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1. Introduction  

Umhlathuze Local Municipality in the northeast of KwaZulu-Natal is one of six local municipalities in the 

area of the Uthungulu District Municipality. Umhlathuze covers an area of 796 km2 and stretches from the 

coastal flood plains to the rolling hills of the interior. Richards Bay and Empangeni are the main towns 

and several chieftain areas in the Zulu Kingdom comprising Ingonyama Trust Land fall in the municipal 

area.  

In the province of KwaZulu-NatalïSouth Africaôs most populous provinceïthe Uthungulu District is the 

third most important district in the provincial economy after the Durban metropolitan areas Ethekwini and 

Pietermaritzburg (Umgungundhlovu). 

The paper arrives at a number of key observations about the Umhlathuze area and more specifically its 

urban core. It also highlights a range of policy and strategic aspects that impact on the way the local 

authority and other key actors in the locality react to challenges and opportunities.  

The most important of these are: 

¶ The history of the area is steeped in the dichotomy of traditional and modernising forces. This inbuilt 
tension still impacts in a major manner on the way institutions respond or fail to respond to 
challenges and opportunities. The challenge for the local authority is whether it wants the locality 
to be a Gateway to Globalisation (with all that that implies) or a Harbour Town waiting for hand-
outs?  

¶ The traditionalïmodern dichotomy has implications for municipal management, private sector 
investment, as well as for effective urbanisation and agricultural practices. But it is also part of a 
national policy paralysis. In many instances there is a reaction to aspects of modernity since it 
challenges traditional privileges.  

¶ Umhlathuze Local Municipality calls itself Umhlathuze City, although vast portions of the municipal 
area do not meet a single criterion of urbanity and are in fact rural. Policy cognisance is required 
that a municipality is not a megacity, or an intermediate city, or a large or small town: it is an error 
of reasoning to equate a municipality with the economic, social and technical driven systems of 
human settlement manifestation. A municipality is nothing more than the public sectorôs local 
governance institutional framework for planning, managing and administering typical governance 
functions in a specific local geographic area. It should make a municipality and its leadership 
simultaneously bold and modest. 

¶ The wellbeing of localities (and therefore also their municipal structures) is in many cases overly 
dependent upon decisions far outside their own sphere of influence: serious and effective 
decentralisation should have implications also for State Owned Enterprises that are often used as 
instruments to promote specific political preferences ignoring economic realities with resultant 
wasteful expenditure, as well as opportunity costs.  

This report on Umhlathuze is one of six case studies for the SA Cities Network on intermediate 

cities in South Africa. The aim is to contribute to policy reflection and debate on the role of 

cities outside the metropolitan areas and their role in the spatial economy. In addition, it is 

important to consider whether there are specific aspects relating to city growth as well as 

municipal management that require policy, strategy or financial instrument adjustments to 

enable such intermediate cities to cope better with the challenges they are facing. 
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¶ A Municipal Balance Sheet and Income Statement are important indicators, but reveal very little 
about the financial risks facing a local authority if a large percentage of income (both from service 
charges and rates) is generated by a handful of consumers and ratepayers.  

¶ Similarly an unqualified audit report from the Auditor-General is at most an indication that funds 
were spent in accordance with rules and regulations: it is no indication that the funds were spent 
wisely or with best impact and effect. 

¶ The current grant system ranging from the Equitable Share to the Municipal Infrastructure Grant is 
almost devoid of any system geared to reward local governance success. There is an urgent need 
to develop a financing transfer system that is not only built on population and infrastructure 
inequality, but that will trigger, promote and reward local initiative and success. 

¶ The area is, as in the past, experiencing the impact of decisions that are taken in places and 
institutions far removed from the locality, like a pawn on a far larger chess board. The challenge is 
whether local institutions can, despite political and social tensions, mobilise to place the wellbeing 
and growth of the area first and to present a common front to provincial and national decision-
makers, or whether they will continue to underplay the local potential and opportunities to please 
their hierarchical puppeteers.  

¶ Some key policy questions are:  
- Has the creation of wall-to-wall local authorities sufficiently considered the divergent paradigms 

that apply to Traditional Authority Areas (TAAs) and modern cadastral land management 
arrangements?  

- Do the processes, procedures and criteria to demarcate local municipal boundaries sufficiently 
consider urban functionalities or are they too influenced by existing boundaries as well as 
TAAs? 

The structure of the report is captured schematically in Figure 1.1. It commences with some key 

characteristics of the area and its population,. after which the history of area is dealt with in broad phases:  

¶ Phase One (1820ï1851) Shaka, Spears and Conspiracies  

¶ Phase Two (1852ï1899) Cetshwayo, Victoria Crosses and Colonisation  

¶ Phase Three (1900ï1960) Cane, Mills and Municipality  

¶ Phase Four (1961ï1994) Harbour and Homeland  

¶ Phase Five (1994ïtoday) International Interest and Internal Neglect?  

The report subsequently considers the following questions: 

¶ What are the consequences and impact of these thrusts on the population composition and where 
they have settled? 

¶ How has the economy changed and with what impact and opportunities on enterprises? 

