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Chapter 1: Introduction

This research project examines the communication strategies and public participation at several public
briefings held in 2016 in connection with the Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA) of shale gas
development (popularly known as ‘fracking’1) in the Karoo region of South Africa.
My interest in this topic was sparked by my attendance at two public consultation briefings in mid-May
2016, the first in Graaff-Reinet (16th May) and the second in Beaufort West (17th May). From my
observations, I could see that participants were divided by class and race and that relatively few women
were present. It was clear at both briefings that certain participants had a strong voice while others were
being silenced by the process of the SEA public briefings. This raised an important question concerning
how effective and representative of the general public the briefings were. Retief (2007) studied the
effectiveness of six different SEA consultation processes in South Africa. According to him a good
SEA process is one that:
Informs planners, decision-makers and affected public on the sustainability of strategic
decisions, facilitates the search for the best alternative and ensures a democratic decision
making process. This enhances the credibility of decisions and leads to more cost- and timeeffective EA [environmental assessment] at the project level (Retief, 2007:86).
In their 2008 research paper, Retief, Jones and Jay state that “South Africa does not have [a] formal
SEA legislation” and therefore SEAs are mostly conducted on a voluntary basis and funded externally
by the private sector (2008:505). It is because of this that the exact purpose, function and
implementation of a SEA is not clear, which is a cause for concern.
According to Scholes and Lochner (2015:1), the mission statement for the SEA on shale gas
development is phrased in a manner that does not assume that shale gas mining will ensue. Rather, the
purpose of the SEA is to “provide an integrated assessment and decision-making framework to enable
South Africa to establish effective policy, legislation and sustainability conditions under which shale
gas development could occur” (Scholes & Lochner, 2015:1). Over the course of my research project,
however, it became clear to me that various members of the public thought that the briefings were an
opportunity to voice their concerns and therefore influence the decision on whether shale gas mining
would proceed or not. In this study, I explore these competing dynamics.

‘Fracking’ is a colloquial term that derives from the process whereby the layers of shale rock are fractured in
order to release the shale gas. The word has a negative connotation in that it is used by advocates against shale
gas development. Due to its negative connotation, I generally use the official term preferred by the SEA project
team: ‘shale gas development’.
1
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I am principally concerned with the extent to which the public briefings met the SEA’s stated objective
of being an “integrated assessment and decision-making framework to enable South Africa to establish
effective policy, legislation and sustainability conditions under which shale gas development could
occur” (Scholes & Lochner, 2015:1). Linked to that, I am also interested in how representative the
public briefings were in terms of local demographics, and the views of participants on the effectiveness
of these briefings. This includes both the members of the public attending the briefings and the members
of the SEA project team.
The rationale behind my research is that it speaks to the importance of participatory democracy within
South Africa. Shale gas development could potentially have a devastating impact on the Karoo, both
environmentally and socially. It is therefore important that a consultation process such as the SEA
should inform the public and acknowledge the public’s legitimate concerns. I question the value of the
public space that is created by the SEA project team as I believe that merely creating a space where the
public can voice concerns does not suffice. Not only should the public be informed but their concerns
should be taken seriously and inform the final decision-making.
In this introductory chapter I first provide contextual background on the Karoo and the SEA process in
South Africa. I then discuss my research methodology and thereafter my conceptual framework.
Theorists I have found particularly useful for framing my study are Jürgen Habermas and his idea of
the ‘public sphere’ as well as Nancy Fraser, who has criticised Habermas for overlooking the extent to
which members of the public are not equal within the public sphere. I also draw on Alex Aylett and
James Scott and look at the SEA briefings in relation to commitments to participatory democracy in
South Africa. In chapter two I reflect on my research findings around the SEA briefings and engage
with my participant interviews and in chapter three I discuss emerging themes from my research and
what they mean in relation to the effectiveness of the SEA consultation process.

