and participate in the struggle to ensure the 
right to water for all human beings, then there are also a range of practical things that we as 
the church and as individual Christians can do.  We can increase the storage of water, seek 
to reduce water consumption in industry, and develop more efficient methods of water use 
in agriculture.  We can work at reducing water pollution and increase the recycling of 
polluted water, while also ensuring, the efficiency of sanitation systems.  
 

The water crisis is located in the wider ecological crisis, so Christians who are concerned 
need to be active in addressing such things as climate change and global warming, energy 
saving, the protection and re-planting of forests, especially in mountains and other water 
catchment areas, and population control. 
 

And, always, as a matter of Christian discipleship, we need to look at our own lifestyles, 
making sure that we personally resist excessive water consumption and unnecessary 
pollution, and offer water to one who is thirsty and who may well be Christ himself (Matthew 
25:35). 
 

Water Stress - The Facts 

¶ 700 million people in 43 countries live below the water-stress threshold of 1 700 
cubic meters per person. By 2025 this figure will reach three billion. 

¶ 1.4 billion people live in river basin areas where water use exceeds sustainable 
levels.  
 

Water stress causes ecological stress 

¶ 1 billion people have inadequate access to water.   

¶ Water coverage rates are lowest in sub-Saharan Africa, but most people without 
water live in Asia. 

¶ 2.6 billion people have inadequate access to sanitation. 

¶ 1.8 million child deaths are related to unclean water and poor sanitation. 

¶ 4 900 people die each day from diarrhoea. In 2004, this was six times greater than 
the annual deaths from all wars in 1990s. 

¶ Children lose 443 million school days from water-related illnesses. 

¶ Close to half of people in developing countries suffer from health problems caused 
by a water or sanitation deficit. 

¶ Millions of women spend hours collecting water. 
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Lifecycle of the disadvantaged: Economic losses 

¶ Sub-Saharan Africa loses 5 percent of its Gross Domestic Product (GDP) or $28.4 
billion annually due to inadequate water ï larger than the total amount of aid and 
debt relief in 2003. 

¶ Every $1 spent on water creates another $8 in costs averted and productivity gained. 
 
Lifecycle of the disadvantaged: Effects on the poor 

¶ ӏ of people on earth lack access to clean water and live on less than $2 a day. 

¶ ӎ  of people on earth live on less than $1 a day. 

¶ More than 660 million people without sanitation live on less than $2 a day. 

¶ 385 million people live on less than $1 a day. 
 
Lifecycle of the disadvantaged: Distribution 

¶ Access to piped water into households ï 85% for the wealthiest 20% of the world's 
population and 25% for the poorest 20%. 

 
Household water  

¶ Every person's water threshold is 20 litres of water a day. 

¶ Most of the 1.1 billion people with poor access to water use less than 5 litres a day ï 
10% of the total water rich people use to flush toilets. 

¶ In 2001 the average person in the USA was using 400 litres of water a day. 

¶ More water is lost through dripping taps than the water available to this 1.1 billion 
who lack water. 

¶ In Britain, the expansion of sanitation contributed to a 15-year increase in life 
expectancy from 1880 to 1920. 

 
Water - a human right 

¶ Equal citizenship ï people who are water stressed have less capacity to participate 
in government. 

¶ Social minimum ï people need sufficient water to live a dignified life. 

¶ Equality of opportunity ï people lacking safe water cannot take up the opportunities 
of education due to the amount of money they spend on water. 

¶ Fair distribution ï the distribution of water is not fair. 
  
 

Summary of ñAir Qualityò, address by Ms Siziwe Khanyile, Air 
Quality Campaigns Manager, groundWork.  
 
Development  
Historically, industrial development in South Africa has been strongly 
marked by mechanisms of environmental injustice.  
 
People were and continue to be disposed of their land rights which they 
had used to sustain themselves independently of the economy. This 
meant that their access to resources would increasingly depend on 
waged labour defined by the needs of capital accumulation.   
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Development also meant that much of our water and energy resources provide for South 
Africaôs intense industrialisation ï in agriculture, mining and manufacture, while provision 
for the majority of people was neglected.  
 