¶ Are there environmental challenges and restrictions? 

Thereafter attention is given to the question as to whether the municipality and other institutions impacting 

on the Umhlathuze area are planning well and managing the interests of the population and their 

economic welfare, considering the challenges posed by competing national, provincial and other locality 

interests and decisions, as well as the globalisation context. 
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Figure 1.1: Schematic representation of the structure of the report 

2. Towards understanding the city character of Umhlathuze 

In this section a few characteristics of Umhlathuze will be introduced in order to contextualise aspects 

such as urban population. Several aspects will be dealt with in more depth later on.  

The Umhlathuze Local Municipality covers 796 km2 and has an urban area (formally proclaimed 

townships establishments) of 78.07 km2. 

The population of the Uthungulu District Municipality predominantly resides in traditional communal trust 

land, and Umhlathuze is the most óurbanô local authority in the District. Umhlathuze Local Municipality in 

fact models itself as Umhlathuze City. Error! Reference source not found. shows that Umhlathuze has 

an  urban population of 39%; 57.5% of the population live in communal trust land and just less than 4% 

reside on commercial farm land.  

Figure 2.1: % Population urban and rural (2011) 

 

While the Umhlathuze area is within the Uthungulu DM context highly urbanised, its population is still 

mostly rural in nature: for every urbanised person, there are 1,5 persons on farms and in trust land. The 

local municipality has 420 people per km2 compared to 1460 people per km2 in Ethekwini. The impact of 

the amalgamation of the Umhlathuze LM with the Local Municipalities of Ntambanana and Mthonjaneni 

will be discussed in Appendix A below. 

Table 2.1 shows the surface area of Umhlathuze; density is expressed as people per square km and GVA 

per square km is placed in the context of the province as a whole. 
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Table 2.1: Spatial characteristics of uMhlatuzi compared to Ethekwini and KwaZulu-Natal (2011) 

Umhlathuze km2 % of LM 

area 

Residents Persons/km2 GVA/km2 

     Formal urban 78.07 9.84 131870 1689 68 296.07 

     Ingonyama Trust 279.55 35.24 192481 689  

     Farms & Forestry 255.70 32.23 10099   

     Other 124.60 15.71    

     Water bodies 55.42 6.99    

Total / average  793.34  334450 422 7 739.78 

      

Ethekwini  2292.00  3346000 1460 42 304.03 

KZN  94361.00  10239633 109 1 631.63 

Based on StatsSA 2011 Census and Global Insight 

The following is important to note: 

¶ The formal urban area density of Richards Bay-Empangeni cannot be compared to that of Durban 
(Ethekwini), since there are portions of commercial farm land as well as TAA in the Ethekwini 
boundary. For proper comparison the 422 should be compared with the 1460.  

¶ The important density difference to be seen is that of density per sq km within Umhlathuze. In the 
formal urban areas (including the industrial areas) the density is 1 689/km2 compared to 689/km2 
in the TAAs in Umhlathuze. Once the total municipal area (also farms and forestry etc) is 
considered, the density drops to 422/km2. 

¶ The GVA/km2 is impressive with Umhlathuzeôs GVA almost five times higher than the provincial 
average. However, Ethekwiniôs GVA/km2 is 5.5 times higher than that of Umhlathuze.  

The National Treasuryôs Intergovernmental Division provides urbanisation data for each district council 

(DC) and metro as part of their fiscal planning process. The variable measures the proportion of 

individuals in the metros and district councils that is urbanised. According to their index, Uthungulu had a 

14.7% urbanisation index, the tenth lowest in the country.  

A Municipal Valuation Roll also provides a good indicator for quick insight into the nature of a locality. Table 
2.2 below is based on the latest Valuation Roll prior to dealing with objections (Values are expressed in 
Rô000). The following should be noted. 

¶ The number of industrial properties is 3.56% of the total properties, but constitutes 22.8% of the 
value of all properties. 

¶ The commercial properties form 3.43% of the total properties and 14.4% of the total value. 

¶ Residential properties form 90% of the total number of properties and 54% of the value of all 
properties. 
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Table 2.2: uMhlatuzi  municipal valuation roll values (2011, R'000) 

Locality 
Industrial Comm/Business Residential Government Agricultural Municipal Other 

No. Value No. Value No. Value No. Value No. Value No. Value No. Value 

R/Bay 942 7 118 831 584 3 440 552 12 893 10 798 724 24 292 120 109 342 520 313 138 707 136 92 932 

Empangeni 271 776 302 522 1 505 789 6 833 4 203 457 52 634 851 124 16 944 51 15 630 59 
141 

965 

Esikhaleni 3 6 400 43 33 143 6 360 2 496 467 37 184 460 7 81 620 49 18 980 4 1 852 

Vulindlela     5 495 307 69 065 23 794 570     3 3 0 0 

Ngwelezane 2 6 600 9 14 795 2 900 930 900 27 193 740     18 5 716 0 0 

Nseleni     11 7 009 1 439 249 080 15 65 960     7 13 102 1 200 

Total 1 218 7 908 133 1 174 5 001 783 30 732 18 747 693 178 2 165 701 240 441 084 441 192 138 200 9 

This shows that the municipalityôs income stream benefits from the industrial and commercial sectors.  