1.1 Contextual Background

1.1.1 The Karoo
Vast plains, flat-topped mountains and small, hardy Karoo bushes characterise the ecologically specific
arid area known as the Karoo. Many of the small Karoo towns have ‘single sector’ economies and rely
heavily on mining, agriculture (sheep farming in particular) or tourism (Atkinson & Ingle, 2010:11).
Water is a scarce resource: “The lack of sustainable and permanent water is probably the most inhibiting
factor in the area’s development, as it restricts both agricultural and industrial activities” (Statistics
South Africa, 2016). Out of the 34 sizeable towns that fall close to or within the potential shale gas
exploration site, 31 towns rely partly or completely on underground aquifers for drinking water (Ingle
& Atkinson, 2015:546).
2

The Karoo has a large and important tourism sector, centred on ecotourism, historic small towns and
rock paintings (Atkinson & Ingle, 2010; Atkinson, 2016b:130). In the 1970s, the Karoo became
characterised as a static region in comparison with the rest of South Africa, due to the large outmigration of people (Atkinson, 2016a:200). Botha and Yelland (2011:11) describe the prevalence of
racial hierarchies and inequalities in the Karoo and the increase of “shanty dwellers living in varying
degrees of abject poverty” on the outskirts of Karoo towns. According to them, people in the Karoo are
desperate for any new development that might occur and look to the private sector as well as to local
and national government to improve their status by providing employment, housing, clinics and
education.
Conditions in Graaff- Reinet, Beaufort West and Victoria West
The three towns selected for the SEA public hearings – Graaff- Reinet, Beaufort West and Victoria
West – share a number of features in common, including high unemployment rates and low levels of
internet access, but also differ in terms of size and economic activity.
Table 1 below summarises information on the population and unemployment rate in the three
municipalities - Camdeboo, Beaufort West and Ubuntu - in which these three towns lie. The extent of
cell phone and internet access are included because the SEA project team communicated with
participants initially by email and only later by SMS. What the available data shows is that a large
majority of people are without access to the internet and would thus not have received initial information
regarding the SEA process.

Table 1: Demographic, unemployment and information technology in selected Karoo municipalities
Municipality

Population

Unemployment
Rate

Goods
available by
household:
Cell phone

Households with
internet access

Camdeboo
Municipality

50,993

30,1%

79,4%

24.4%

Beaufort West
Municipality

49,586

25.5%

75,4%

23.4%

Ubuntu Municipality

18,601

29,1%

71,2%

22.1%

Source: Statistics South Africa, 2014a, 2014b, 2014c.
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Table 2: Demographic profile of the three SEA towns
Towns

GraaffReinet

Population

26,585

Racial profile

Language
Prevalence

Coloured: 76,8%

Afrikaans: 91.6%

White: 11,7%

isiXhosa: 2.7%

Black African: 10,5%

English: 4.3%

No
access to
the
internet
at all

Education:
% of
population
20 years and
older with
Grade 12

68.2%

25.2%

71.9%

29,4%

76.9%

21,1%

Indian/Asian: 0,5%
Beaufort
West

20,066

Coloured: 77,9%

Afrikaans: 91.5%

White: 13,7%

isiXhosa: 3.6%

Black African: 7,2%

English: 2.5%

Indian/Asian: 0,5%
Victoria
West

8,254

Coloured: 69,3%

Afrikaans: 82.1%

White: 5,6%

isiXhosa: 13.8%

Black African: 23,7%

English: 1.1%

Indian/Asia: 0,4%
Source: Statistics South Africa, 2011a, 2011b, 2011c.
Table 2 indicates that Afrikaans is overwhelmingly the main language. What is also interesting to note
is that in Victoria West the second most widely spoken language is isiXhosa, at 13.8%. In all cases
English is the first language of only a very small proportion of residents. Victoria West is interesting in
terms of the relative presence of people classified as African and of isiXhosa as a home language, but
the Afrikaans language and coloured2 population group are still overwhelmingly dominant within the
town. Language prevalence of isiXhosa is only significant in Victoria West compared to Graaff-Reinet
and Beaufort West but it is still under 15%.
Graaff-Reinet was founded in 1786, making it the fourth oldest town in South Africa. It is referred to
as the “Gem of the Karoo” by the Camdeboo Municipality (n.d.), which notes that the town “boasts a
number of popular tourist attractions, beautiful landscapes and a healthy climate ...”. It has since gained
economic momentum as the municipality is constantly engaging with both public and private sectors in
2