Development also meant that in rural areas, traditional institutions of natural resource 
management were stressed, and in both rural and urban settlements, human waste and 
garbage accumulated, smoke filled the air and water sources were contaminated or difficult 
to access.  
 
Development also means that poor and black communities were located downwind and 
downstream of polluting industries, while workers suffered the negligence of health and 
safety standards. 
 
While this continued, agriculture, mining and industry were virtually immune to effective 
environmental regulation. Only over the past few years has there been a process of 
improving environmental legislation. Section 24 of the Constitution as a departure point 
where it states that everyone has the right to: 
 

a) an environment that is not harmful to their health or well-being. 
b)  have the environment protected, for the benefit of present and future generations, 
 through reasonable legislative and other measures that:   

i) prevent pollution and ecological degradation;  
 ii) promote conservation.  
 iii) secure ecologically sustainable development and use of natural resources 
  while promoting justifiable economic and social development.  
 
The post apartheid government has made strides in developing legislation that protects 
people and the environment; however legislation without enforcement is not useful. 
 
The petrochemical industry 
Many of South Africaôs pollution hotspots are characterised by a presence of petrochemical 
industries.  In South Africa, we have Sasolôs highly polluting coal based CTL process 
located at Secunda in Mpumalanga Highveld. The Natref crude oil refinery, a joint venture 
between Sasol and Total, is located at Sasolburg in the Free State. The remaining crude 
refineries are situated on the coast. Durban is the main point of entry for crude oil into 
South Africa. Over 600 industries are located in south Durban, including two of the 
countries largest refineries ï SAPREF owned jointly by Shell and BP, and Engen. There is 
a cluster of chemicals industries and major petrochemical and chemical storage facilities. In 
Cape Town, the Caltex refinery is situated at Table View. These areas are all deemed 
pollution hot spots and priority areas for air quality management. 
 
groundWork, together with community organisations have done pollution monitoring over 
the past six years in each of these petrochemical hotspots. Using the óbucket brigadeô 
technology, we took air samples testing for a range of volatile organic compounds and ótotal 
reduced sulphur compounds. We found that readings of benzene, a known carcinogen 
were particularly high at the majority of sites.  Sulphur dioxide was significant, though 
significant reductions have been made by some industries.  These toxic chemicals exist 
under normal operating conditions, but there have been numerous incidents, fires, 
explosions and flaring that has taken place over the years, and to date south Durban is the 
only case where an industry was fined R10 000 for violating permit conditions. 
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The problem with this pollution is that the costs are borne by society and by peopleôs health. 
In the Vaal Triangle it was found that 40% of illnesses treated affected the respiratory 
system, and that health cost 280 million rand a year and nine working days lost each year 
as a result. 
 
In south Durban, the South Durban Health Study found that the risk of cancer was 250% 
more than the acceptable norm and an independent research found that leukaemia rate 
was 24 times the national average and 52% of learners suffered from asthma. 
 
The truth is that nobody escapes environmental degradation entirely. The poor may suffer 
first, but everyone is affected and the consequences are likely to escalate to the point of 
threatening ñeconomic developmentò.  
 
Climate change is perhaps the best researched and most widely acknowledged 
environmental consequence of industrial production. The consequences in more extreme 
weather events (i.e. floods and droughts), sea level rise, the erosion of coast lines 
threatening very large numbers of people who live in coastal regions, the geographic 
spread of tropical diseases such as malaria, will come with very high economic costs. 
 
Environmental Justice 
The promise of development is that, as more wealth is created, there will be more to go 
round and everyone will benefit even if some benefit more than others. So, communities, 
trade unions and activists are increasingly disgruntled at being at the receiving end of a 
development model that does not work for the majority.  
 
The call for environmental justice asserts that óanother world is possibleô. It affirms that 
social and economic equality are necessary conditions for sustainable development and 
can be achieved only where people also recognise each otherôs environmental rights and 
conceive development as a positive relationship with the environment. 
 
Summary of eco-congregation workshop, conducted by Ms Kate Davies, SAFCEI 
 

Ms Kate Davies of SAFCEI facilitated an informative workshop on eco-congregations and 
how SAFCEI can assist churches and other faith groups in their efforts to form eco-
congregations, and the ways in which these can take action to conserve God's creation.    
 