The diverse nature of a highly industrialised Richards Bay, alongside deep rural pastoral areas, brings 
specific challenges to the fore at a number of levels: 

¶ appropriate and just municipal by-laws and administrative procedures 

¶ prioritisation of capital expenditure 

¶ unequal valuation rolls and rate paying structures 

¶ differences in service delivery modes (e.g. electricity supply and reticulation) 

¶ no effective mechanisms available to manage the urbanisation process in the municipal areas in 
an orderly fashion, resulting in informal settlement overspill in the formal urban areas 

One of the core problems of both National Treasury and DCoGTA dealing with the 22 local municipalities 

(the so called secondary cities) as if they are urban entities ï and Umhlathuze Local Municipality as 

Umhlathuze City ï is that it ignores the (often) rural character of such local authorities. If Umhlathuze 

Local Municipality is a city (because it is considered as a secondary city in the Treasury list), the same 

logic would call Kopanong Local Municipality in the southern Free State a small town (on the Treasury list 

grouped under Small Town municipalities), while it in fact comprises nine small towns and vast stretches 

of commercial farm land.  

If a local governance framework comprises more than one town or an intermediate city with some smaller 

towns as well as farms and tribal areas, cognisance should be given to the different requirements for 

equitable management and administrative support systems for the respective components in such a 

municipality. The presence of an urban area (large or small) in a municipality does not make the 

municipal area a city or a large town or a small town. 

To keep a highly differentiated city competitive in a global context requires urban management skills and 

a public-private sector cooperation policy framework that is quite different from the skills required to rolling 

out basic services in rural contexts. The question is whether the current demarcation, governance 

priorities and strategies, as well as staffing in Umhlathuze Local Municipality, are effective in promoting 

long-term sustainable growth. 
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SOME UMHLATHUZE CITY SCENES1 

Figure 2.2: Some ócityô scenes in Umhlathuze 

 

 

 

 

                                                      

 

 

1 From top: Commercial forests / Wetlands & mangrove swamps / Dune forests / Traditional Authority Area  
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This report, as part of an overview study of intermediate cities, will deal with Umhlathuze as an area 

comprising: 

¶ large TAAs 

¶ a shrinking commercial agricultural area 

¶ a variety of formal towns with Richards Bay, Empangeni and Esikhaleni as the urban core or the 
intermediate city component  

In the report: 

¶ Umhlathuze will be used when there is reference to the area of the local municipality 

¶ Umhlathuze LM when referring to the local authority 

¶ Richards Bay-Empangeni when referring to the urban core 

¶ Uthungulu when referring to the DM area 

¶ Uthungulu DM when referring to the Uthungulu District local authority 

¶ Esikhaweni and Esikhaleni is one and the same place: the names are used interchangeably in 
municipality documents  

A range of documents were analysed and various interviews conducted with municipal and other role 

players in Umhlathuze (a total of 13 person days in the area) that included visits to Richards Bay, 

Empangeni, Esikhaleni, commercial farm lands, some factories and Ingonyama Trust Land. The 

framework was to determine how Umhlathuze LM governance was aimed at maximising the 

developmental leverage potential of the óintermediate cityô to ensure economic growth and poverty 

alleviation, how the private sector was responding to opportunities and obstacles and how the fluctuations 

of national policy and economic sector performances, as well as migration, impact positively or negatively 

on the growth and developmental potential (especially of the urban core).  

Some of the core policy issues that have emerged and will be dealt with later are: 

¶ The extent to which national policies (and political preferences) impact positively or negatively on 
the economic performance of a locality. 

¶ Whether the sharp focus on the local authority mandate to roll services out to under-serviced areas 
sufficiently considers the local authority mandate to pursue financial sustainability. 

¶ The applicability of the various financial instruments available to local authorities (rates and service 
charges as well as a range of grants) and the need to strive towards financial sustainability. 

¶ Whether land reform concentrating on commercial farm land and ignoring TAAs is hampering or 
helping municipal management, economic growth and poverty alleviation. 

3. Historical perspective 

Even in the context of South Africa where the oldest permanently settled built environment is less than 

400 years old, Richardôs Bay and even Empangeni as permanent human settlements are very young. The 

history of the area can be captured in impressionistic broad brush strokes.  

3.1 Shaka, spears and conspiracies (1820ï1851)  

The coastal wetlands around current Richards Bay were not really settled at the time of the establishment 

of the Zulu Kingdom. The area now demarcated as the Umhlathuze LM was in the main inhabited in the 

rolling hills around current Empangeni and further inland along the uMhlathuze Valley, where Shaka had 

his royal kraal (close to Eshowe).  

The consolidation of the Zulu kingdom through conquering other chiefs and kingdoms brought 

centralisation to the fore, with the need to upkeep the numerous regiments. The economy was still fuelled 
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by small-scale agrarian production for household consumption and bartering, the keeping of herds of 

cattle and hunting, but the expansion and consolidation of the Kingdom was financed in large by spoils of 

war and conflict.  