In my project, I have decided to use the terminology for race categories that has been inherited from the apartheid
era, because this is the terminology still in use in official documents, such as those from Statistics South Africa
used here, and also because this reflects common usage among ordinary people in my research site. This is not to
suggest that these are ‘natural’ or unambiguous categories.
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order to encourage investment-especially in the tourist sector (Atkinson & Ingle, 2010:11). According
to Atkinson and Ingle (2010:18), Graaff-Reinet has diversified its economic sector by focusing on
tourism but it has also become a commercial centre. Graaff-Reinet is, however, still a racially divided
town with low levels of education and internet access and high levels of unemployment (Statistics South
Africa, 2011b).
Beaufort West was established in 1818. Mining has long been identified as Beaufort West’s route to
success in some circles, and, according to Schmidt (1984:12), in the early 1970s many farmers earned
a good lump sum of money from uranium mining companies who bought their farms. This possibility
was also reflected in newspapers at the time, with headlines such as “Uranium will make Beaufort West
a second Johannesburg” (Schmidt, 1984:12). Beaufort West’s dream of becoming the second
Johannesburg would however fall flat as many of the uranium deposits were considered to be not
exploitable and by the end of the 1970s, the geologists had left the area. Situated on the N1, Beaufort
West remains an important transport and commercial centre. Recently, uranium mining has re-emerged
in prominence and some Beaufort West residents have expressed their interest in mining as a potential
for job creation (Ackroyd, 2016).
Victoria West was established in the mid-19th century. Today the Ubuntu municipality, wherein Victoria
West lies, relies heavily on speeding fines in order to generate revenue. In 2014, 49% of the
municipality’s revenue was generated by speeding fines which raised R52-million (Smillie, 2015). The
municipality is expected to use their revenue to develop infrastructure as the unemployment rate is high.
The average monthly income in the area is ± R1, 200. Generally, a Victoria West farm labourer earns
R100 a week (Smillie, 2015). According to Deidre van Rooyen (2007:23), Victoria West is an important
agricultural centre and specialises in livestock farming (Dorper3 and Merino4 sheep). Many farmers are,
however, abandoning their farms as Victoria West is isolated and far away from markets and this
increases their petroleum and diesel costs to transport livestock.
1.1.2 Shale gas development within the Karoo
The possibility of shale gas development in the Karoo has sparked heated public debate since it was
first mooted in 2010. The debate has been marked by sharp divisions between the pro-and-anti shale
gas advocates and the inability of participants to find common ground (Ingle & Atkinson, 2015:539).
As of 2015, five applications for shale gas development had been lodged with the Department of
Mineral Resources (DMR). The five applications are split between three companies: Shell Exploration
Company (with three applications)5, Falcon Oil & Gas and Bundu Gas and Exploration (Scholes &

3

Raised for meat
Raised predominantly for wool
5
While Shell has retracted their applications, members of Shell are still actively engaged in the SEA public
briefings as audience members (CSIR, 2016).
4

5

Lochner, 2015:2). As of the end of 2016 the applications had not been assessed and had therefore been
neither refused nor approved.
Figure 1: Map of proposed Strategic Environmental Assessment area for Shale Gas Development6

Source: Map provided by the SEA project team (CSIR, 2016).
Advocates for shale gas development argue that it could potentially create “thousands of jobs” which
would change South Africa’s energy economy (Botha & Yelland, 2011:10; Turner, 2012:9; Ingle &
Atkinson, 2015:544). For instance, Dr Chris Herold, the former Chairman of the Water Engineering
Division of the South African Institution of Civil Engineering (SAICE), stated that “we [South Africa]
would be insane not to investigate it [shale gas development]” as South Africa could be found to have
one of the largest reserves of unconventional gas in the world (Botha & Yelland, 2011:11). Advocates
for shale gas development acknowledge there are risks to the environment but maintain they can be
managed and the footprint of shale gas plants will be so small as to be almost invisible in the Karoo
(Botha & Yelland, 2011:10). The threat to limited water resources is one of the central arguments
against shale gas development- the fear of water contamination and the diversion of already limited
water resources to shale gas mining. While some experts maintain there is limited evidence that shale
gas mining has contaminated groundwater, alternatively the groundwater already contaminated by

