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1. INTRODUCTION 
 

 The management of estuaries in South Africa 

 
The term estuary refers to the body of water which forms the interface between a 
river and the sea into which it flows. Estuaries may be permanently or periodically 
open to the sea. When open, they are characterized by fluctuations in water levels 
related to the tides, and by salinities which are measurably higher than freshwater as 
a result of seawater intrusion. 
 
Estuaries are generally highly productive ecosystems, and provide a range of goods 
and services ranging from nursery areas for juvenile fish, to stopovers for migrant 
birds, and recreational opportunities for local inhabitants. Their productivity, 
combined with their natural beauty and the shelter they provide also means that they 
are highly sensitive and vulnerable to development, with many towns and cities, 
ports and harbours being deliberately located in and around them. As a result, many 
estuaries have been seriously degraded. 
 
South Africa has approximately 260 estuaries, of which 62 are located within the 
Cape Floristic Region. Despite the fact that their value ï particularly from a 
biodiversity perspective ï has long been recognized, there has been a lack of 
effective management, largely due to the fact that they did not fit clearly within the 
mandate of any one government Department. This was highlighted during the recent 
development of a National Biodiversity Strategy and Action Plan, and has been 
addressed through the inclusion of relevant provisions in the National Environmental 
Management: Integrated Coastal Management Act, 2008. Amongst other things, the 
Integrated Coastal Management Act introduces a requirement for Estuary 
Management Plans.  
 
In parallel with the development of the legislation, the C.A.P.E. Estuaries Programme 
has provided funding for the development of Estuary Management Plans for a 
number of priority estuaries in the Cape Floristic Region, including the Diep. 
 
  
  The management of the Diep Estuary 
 
The Diep River has its origins in the Riebeek Kasteel Mountains north-east of 
Malmesbury, and flows for about 65 kilometres south-west towards Cape Town, 
before entering the sea at Milnerton, some 5 kms north of the Port of Cape Town. It 
has one major tributary ï the Mosselbank ï which drains the northern slopes of the 
Durbanville Hills. Other tributaries include the Swart, Groen, Klein, and Riebeeck, 
with the Klapmuts being a tributary of the Mosselbank. The total size of the 
catchment is 1,495 km2 or 154,347 ha.  
 
Before entering the sea, the Diep River flows through the Rietvlei wetland and the 
Milnerton Lagoon, which together cover an area of approximately 900 hectares. 
These two features together have generally been considered to comprise the 
ñestuaryò.  More specifically, for purposes of the Estuary Management Plan, the 
estuary is defined as the area from the estuary mouth, to the Blaauwberg Bridge at 
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the upper end of Rietvlei, with the lateral boundaries being the 5 metre mean sea 
level contour.  These boundaries, as well as the 1:100 year floodline are shown in 
Figure 1. below. 
 

 
 

Figure 1: The Diep Estuary comprising Rietvlei and the Milnerton Lagoon. 
 


