
Understanding the actors and methods of alien clearing in the Breede River as well as potential 
flood risk. 

Rivers are known to be areas rich with materials and energy and these ecosystems are more and 
more altered by increased human influence. Riparian zones fulfil or influence many crucial ecological 
functions of rivers ranging from provision of food, aquatic habitats to organisms, moderation of 
water temperatures as well as being a natural filter that controls sediments and nutrients in the 
water while also serving to stabilize the river banks. Invasive Alien Plants can significantly alter water 
levels and river dynamics, endangering settlements and activities located along the river banks, as 
well as human activities and populations who use river water. In an effort to reduce these negative 
impacts, South Africa’s Department of Environmental Affairs launched the Working for Water 
programme in 1995, which aims to eradicate alien vegetation in the riparian zone, and more 
importantly, to minimize poverty by creating short- and also medium-term job opportunities for 
unskilled individuals. The reasoning behind this initiative is to provide some sort of platform that 
individuals can build upon to assist them in longer term employment opportunities outside of the 
Working for Water programme. That project aims to not only protect the natural environment, but 
also to empower and uplift the local poor households by providing them with soft skills outside of 
clearing. However, anecdotal reports emerging from recent research suggest that where the debris 
remaining after vegetation is cut-down or killed is inadequately removed from the riparian zone, 
clearing can contribute to flooding and infrastructural damage as debris wash downstream and clog 
bridges or otherwise change flow patterns. This thesis examines how the Working for Water 
programme is implemented, the extent to which policies are implemented, and the possible impact 
on flood-risk. The research focusses on clearing processes along the Upper Breede River in the 
Western Cape. By providing new insight into the operationalization of the WFW programme, this 
case study aims to contribute to strengthening river management in the province and assist in efforts 
to reduce the risk of flooding. 
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