6

This map also appeared in the Background Information Document (BID) that was distributed to participants
attending the SEA briefings during May 2016.
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previous mining activities can be used for shale gas mining (Botha & Yelland, 2011:10-11; Ingle &
Atkinson, 2015:546). There are concerns that the chemicals that are used during the process are linked
to many infirmities such as birth defects, cancer and reproductive diseases (Turner, 2012:10).
Opposition has come from self-funded advocacy movements, such as the Treasure the Karoo Action
Group (TKAG) (Munro, 2015:74). They base their arguments on the devastating economic effects that
it will have on farming and on people’s property rights (Munro, 2015:75; Botha & Yelland, 2011:9;
Turner, 2012:9). They also dismiss the promise of job creation because at best only a few short-term
jobs will be created locally. Shale gas mining is also rejected for its negative effects on the flora and
fauna of the Karoo and consequent knock-on effects on tourism (Munro, 2015:70).
A major concern relates to the capacity of the state to regulate shale gas development effectively.
Regulations to manage a potential disaster must be in place before mining proceeds and policies need
to be developed that ensure that South Africa’s economy will benefit from shale gas development if it
proceeds (Turner, 2012; Munro, 2015). If the relationship between Karoo inhabitants and shale gas
developers is not looked after, Munro (2015:75) predicts more popular mobilisation and protests, as
have already occurred in 2011.
While the above are clearly matters of public concern, my research project is not concerned with an
evaluation of the merits of pro- or anti- shale gas development debates. Rather, my research focus is on
the consultative process of the SEA and its effectiveness in terms of its stated aims and participants’
perceptions. The effectiveness of the consultation process is vitally important as it speaks to
participatory democracy and public involvement in state decision-making. It is also important, in the
context of South Africa as a racially stratified and unequal country, that all affected individuals are well
informed about the effects of shale gas development.
1.1.3 The Strategic Environmental Assessment
The Council for Scientific and Industrial Research (CSIR) first developed preliminary guidelines for
SEAs in 1996 and 1997, in their SEA Primer and Protocol document (DEAT, 2004:6). In 2000, the
Department of Environmental Affairs and Tourism (DEAT)7 published SEA guidelines and thereafter
a variety of SEAs evolved in South Africa (DEAT, 2004:6).
The role of a SEA varies according to where it occurs in the decision-making process but it is intended
to inform development proposals and assist in “facilitating the move to sustainability” (DEAT, 2004:4).
An SEA should address both positive and negative impacts of the proposed development and attempt
to measure these impacts so that an informed decision-making process can take place. It should support

7

This was the responsible government department from 1994 - 2009. It changed in 2009 to the Department of
Environmental Affairs (DEA) when Tourism was established as a separate ministry.
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“proactive deliberation” regarding the objectives of sustainability during the initial stages of the
decision-making process (DEAT, 2004:4).
According to the CSIR (2007), there are two main approaches to a SEA. The first approach involves an
assessment of the environmental impacts after policies and plans have been formulated for a
development. The second approach involves the incorporation of sustainable objectives into the framing
of alternative policy and plan making. The second approach can be further divided into two
subcategories, namely the “integrated” model and the “objectives-led” model (CSIR, 2007). The
integrated model is so named as it integrates the SEA elements into the framing of policy making and
planning while the objectives-led model is focused on establishing a framework for future decisionmaking. According to Scholes and Lochner (2015:1), the SEA for shale gas development has followed
the methodology of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), in order to “undertake a
‘scientific assessment process’ that is grounded in transparency and participatory processes; in order to
satisfy the principles of legitimacy, saliency and credibility”.
Scholes and Lochner (2015:17), the project co-leaders of the SEA for shale gas development, have
argued that public participation is an important aspect of an Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA)
as an application for development under the National Environmental Management Act (NEMA) must
be subjected to a public consultation process and the EIA process is well suited for this purpose.
However, in their view (2015:17), unlike the EIA, the purpose of the SEA public briefings is “not to
capture concerns, objections and support in a ‘town-hall’ fashion... but to inform people of the SEA
process, its preliminary findings and explain the mechanisms available to them for engaging in the
process”.
A scholar who has written extensively on SEAs is Francois Retief, who has argued that South Africa is
a leader among developing countries with regards to the development of SEAs and EIAs (Retief,
2008:505). In a 2007 study, Retief identified five key performance areas and 16 key performance
indicators for the SEA process. The five key performance requirements were that the SEA should be
context-specific for the proposed development, sustainability-led, participative, pro-active and efficient
(Retief, 2007:92). According to Retief (2007:96), SEAs play an indirect but important role in policy
making and legislation as they can point to certain gaps in policy. However, he concluded in 2007 that
the SEA process should either be applied in a fundamentally different manner or those that apply the
SEA should redefine its purpose. He concluded that, generally, SEA processes are poorly linked to
decision-making processes, despite informing future decision-making being a major objective. Retief
(2007:86) further stated that SEAs are not well linked to Integrated Development Planning (IDP)
processes in local government, which again questions the effectiveness of the SEA for managing
developments locally.