During Shakaôs rule a British trade post was established at Port Natal (Durban) and several trade posts 

were also established in Zululand. During this period Shaka established a new royal kraal close to the 

trade post in the vicinity of Stanger.  

Shakaôs reign was brought to an end by a sibling conspiracy and his half-brother Dingane 

kaSenzangakhona built a new royal kraal at Umgungundhlovu. During this period, more white traders and 

missionaries settled in Zululand. After the Voortrekkers crossed the Drakensberg with their ox wagons 

they and the Zulu were embroiled in several battles after the murder of Retief and his people.  

The defeat of the Zulu impis at Blood River convinced Mpande kaSenzangakhona (a half-brother of 

Shaka and Dingane) to challenge Dingane and the latter was assassinated. It was during the reign of 

Mpande that the Norwegian Missionary Society founded their mission station in 1851 at the eMpangeni 

river (named after the Mpange tree).  

3.2 Cetshwayo, Victoria Crosses and colonisation (1852ï1899) 

Mpandeôs choice as successor, Cetshwayoôs younger brother Mbuyazi, was defeated in 1856 by 

Cetshwayo, who thereafter succeeded Mpande as king. Cetshwayo established Ulundi as the new seat 

for the royal kraal and rebuilt the strength of the regiments. The British (now with Theophilus Shepstone 

as Governor in Natal) also annexed the Transvaal and in the drive to form a federation of British colonies 

in southern Africa, the Zulu Kingdom was seen as a stumbling block. 

Despite the British Government being opposed to a war with the Zulus, Bartle Frere, the Governor in the 

Cape, issued an ultimatum that Cetshwayo should disband his army and accept a British resident. 

Cetshwayo refused and a force of 7000 British soldiers and 1000 volunteers crossed the Tugela in 

January 1879. On 22 January 1879 the Zulu surprised the British in the open at Isandlwana, with the loss 

of 1600 of the British force2. The Zulu army shortly thereafter suffered large losses at Rorkeôs Drift, a 

battle which earned Victoria Crosses for eleven of the combatants. Reinforcements were sent and under 

Rear Admiral Sir Frederick William Richards landed to strengthen the southern column of Col Charles 

Pearson, at what is now known as Richards Bay. It was only a matter of time before Ulundi was sacked 

and Cetshwayo exiled to the Cape and to London. In 1883 he was restored as king of the no longer 

independent Zulu kingdom. 

Under British rule, missionaries and trade posts were established, as well as soldiers, police and 

magistrates as law enforcers. The colonisation of Zululand took root. 

                                                      

 

 

2 Ntuli SH. 2002. The Anglo-Zulu War of 1879 ï The Right Hand Column with special reference to Zulu people 

defending themselves against the British Invasion. Master of Arts dissertation, University of Zululand. 
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3.3 Cane, mills and municipality (1900ï1960) 

Colonisation immediately brought new changes: the forests and the fertile lands lured settlers and 

commercial farming commenced in the narrow coastal belt (current surroundings of the N2 highway). 

Empangeni (the venue of the earlier mission station) began to grow to service the social and commercial 

needs of the mainly frontier farming community. In 1894 a magistrate was appointed and in 1903 the 

Zululand Railway linked the village with Durban.  

Given the potential of forestry, the colonial government planted eucalyptus trees in 1905 as part of an 

experimental timber plantation. The success led to large scale plantations along the coastal belt. Rapid 

expansion began when a sugar mill was erected at Felixton by Huletts in 1911.3 Empangeni was officially 

proclaimed as a township on 15 January 1931. 

Sugar cane farming, sugar mills, forest and saw mills and then paper pulp mills together with intensive 

dairy and beef production (in the main for the growing Durban demand) drove development. Public 

investment in schools, hospitals, and municipal infrastructure followed the economic thrust from agro-

processing and commercial farming. Traders and a range of light engineering and service businesses, as 

well as professional services (doctors, dentists, attorneys), expanded  

On the hills beyond were the reserves of labour in tribal villages. The expansion of commercial farming 

and the uprooting of indigenous coastal forests to make way for sugar cane, dairy herds and commercial 

afforestation also triggered the processes for the proclamation of vast areas as nature reserves.  

3.4 Homeland and harbour (1961ï1990) 

The next phase should be contextualised within the framework of the dynamics of a Republican white 

South Africa, with autonomous and independent black homelands. The drive was to make this viable via 

a commodities-led thrust, while promoting industrialisation that could provide job opportunities for black 

commuters daily in and out of the homelands. In 1965, the Department of Planning proposed the 

development of a new harbour at Richards Bay. The motivation was that it would be the nearest South 

African port to both Johannesburg and the mining industry in the Eastern Transvaal. A rail link from 

Ermelo to Richards Bay would also prove far more energy efficient than the existing rail link from 

Johannesburg to Durban that has to manage steep inclines and would therefore make exports from the 

Witwatersrand more competitive. In addition, there would be job opportunities close to a homeland with 

an expanding population. 

The proposed new corridor from Richards Bay in the Department of Planningôs Development Atlas of 

1965 (see Figure 3.1). 