We know and have heard from all the speakers that there is compelling evidence that all is 
not well with the world.  We also know we have a mandate from Godôs word that everything 
created by God is very good. Accounts from yesterday tell me we are doing something.  
Churches and their congregations are involved in: 

¶ Food gardens. 

¶ Recycling projects.  

¶ ñNo water, no churchò, the message being that clean water is essential for baptisms. 

¶ River rejuvenation projects involving the whole community. 

¶ Environmental liturgies. 

¶ Replacing incandescent light bulbs with compact fluorescent bulbs. 

¶ Youth projects. 

¶ Environmental policy development.  
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We are not doing much in the environment ï we mainly focus on social endeavours, helping 
each other to help themselves. I would like to say, as Professor Steve de Gruchy pointed 
out earlier that bread and butter issues cannot be seen as separate from the environment. 
Sustainable communities need a reliable and adequate food supply, clean water, clean air, 
and their health is tied up with the environment. 
 
How can we deepen our efforts to care for creation?  
SAFCEI is trying to address this through advocacy with faith leadership. The eco-
congregation programme involves action at the local level. 
 
SAFCEI and eco-congregations 
SAFCEI is exploring a framework and a programme that can support churches and help 
them take action in their efforts to respond to the environmental crisis. We want to provide 
resources and support but communities need to do the work! 
 
What is an eco-congregation? 
An eco-congregation is a faith-based community that has made a commitment to try to live 
more lightly on the earth. It involves action at the local level.  Eco-congregations provide a 
framework to help us to undertake practical activities that help us respond to the cry of 
creation. These practical activities include:  
Expressing our faith 
We can express our faith through celebration, prayer, bible study, theological studies and 
worship.  We can take action by performing environmental dramas in church.  For 
instance, instead of a sermon, involve the congregation in drama around the story of 
Noahôs Ark to illustrate climate change. Special services can be held with  environmental 
themes.  
 
Stewardship of the world 
We can take action through the wise ecological management of resources beginning with 
those óownedô by our churches. We can set examples through the wise use of  energy, 
water harvesting, sustainable agriculture, caring for community and ethical investments. 
 
Living our faith in the world 
This involves the role of the church in community projects and networks.  
We can take action by being involved in projects and lobbying and working for better 
environmental standards and practices ï in our communities, our country and  globally. 
The church can be a powerhouse for transformation and can provide examples of good 
environmental practice. Start youth group projects and form prayer  groups for economic-
justice. 
 
Eco-congregations - where do we start?  
You can start in your own community:  
 

¶ Do a check-up and identify your own issues.  

¶ Plan how you can work on the issues. Look for help and form partnerships with 
NGOs, other churches and SAFCEI.  

¶ Take action and see how you can expand the issues to address other issues 
involving more people.  
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¶ Report and share stories on what you have done. Make plans to expand and build 
on the foundations of the work that has been done. We face so many issues which 
include, among many others: 

Ç Climate change and energy. 
Ç Water. 
Ç Genetically modified organisms (GMOs). 
Ç Timber plantations destroying biodiversity. 
Ç Pollution from petrochemical and other industries. 
Ç Food security. 
Ç Waste and recycling. 
Ç Poverty and globalisation. 
Ç Biodiversity loss. 

 
How can we deepen our efforts?  
Following the eco-congregation workshop, delegates worked in small groups to discuss 
how to deepen their efforts.  Feedback from the groups included:  
 

¶ A broader definition of the environment to include bread and butter issues.  

¶ More environmental education to raise awareness and encourage involvement. 

¶ Lobbying government to reduce waste. 

¶ Move away from capitalism to a more sharing society, as expressed in The Oikos 
Journey. 

¶ Encourage individuals to take responsibility. 
 
What can we do as Christians? 

¶ Host conferences or discussions on the environment in our own churches. 

¶ Lobby local government to collect refuse in all communities on time and to supply 
bins in which people can deposit waste. 

¶ Educate congregations about the benefits of home vegetable gardens and 
encourage people to plant indigenous gardens. 

 
Community awareness 

¶ Educate leaders in our churches about recycling. 

¶ Invite councillors in our communities to our churches and talk to them about the 
health problems in our communities. 