8

1.1.4 The SEA process for shale-gas development in the Karoo
The national DEA officially launched the SEA process in Parliament on 12 May 2015. According to
Scholes and Lochner (2015:1), R12.5 million was allocated to SEA research. The process was designed
to have three overlapping phases8. The first phase ran from February to October 2015 and involved
selecting expert authors for various sections of the report, organising logistics, writing a “scenarios and
activities” document and assembling the governance structures (Scholes & Lochner, 2015:4). The SEA
project team also appointed 16 members to form a Process Custodian Group (PCG) consisting of people
from various non-governmental organisations, businesses, research groups, constitutional bodies and
government, to meet with the project team. The second phase started in September 2015, when the
authors of the draft chapters first met, and ended a year later in September 2016, after the SEA “First
Order Draft” report was submitted for peer review. The third and final phase started in October 2016
and is primarily focused on translating the SEA report findings into decision-making frameworks. It is
scheduled to run until March 2017. The public briefings that are the focus of this project occurred in
the second phase.

1.2 Research Problem and Research Questions

Against this background my research has focused on an aspect which Retief (2007) did not address,
namely, the views of the SEA project team and participants at SEA public briefings on the effectiveness
of the public consultation process in terms of its stated objectives. If participants asked questions, were
their questions answered and did they feel that they had gained information from these briefings? A
secondary concern was to identify the themes that emerged during the briefings, and the extent to which
these concerns were addressed by the SEA team.
My primary research questions were thus as follows:
1. What is the purpose of the SEA consultation process according to the project team and members
of the public and how effective are these public briefings in realising this?
2. Who participates and who does not at the public briefings?
3. What concerns are raised at the SEA public briefings and by whom?
Subsidiary questions arising from the above were:
•

How representative of the local population are the briefings in terms of gender, class and race?

•

How are the SEA briefings advertised and what communication strategies are deployed at the
public briefings?

8

See Appendix A, Background Information Document. The three phases are described on page 6 of this document.
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•

How are the issues and concerns raised by participants at the public briefings captured in the
SEA and what happens to this information?

1.3 Research Methodology

To answer my research questions, I chose to use a qualitative research design, drawing mainly on
observation and the technique of “thick description” to capture what occurs at the SEA briefings. My
primary research method was supplemented by eight in-depth semi-structured interviews with both
members of the SEA project team and selected participants at the briefings. I also undertook
documentary analysis of the three Karoo towns, focusing specifically on the demographics and history
of these towns, as well as on the literature of SEAs in South Africa and the relevant legislation for a
SEA process.
My research methodology was determined by the fact that I am interested in understanding both the
meanings people attached to their participation in the SEA briefings and the process followed at these
events. In developing my research design I was also influenced by the ideas of grounded theory, in
particular in being open to basing my analysis of the SEA briefings on the themes that participants
themselves deemed important enough to raise. Grounded theory is an inductive approach to research as
it attempts to ground theory in a critical engagement with the material that emerges while conducting
empirical research (Bryman, 2012:387). A strict grounded theory approach would delay the literature
review in order to first gather the data from which theory and relevant concepts can be derived (Glaser
& Strauss, 2012:3), which is not something I attempted. However, although I have drawn on social
theory on public communication and participatory democracy, I have endeavoured not to impose my
preliminary ideas on these issues on my findings but to be open to emerging themes at the briefings.
1.3.1 Methods
Observation
Observation at the public SEA briefings has been central to my study; I have relied on it to explore key
issues such as how they are conducted, who attends, the language that is used, who speaks and who
does not. In addition these briefings created opportunities for me to engage informally with participants
about their experiences and perceived roles within the public consultation process, and I also used these
encounters to request possible follow-up interviews and request contact details. Altogether I attended
four SEA public briefings as a member of the public: two in Graaff-Reinet (16th May 2016 and 18th July
2016), one at Beaufort West (17th May 2016) and one at Victoria West (19th July 2016). I also registered
for and attended another briefing held in Cape Town, at the Iziko Museum, on the 22nd of July 2016.
This briefing was described to participants as a “registered stakeholder workshop” and differed from
10