Figure 3.1: Development Atlas 1965 Department of Planning, RSA 

                                                      

 

 

3  http://www.huletts.co.za/ops/south_africa/mills/felixton.asp 

http://www.huletts.co.za/ops/south_africa/mills/felixton.asp
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Following this, planning for the implementation of this massive undertaking was started. This involved: 

¶ Development of Richards Bay as a deep sea port which implied also diverting the flow of the 
Umhlathuze River and dredging the old lagoon area. 

¶ Provision of rail linkages to the coal fields of the Eastern Transvaal. 

¶ Development of capacity for, and supply of, electricity to both harbour and core industries. 
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¶ Securage of core anchor industries. 

¶ Town planning and the development of urban infrastructure (including drainage of large areas of 
wetlands). 

An impressive coordinated effort resulted with the CSIR conducting numerous studies on the 

environmental impact, the possibilities for draining areas and diverting the river, and determining the rock 

foundations (for piling purposes) as well as the most appropriate harbour mouth. The IDC determined that 

both aluminium and fertilizer were imperatives for future economic development and growth and put 

processes in place to pursue the establishment of such plants. The IDC secured the Swiss company 

Alusuisse by providing them with a 22% shareholding in Alusaf in exchange for their know-how, their 

provision of a project management team for the design and construction of the smelter, as well as 

ensuring a supply of alumina. The then SA Railways & Harbours commenced with the design and 

construction of both the port and the railway line which involved more than 80 bridges.  

Richards Bay was only proclaimed as a town in 1969. A range of suburbs (white, Indian and coloured 

under the Group Areas Act) were developed in Richards Bay itself with eSikhawini as a dedicated black 

township (a R293 township) close to the N2. The lack of urban infrastructure caused the initial project 

teams to reside in Empangeni.  

The changes since the birth of Richards Bay have been profound, considering that the area was until the 

end of the 1960s predominantly inhabited by rural households living traditional lifestyles on communal 

land. A small percentage of households were involved in commercial agriculture (mainly sugar, forestry, 

fruit and livestock) and agro-processing and a still smaller percentage resided in Empangeni and Felixton 

(sugar mill).  

The founding of Richards Bay and the development of the harbour, railway lines, electricity and water 

supply, township establishment and the construction of the first industrial plants (Alusaf and Triomf 

Fertilizer) brought an influx of not only temporary construction teams, but also the permanent settlement 

of highly skilled professionals (industrial, civil, chemical and electrical engineers, technicians, medical 

professionals and industrialists as well as teachers), who came from a variety of localities and whose 

interaction created an unusual dynamic in those pioneering days.  

The period also saw the international isolation of South Africa through economic sanctions. The 

aluminium smelter was critical for ensuring a supply of aluminium to South African industries. Hulamin 

(the Tongaat-Huletts group) and Wispeco (the Remgro group) were established in Durban to manufacture 

a range of products (especially aluminium window frames and sliding doors). 

The struggle for equal political rights for all South Africans manifested in the area in the early decades of 

this period with the growth of Inkatha as a political stronghold. Since the mid-1980s the rivalry between 

ANC and Inkatha has resulted in bloodshed and murder in KwaZulu-Natal. Northern KZN was however 

uncontested Inkatha territory. 

3.5 International Interest and internal neglect: the aftermath of 1990 

The years after the unbanning of the ANC by then President FW de Klerk on 2 February 1990 until the 

1994 general elections saw an upsurge in international interest in South African enterprises and business 

opportunities, as well as an expansion drive by large South African companies. The old Gencor (that took 

over Alusaf) became part of BHP Billiton and the modern Hillside smelter was developed. The period also 

saw the establishment of Tata Steelôs KZN plant, giving Richards Bay an investment from one of the 
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worldôs largest steel manufacturing concerns. RBM became part of the international Rio Tinto 

conglomerate.  

Growing tensions between the ANC and Inkatha resulted in high levels of violence. The IFP only 

committing to participating in the 1994 elections after the voting papers had already been printed and 

consequently had to be altered to enable the IFP to participate.  

The Richards Bay Coal Terminal (RBCT) capacity was increased by a consortium of mining companies to 

cater for higher demand for coal exports as a result of the new international markets that South African 

mines could now access. However, the increased capacity could not be taken full advantage of due to 

limitations on the Ermelo-Richards Bay railway line. There were several calls for capital expenditure to 

increase rail capacity, but expansion will at the earliest only take in place in 2018. 

In 1986, when then President Mandela opened the new Hillside Smelter of BHP, it appeared as if it were 

all systems go for the locality. Pulp United in 2007/8 engaged the municipality in obtaining land for pulp 

from blue gum trees. The investors would have been a Swedish company, the IDC and NCT Forests. 

However, after six years of struggling with a range of issues (procurement of land, environmental impact 

assessments, bulk services) it appears as if the Swedish investor is no longer interested. The KZN 

provincial government and the local authority also formed the Richards Bay Industrial Zone company to 

promote further industrialisation in a special export zone.  