¶ Educate people to use rubbish bins, and that different types of bins are used for the 
recycling of plastic, paper, glass etc. 

¶ Get the church to acknowledge people within their congregations who are gifted in 
leading or educating people. 

¶ No idea is too small to help the community. 

¶ Arrange protests - mass action is community liberation. 

¶ Challenge the church hierarchy. 
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Exposure to Mariannhill Monastery Complex 
 
Delegates were then exposed to organic farming practised at Mariannhill as well as solar 
energy, and were informed that the Monastery supplies vegetables, fresh organic salad 
leaves and herbs to restaurants around Durban, while the Monastery Tea Garden uses 
most of the monastery produce for meals. 
 

 
 

ñYou're closer to Godôs heart in a garden than any place else on earth.ò 
(Quote written in the Mariannhill Tea Garden.) 

 

 
Expressions of commitment by local church delegates 
 
Various expressions of commitment were heard from delegates representing local 
churches. In most cases these highlighted the need for church leaders to be informed of the 
outcomes of the conference, specifically focussing on the sharing of information learned.  
Delegates also committed to sharing the information with their respective congregations. 
 
Specific focus would emphasise the effects on the elderly, the role of the youth, and the 
importance of establishing eco-congregations and even eco-dioceses.  
 
One of the delegates shared the following isiXhosa poem, as an expression of her 
commitment and response:  
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Field trip to Clermont - Aller River Rehabilitation Project  
 

Mr Solomon Dlamini attended an environmental justice course, offered by Diakonia Council 
of Churches, which provided him with the inspiration to work on rehabilitating the Aller River 
in Clermont, the place he calls home.   
 

The Aller River is a tributary of the uMngeni River, which provides Durban and the 
surrounding towns with water.  
 
At the time of our exposure visit the river was 
in a degraded state and used as a dumping 
place for builders' rubble, cardboard, glass 
bottles, plastic bags, car tyres and bags of 
household refuse. Invasive alien plants thrive 
along its banks.  Refuse and rubble had 
banked up close to a causeway, resulting in 
structural damage to the road some three 
metres above the river, and effluent spilling 
from a manhole and trickling into the river 

 
English version.  

 
Arise! Nations of Africa, Arise 
Iôm mum, silent and listening  
To your opinions 
 
Arise! Africa, Arise! 
Arise! My fellow Africans 
Why do we allow the earth to be damaged 
This earth is our pride and precious possession  
God gave us to care, to nurture it  
So that it nurtures us as well 
Instead we have made a mess of it 
We have destroyed it 
The air we pollute is Godôs spirit 
God gave it to us as co-creators  
Made in His image 
 
Why donôt we keep it clean 
We hear your different voices 
We hear your opinions 
But things have gone wrong! 
  
Wake up from your slumber 
There is a murmur 
There is no room for cowards 
Put an end to the destruction of Godôs  
air and creation 
Because air sustains lives of birds,  
animals and trees  
 
Forge ahead courageously!  
 
Composed by Nomsa Ntsalu  
(United Methodist Church) 

 

 

Hoyini! Sizwe sase Afrika  
 
Hoyini! Sizwe sase Afrika Hoyini 
Ndithule ndithe tu nje ndimamele 
Izimvo ngezimvo zenu 
 
Hoyini Ma-Afrika Hoyini 
Hoyini Mzi wakowethu 
Kutheni kusonakala nje nikhona 
Kungani umhlaba esiphila kuwo  
siwonakalisa nje? 
Lomhlaba uligugu neqhayiya lethu 
UThixo wasinika ukuba siwunakekele 
Siwondle ukuze nathi usondle 
Thina sibonile ukuba siwungcolise 
Siwudlakaze siwenze idlavu 
Lo moya siwungcolisayo ngumoya kaThixo 
Wasinika wona ukuze sibe zizidalwa 
ezifana naye 
 
Pho kungani singawugcini uhlanzekile 
Siyaniva nithetha ngendlela ezahlukene 
Siyayiva nemibono yenu 
Kepha sekonakele! 
  
Vukani emaqandeni nisebenze ningalibali 
Kukuvungazela 
Amagwala awanayo indawo 
Phelisani ukonakaliswa komoya nendalo 
kaThixo 
Iintaka nezilwane nemithi ziphiliswe ngulomoya 
 
Hambani ninomoya wentumekelelo! 
 