the public briefings as participants had to reply in order to attend the workshop, which was therefore a
closed and controlled space.
At these briefings, I registered my attendance in my capacity as both a student and a member of the
public. I was careful to ensure that I explained to people with whom I interacted informally that I was
a student at Stellenbosch University conducting research for my Honours research project. At the
briefings, I took notes not only on what was said but also on who was present and how the briefings
were conducted. I also recorded the discussion for further analysis and took photographs. I did not
record personal details of the people who spoke at the briefings, to ensure that their identity could not
be made known through my report. Given that these were public briefings, where the organisers, other
participants and journalists were also recording and/or taking photographs, I did not see any problems
with these data collection methods.
Semi-structured interviews
As noted I also conducted semi-structured interviews with selected members of the public attending the
briefings and key members of the SEA project team, as well as with one member of the Process
Custodian Group (PCG). I chose a semi-structured design as it allows flexibility in following up on
themes as they emerge while also obtaining standard basic information on informants, such as their
demographic profile. I designed two separate schedules, one for the SEA project team9 and one for my
participants10 who attended the public briefings. The interview schedule for the SEA project team
focused more on the formalities of the SEA briefings while the participants’ schedule focused on their
attendance and expectations of the briefings. All these interviews were recorded and transcribed for
further analysis after permission was obtained from participants.
I attempted to use purposive sampling to select informants from among those people who spoke at the
public briefings, by asking if I could contact them again and securing their contact details. While I
wanted to ensure a mix of informants in terms of race and gender, few people in the audience spoke up
at the briefings and therefore my sample was limited from the start. Furthermore, because of the
distances involved and the limited time frame for my Honours research project I had to make use of
telephone interviews. This proved challenging as this meant I was more limited in terms of time and
the number of questions that I could ask. The cell phone reception was not always clear and I struggled
to hear what my participants said. I could also not engage as fully with participants and pick up on the
finer nuances as if I had been sitting across from them. In the end I was only able to conduct telephone
interviews with four members of the public from the Graaff-Reinet and Beaufort West briefings: one
white man in his mid-sixties who is bilingual in English and German (Participant 1); one white man in
his late fifties who is bilingual in Afrikaans and English (Participant 2); one white woman in her late
9
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forties who is English-speaking (Participant 3), and one white man in his early forties who is bilingual
in Afrikaans and English (Participant 4). They were given numbers to protect their privacy.11 As I am
bilingual in English and Afrikaans I was able to conduct these interviews in the language of my
interviewee’s choice.
Members of the SEA project team were speaking in their official capacity at the public briefings.
However, I gained institutional permission12 for my follow-up interviews with selected members of the
project team and have abided by the protocols of the institution in how I identify informants in the
presentation of my findings, also using a numbering system rather than names. The demographic profile
of my project team sample was as follows: a white man in his early thirties who is English-speaking
(Project team 1), a black African man in his late twenties who is bilingual in English and isiZulu with
isiZulu as his first language (Project team 2), a white man in his early fifties who is bilingual in
Afrikaans and English (Project team 3) and a white woman in her late twenties who is English-speaking
(Project team 4). All these interviews were conducted in English.
For my data analysis, I employed a thematic approach to identify emergent and recurring themes. I
should note that the themes that I have identified are not restricted to the questions that participants
asked of the SEA team at the briefings. I have also included comments that were made by participants
at the briefings. After writing out all the concerns and comments that participants raised at the briefings,
I grouped their concerns into various themes and then analysed how the themes speak to the
effectiveness of the SEA consultation process.
1.3.2 Ethical Considerations
I am familiar with the Code of Ethics of the International Sociological Association (ISA) and have
conducted my study in terms of the ISA’s principles. I have endeavoured to ensure that my research
does not harm any participant’s safety, dignity or well-being and that I am not in breach of their rights
(Horn, Graham, Prozesky & Theron 2015:6). My proposal was also submitted to the Departmental
Ethics Screening Committee (DESC) and Research Ethics Committee (REC) of Stellenbosch
University for ethical clearance. Given that I am dealing with issues in the public domain that are not
of a personally sensitive nature, my research can be considered low-risk in relation to participants. I
obtained ‘informed consent’13 from informants selected for my semi-structured interviews and have
ensured that in my data analysis and write-up I have taken appropriate steps to ensure that the privacy
and dignity of participants are respected.
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I have made use of the official racial categories as used by Statistics South Africa. I am however, sensitive to
the usage of such categories as I do not wish to impose any category on a person. The categories are, however,
important as they speak to diversity and representativeness of the SEA briefings and therefore I shall refer to them
in my discussion.
12
See Appendix C- Email correspondence with the SEA Project management team’s manager–Mr Greg Schreiner
13
See Appendix D- The consent form was also translated into Afrikaans but no participant requested this form.
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1.4 Conceptual Framework