In this phase of growing international interest in Richards Bay, there were indications from the ANC 

leadership that Richards Bay was not to be considered for further support since it would strengthen the 

economy of KZN, one of only two provinces then not under ANC rule. A Cabinet decision requested 

Portnet to investigate a new harbour in the Eastern Cape: The Port of Ngcura (Coega). Portnet obliged 

with a feasibility study and an environmental impact assessment, but in 1999 Portnet spokesman Ronnie 

Kingswill said despite a R50-million design and EIA óWe are waiting for an anchor tenant, and therefore 

Portnet will not go ahead with any further developments in the Port of Coega until such time as there is a 

formal signed-up economically viable tenant that will make the harbour itself viable.ô4 He mentioned that 

there was a request for a zinc refinery and that the only place that could handle that was Richards Bay in 

terms of harbour depth. óHowever, the whole purpose of the initiative was to stimulate some sort of 

industry in the Eastern Cape.ô Portnet was overruled and construction commenced without a secured 

anchor tenant or the private sector buy-in for harbour terminal developments. The SOE had to channel its 

capital into the new port; this siphoned off funding that led to a rapid decline in maintenance and in the 

strengthening of the rail network, as well as postponing key capital developments in other ports. 

In 2005, Chris Matchett, resident engineer of the National Ports Authority, explained that the cost 

overruns were mainly because the original intention was to build the terminals on a PPP or BOOT (Build, 

Own, Operate, Transfer) basis, where private sector finance would be used to develop the terminals, but 

ó(U)p to today (1 September 2005) no anchor tenant has been secured with the result that the financing 

has had to be provided by Transnet through the NPA.ô The SA Port Operations then took over the 

terminal operations on completion, although it was originally intended that the terminals would be 

privately operated. 

                                                      

 

 

4  http://www.engineeringnews.co.za/article/coega-project-is-set-to-make-big-waves-1999-07-02 

http://www.engineeringnews.co.za/article/coega-project-is-set-to-make-big-waves-1999-07-02
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Ten years after the launch of Coega, it was announced that Alcan, which would have been part of the 

Coega IDZ, had pulled out because Eskom could not guarantee uninterrupted power supply. óThe 

concept of a deep-water port to handle manganese and other bulk ores has shifted to containerised 

cargo, although the cranes dotting the skyline remain static hulks.ô5   

In the 2013 Long Term Planning Framework of Transnet6 (LTPF) the zig-zag development path to seek 
some economic rationale for the Port of Ngqura is also captured: óThe intended role of the Port of Ngqura 
has evolved since its inception. Its relationship to the Coega IDZ as a deepwater port to service IDZ tenants 
has remained constant as has its role of providing cargo handling beyond the limitations of the ports of PE 
and East London.ô Three paragraphs further it states: óThe IDZ generated projects, none of which has 
been finalised, collectively indicate a significant role for Ngquraéô  

 
The LPTF also states: óOriginally planned as a bulk handling port it has been adapted for container 
handlingéô and continues óin addition to containers the relocated manganese ore operations from Port 
Elizabethô as well as ócrude oil import and refined fuel exportô is planned. Despite all the promises, the LPTF 
acknowledges óNgquraôs demand forecast is conservative in that a number of potential cargo flows 
generated from possible IDZ initiatives have been omitted due to a lack of certainty on timelineséô7 
 
Without a doubt, political interests have steered public sector investment into a massive grand scheme with 
the following consequences: 

 

¶ Massive capital investment with little return in Ngqura. 

¶ Wastage of existing capacities in the Port of Richards Bay (a crucial portion of that developed by 
private sector investment: RBCT) since Transnet had to finance the development of the politically 
driven Port of Ngcura, rather than strengthening the rail link from Ermelo to Richards Bay in time. 

¶ Sensible advice on Portnet was politically overruled, resulting in direct losses (capital investment 
not bringing in the returns envisaged to break even), as well as opportunity costs (coal exports for 
years at least 25% less than what RBCT could have handled since 2000, with the exception of the 
2007ï2008 crisis when international demand slumped). The opportunity cost impact will be felt at 
least until 2018 when the envisaged rail upgrade has been completed. And it will probably have a 
longer impact: in Europe where there is a marked shift to replace coal-fired electricity generation 
with shale gas electricity generation, resulting in a lower coal price.  

¶ Even the new port (driven by a desire to promote growth in the Eastern Cape) could not realise its 
envisaged potential, since there was no timeous investment in electricity generation capacity. In 
the meantime, the lack of a dedicated container terminal in Richards Bay harbour compels local 
manufacturers to transport containers by road to the Durban harbour for export and also to import 
containerised items through the port of Durban. Their international competitiveness is compromised 
by this. 