Composed by Nomsa Ntsalu 
 (United Methodist Church) 
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indicates that the sewerage system is used for more than its intended purpose.  
Mr Dlamini and others are working with 
councillors and community structures to get 
the project off the ground because without the 
support of the community the project stands 
little chance of success. The municipality is 
aware of the state of the river and has taken 
water samples to test its quality. To 
strengthen his efforts, Mr Dlamini hopes to 
encourage organisations with similar interests 
to become involved in environmental projects 
in the area.  Requests have been made to the 
municipality for skips to be placed at certain 
points along the river for rubble and refuse dumping and for the municipality to supply all 
households with refuse bags and to collect these on time. 
 

Closing service 
 

The conference was then closed with a prayer 
service in a nearby crèche. Ms Karen Read, 
Programme Manager, Diakonia Council of 
Churches, expressed gratitude to the 
delegates, thanking everyone who attended 
the conference for their valuable input. 
 

Ms Nomabelu Mvambo-Dandala closed the 
conference at the cr¯che with these words: óIt 
is symbolic that we are closing this conference 
with the children around us so that they can 
inherit mother earth. As co-creators with God 
we can all help in practical ways.ò 
 

Supporting organisations 
 

Some local organisations concerned with environmental issues were provided opportunity 
to talk about their work. These organisations expressed willingness to work in partnership 
with churches and support church efforts by sharing knowledge and resources. Delegates 
were grateful to Diakonia for the opportunity to connect with the diverse range of 
organisations.  
 

 eThekwini Municipality Environmental Management Department 
The department comprises four branches all of which are concerned with the planning, 
management and conservation of eThekwini's biodiversity.  The department is involved in a 
number of projects and can provide expert advice on environmental planning, protection 
and education. 
 

Tel: (031) 311 7875 
Fax: (031) 311 7131 
www.environment.durban.gov.za 
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 KwaZulu-Natal Department of Agriculture and Environmental Affairs 
(DAE) ï Eco-coffin project 

Eco-coffins are produced at almost cost price from timber harvested from invasive alien 
trees. The DAE works in partnership with faith-based organisations, traditional leaders and 
NGOs to ensure that the use of low-cost coffins does not mean a loss of dignity or respect.  
 
Mr Bheki Dlamini: Project Manager, Invasive Alien Species Programme  
Cellphone:  Tel: 082 856 0907 
Email: bheki.dlamini@dae.kzntl.gov.za 
 
Mr Alfred Mkhize 
Email:  mkhizef@dae.kzntl.gov.za 
Cellphone: 083 537 2155 
 
The DAE has an advisory service to assist with capacity-building, support, communication, 
awareness raising and environmental education.   
Tel: (031) 302 2881 or (033) 343 8300 / 8428  
 

 South Durban Community Environmental Alliance (SDCEA)  
South Durban Community Environmental Alliance (SDCEA) is an environmental justice 
organisation based in south Durban. It is made up of 16 affiliate organisations, and has 
been active since its formation in 1996. 
  
It is considered successful for many reasons, one of which is that it is a vocal and vigilant 
grouping in terms of lobbying, reporting and researching industrial incidents and accidents 
in this area. It contributes to the struggle against environmental racism, for environmental 
justice and environmental health. 
Tel: (031)  461 1991 
Fax: (031) 468 1257 
Email: sdcea@mail.ngo.za 
www.sdcea.org.za 
 

 Southern African Faith Communitiesô Environment Institute (SAFCEI) 
SAFCEI is an institute of people of many faiths, united in diversity through a common 
commitment to earth-keeping. Issues SAFCEI focuses on include climate change, energy, 
economics, ethics, education for sustainable living, biodiversity and extinction, water and 
other natural resources, waste management, poverty, and sustaining the Wild Coast.  
 
Tel: (021) 701 8145 
Fax: 086 696 9666 
Email: secretary@safcei.org.za 
www.safcei.org.za 
Blogspot: www.safcei.blogspot.com 
 

mailto:bheki.dlamini@dae.kzntl.gov.za
mailto:mkhizef@dae.kzntl.gov.za