In this section I briefly discuss the key concepts that I have drawn on in shaping my study. I begin with
a discussion of Habermas’s (1974) ideas on communicative action and the public sphere and then
consider Nancy Fraser’s (1989) feminist critique of Habermas. Thereafter I discuss the issue of
participatory democracy in South Africa, as the SEA briefings speak to the public’s ability to participate
effectively. Here I have also drawn on James Scott (1998) and Aylett (2010) for insights on why the
SEA process has allowed some members of the public to voice their concerns while others became
excluded.
1.4.1 The public sphere
A key theorist for conceptualising my study has been Jürgen Habermas and his ideas on the ‘public
sphere’ and communicative action, which are based on the idea that “rationality presupposes
communication” (Baert, 1998:143). Habermas also believes that citizens need to engage with matters
of public concern in the public sphere. The term ‘public opinion’ refers to control and criticism that is
levelled by a body of participants at the state (Habermas, 1974:49). According to Habermas (1974:49),
the public sphere is “a realm of our social life in which something approaching public opinion can be
formed [and] access is guaranteed to all citizens”. This quote is central to Habermas’s notion of
“communicative action” (Baert, 1998:143). Habermas (1974:50) also argues that the public sphere has
grown out of the specific conditions of bourgeois society where public discussions about “the exercise
of political power” were not always guaranteed nor even existed. In this regard the SEA public
consultation process can be seen to mirror Habermas’s notion of the public sphere, as it offers a space
where citizens are allowed to express their concerns (public opinion) regarding the development of
shale gas mining.
Baert (1998:147) criticises Habermas and his theory of communicative action as he states it presupposes
that agreement and understanding can be used interchangeably. Habermas believes that in order to agree
with a certain viewpoint, one has to have at least some understanding of it; however, according to Baert
(1998:148), we must not assume that simply because two individuals understand one another, they will
agree on a certain statement. Furthermore, participants are not all equal within the public sphere and
some people are less well-equipped to participate or to communicate successfully than others (Baert,
1998:149). Baert’s criticism of Habermas is relevant for my project as the participants who attended the
SEA public briefings came from various backgrounds; this enabled some participants to speak and to
have a “louder voice” at the briefings while others sat at the back of the hall and only observed.
Nancy Fraser (1989:126) has also argued that Habermas overlooks gendered inequalities amongst
citizens. According to her, Habermas maintains that the citizen is central to the formation of public
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opinion and citizenship hinges on one’s capacity for speech and one’s ability to participate on the same
level as other participants. However, this overlooks gender inequalities which allow men to have
stronger voices or higher credibility within the public sphere. Fraser (1989:126) states that Habermas
connects a person’s ability to speak in public to the ideals of masculinity. She thus applies a feminist
lens to engage critically with understandings of power and social constraint.
According to Fraser (1989:20), social constraint includes the licensing of certain people as authority
figures who are allowed to offer authoritative knowledge and information while excluding other people.
I consider her a key theorist for understanding the gendered inequalities in relation to the role of citizens
in public life, a dynamic which played out at the SEA public briefings where very few women attended
and of those who did, still fewer spoke.
In a recent article, Nancy Fraser (2014:1) adds to Habermas’s concept of the public sphere by stating
that the ‘public’ is seen as the opposite of the ‘private’ and can be defined as an arena where individual
freedom holds jurisdiction and politics, democracy and moral dilemmas are considered. The public