 

Unfortunately for Richards Bay (and South Africa), this situation is likely to repeat itself. In the Portnet and 

Transnet documentation the emphasis is now on the dig-out port at the old Durban airport site. That will 

downgrade major port development opportunities for Richards Bay.8 Given changes in commodity usage 

                                                      

 

 

5  Coega still sounds great, but 10 years later where is it? Daily Maverick, 21 December 2009. 
6  Transnet. October 2013:Port Development Plan. Chapter 4 Long Term Planning Framework. 
7  Transnet. October 2013. Port Development Plan, p 173. 
8  The question is to what extent this is again a mainly politically driven development. Even though the ANC 

has ousted the IFP as the main party in the province and has made major inroads by winning Umhlathuze local 

elections, the ANC in KZN, unlike the case in the Eastern Cape, the Free State or Northwest, is stronger in the cities 
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(as America is changing from an energy importer to an energy exporter of shale gas) the demand for and 

the price of coal will plummet. Not diversifying the port usage by developing modern container terminals 

(with a potential future declining demand for coal) could render the Port of Richards Bay less lucrative by 

2020.  

This period can be summarised as follows: when the international community became interested in 

Richards Bay, the South African Government became disinterested. This situation will be further dealt 

with in 4.2 below.  

This period is also important for several other events: 

1. At a local level political support moved gradually from the IFP to the ANC. Intense suspicion remained 
among the parties and several political leaders were assassinated: one in Esikhaleni. 

2. There is an ongoing movement of people from the rural areas to settle (in many cases still in TAAs) on 
the outskirts of Richards Bay and Empangeni (See 4.1 below for more detail). This is the logical impact 
of an economy where modern sectors outperform agriculture as a driver of the economy.  

3. In the TAAs grants have replaced traditional subsistence agriculture as the backbone of household 
security. 

4. The globalisation opportunities that came to the fore after the unbanning of the ANC in 1990 brought 
opportunities, but also exposed Richards BayïEmpangeni to competitive world markets. Aluminium 
plants in apartheid South Africa were important and key decision-makers were located in the locality. 
Globalisation brought international links and transformed these industries into mere production units, 
alongside many similar units within a much larger framework. Future important decisions about these 
plants now rests in the board rooms of multinationals. 

4. Overview of current status  

Before assessing the planning and operations of a number of key institutions and their impact on 

Umhlathuze, it is important to first focus on a range of key aspects of the area. The focus will first be on 

demographic changes due to urbanisation, as well as in and out migration. Thereafter the economic 

context will be dealt with, before focusing on education and the skills base of the population, societal 

aspects and the natural resource base and the environment. Where possible, a distinction will be made 

between the urban hub(s) of Richards Bay and Empangeni, vis a vis the remainder of the Umhlathuze 

Local Municipality. 

4.1 Demographic and population change 

The colonial setting at the beginning of the twentieth century included a range of Zulu communities 

engaged in subsistence farming in kraals in the TAAs, with Zulus and Indians employed as labourers in 

the forest and sugar plantations and other forms of commercial agriculture, and in the sugar and saw 

mills. In addition to commercial farming, whites were also active as hunters, missionaries and traders in 

the area. At Empangeni (the previous mission station) a settlement developed to cater for the needs 

(commercial, social, religious and educational) of the white farming community.  

                                                      

 

 

than in the rural areas. Strong political interests in the ANC would therefore promote Durban rather than Richards 

Bay for investments. 
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Empangeni for the first time appears in the 1921 SA Census with a total population of 337, of whom 153 

were white, 137 black, 7 coloured and 40 Indian. By 1936, the Empangeni population had grown to 2117 

(703 white, 957 black and 439 Indian). At that stage Felixton had a total population of 818, of whom 145 

were white, 410 black and 254 Indian.  

Richards Bay only started recorded a permanent population from 1946: a fishing community of 240 

people, of whom 54% were white. In 1970, when the construction of Alusaf, the harbour and urban 

infrastructure commenced, there was a population of 594. A R293 town was established and proclaimed 

in the Mkwanazi South TA. The harbour and industrial town grew tremendously. The abolition of influx 

control in 1986 indicated the major political changes that were forthcoming and since 1994 the racial 

demographic composition of Richards Bay (excluding Esikhaleni) has changed significantly. 

To contextualise the population of Umhlathuze LM in a district and provincial context, key data from the 

2001 Census and 2011 Census are captured in Table 4.1: 

Table 4.1: Demographic change in uMhlathuzi compared to Uthungulu, Kwazulu-Natal, and South 

Africa (2001 and 2011) 

 2001 2011 

Black Coloured Indian White Total Black Coloured Indian White Total 

South 

Africa 

          

KZN 8 002 638 141 853 798 190 483 335 9 426 016 8 912 479 141 373 756 984 428 797 10 239 633 

Uthungulu 

DM 

838 696 4 123 11 246 31 903 885 968 856 946 5 025 14 632 29 373 905 976 

Umhlathuze 

LM 

250 021 2 567 9 831 26 768 289 187 293 347 3 171 12 651 24 561 333 730 

As % of 

KZN total 

3.12 1.81 1.23 5.54 3.07 3.29 2.24 1.67 5.73 3.26 

As % of 

Uthungulu 

28.22 0.29 1.11 3.02 32.64 32.38 0.35 1.40 2.71 36.84 

 

The following aspects are important: 

¶ While the KZN population increased by 813 617 or 8.63%, the population increase in Uthungulu 
DM was 20 008 or 2.26% and in Umhlathuze LM 45 263 or 15.4%, the latter almost double the 
provincial rate. This means that the other local municipalities in Uthungulu DM had jointly 23 764 
residents less in 2011 than in 2001. Umhlathuze LM is therefore a focal point for population growth. 
The geographic manifestation of these moves will be dealt with later in this section. 

¶ Provincial growth took place due to a predominantly expanding black population and a shrinking of 
the white and Indian populations. From 1996 to 2011 the KZN population grew from 8 347 595 to 
10 239 633. The KZN black population increased by more than 2 million people from 1996 to 2011, 
totalling 8 912 479 (475 000 more than the total KZN population in 1996 or an increase of 29.5% 
over the period). In that same period, the Indian population in the province decreased by 34 000 to 
756 984 (a decline of 4.3%) and the white population decreased by 23.2% or 129 387 to 428 797. 
That means that for every 100 black people in KZN in 1996 there are now an additional 30, while 
for every 100 white people in KZN in 1996 there are now 23 fewer people. 

¶ This trend also manifested itself in Umhlathuze LM with an increase of the black population to 

29 3347 and a decrease of the white population to 24 561. Error! Reference source not found. 

portrays the changes in racial composition of the municipal residents from 2001 to 2011. The 
decline in the white and Indian populations as a percentage is quite evident.  
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Figure 4.1: Changes in racial composition of Richards Bay and uMhlathuze compared with 

Uthungulu and KwaZulu-Natal (1970, 1996, 2001 and 2011) 

 

It is also important to consider the urban core of Umhlathuze LM. The three main urban areas are 

Empangeni (west of the N2), Richards Bay and Esikhaleni (southeast of the N2, opposite the main 

campus of the University of Zululand). The other formal urban pockets are Felixton (on the banks of the 

Umhlathuze River and a few km from Empangeni) and Nseleni (north of Richards Bay close to the N2). 

These areas are not contingent. 

The level of urbanisation in the municipality is important in order to evaluate the notion of an intermediate 

city. While South Africa as a whole is 63.6% urbanised, with 4.89% of the population residing on 

commercial farms and 31.5% in TAAs, the situation in KwaZulu-Natal as a province differs substantially 

from the national average: the province has an urbanisation level of 47.5%, with 45.7% residing in TAAs 

and 6.8% living on commercial farm land (See Figure 2.1). 

The metropolitan area of Durban-Pinetown (in the metropolitan council of Ethekwini) is by far the largest 

urban conglomerate in the province, followed by Pietermaritzburg. Thereafter Empangeni and Richards 

Bay form the largest urban locality. Uthungulu District Municipality is predominantly rural in nature with 

only 18.1% of its population urban, a mere 2.6% on commercial farms and 79.3% residing in TAAs  

In fact the Uthungulu character, excluding Umhlathuze, is that of a deep rural traditional tribal area with 

sparse scatterings of formal towns and commercial farming.  
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Figure 4.2: Urban-rural distribution (2011) 

 

The following aspects are important: 

¶ The urban population of Umhlathuze (Richards Bay, Empangeni, Ezikhaweni, Nseleni, Felixton) 
forms 80.2% of the urban population of Uthungulu District Municipality. The urban core of 
Umhlathuze therefore clearly has an urban role well beyond the local municipal boundaries and 
has indeed a regional function. This implies that the urban components in the rest of the Uthungulu 
District are relatively small.  

¶ Large concentrations of relatively dense settlements in unplanned TAAs are developing on the 
boundaries of the formally proclaimed urban areas, for example in the Madlebe TAA around 
Ngwelezane, in the Mkwanazi South TA and the Dube TA surrounding Esikhaleni, and in the TA 
land directly north east of Meerensee in the neighbouring Local Authority of uMfolozi. (See Figures 
4.3 and 4.4) 

Concerning migration the following is important to note from the 2011 Census: 

¶ KZN is despite the urban diversity of Durban predominantly a fairly closed mono-cultural society 
with almost 90% of residents of the province being born in the province. (See Figure 4.5: Origin of 
residents for urban Umhlathuze (2011) 

¶ )  
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In the predominantly rural Uthungulu District the 91.6% mark is reached, but in the case of 
Local Municipality the provincial-born component of residents drops to 87.2% (2 percentage points 
below the provincial average). The latter can be ascribed to 16.2% of residents originating from 
KZN: almost half from outside South Africa and the other half from other provinces. Those 
from other provinces can to a large degree be traced back to the influx of people from Pretoria and 
Johannesburg during the founding years of Richards Bay (Figure 4.5: Origin of residents for urban 
Umhlathuze (2011) 

¶ 5). 

Figure 4.3: The Umzingwenya informal settlement that stretches like a ribbon all along the boundary 
of Esikhaleni, with several other informal settlements also visible in the TAA areas. 

 

¶ An interesting fact is the large percentage (30%) of residents from outside South Africa residing on 
commercial farms. Though significant, the overall effect on the municipal figures is almost 
negligible, because of the small component of people residing on commercial farms. It also raises 
questions about skills of and attitudes towards commercial farming. 

 

 

 






































































































