domain therefore becomes the space for equal participation amongst participants. While not rejecting
the idea of the public sphere, Fraser argues that one must not over idealise the ‘public’ as the only or
best space for establishing the common good. This is linked to her feminist understanding of the
importance of what gets seen as the private sphere, which is where women tend to be relegated and to
hold some influence. She therefore criticises Habermas’s idea of rational debate. In addition, Fraser
(2014:1) states that participation within the public sphere must be reflexive and inclusive and, most
importantly, effective with regards to its stated objective.
1.4.2 Participatory Democracy in South Africa
According to the South African Legislative Sector, public participation is a constitutional imperative as
South Africa wishes to move past being simply a representative democracy and instead focus on
becoming an inclusive participatory democracy:
The constitutional obligations are there to ensure a living democracy in terms of the ways in
which citizens perceive they have the political agency to influence law-making…Effective
public participation can improve the capacity of legislatures to fulfil their role to build a
capable, accountable and responsive state that works effectively for its citizens (South African
Legislative Sector, 2013:14).
According to Aylett (2010:100), “representative systems magnify disparities by empowering those with
the resources” such as a higher education, more money and access to time to participate while further
excluding others. A participatory democratic process, in contrast, encourages those that were previously
excluded to have a voice and to voice their concerns (Aylett, 2010; Booysen, 2009).
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Public participation in the South African context is a key concern for my study. According to Aylett
(2010:100), public briefings are “celebrated for creating an environment where participants can gain
the skills, understanding, and organizing capabilities to interact more effectively with the state and to
participate more meaningfully in decision-making processes”. Aylett (2010:100) further states that
political participation is explained to the public as having many benefits, “as better informed policy
makers produce better policy” and also increases the accountability and transparency of government
process and strengthens citizens' rights. Aylett (2010:100) states that it reduces public opposition by
creating “consensus over the direction of development” and facilitating its implementation, and
therefore citizens perceive a greater legitimacy of government policy.
Tsheola, Ramonyai and Segage (2014:393) note that democracy in South Africa should be understood
as involving the “power of the people”. Emphasis must be placed on citizens and their involvement in
the decision-making processes as this is the means whereby citizens exercise power (Tsheola et al.
2014; see also Booysen, 2009). Thus, public participation processes need to be accessible and inclusive,
to secure full participation. However, according to Tsheola et al (2014), in practice citizens from
disadvantaged socio-economic backgrounds are marginalised as they are underrepresented at the
debates and cannot attend the briefings.
Scott (1998:346) states that any large-scale planning exercises, such as a SEA, attempts to simplify its
process by excluding people’s different contexts, so that power can be maintained by the planners of
such exercises. This means that “questions posed within these strict confines can have definitive,
quantitative answers” (Scott, 1998:346). States aim to create standard citizens by emphasising “the
uniformity of customs, viewpoints, and principles of action” and thereby creating a new reality of
“unmarked citizens” (Scott, 1998:32). This speaks to how the planners and experts of participatory
processes have the power to exclude certain groups and regulate the public sphere. The participatory
system therefore attempts to control its citizens in order to prevent rebellion or opposition (Scott,
1998:2). As Scott (1998:94) states, ignorant individuals must either yield to those who create the social
order and possess scientific knowledge or be swept aside. With reference to Scott (1998:94), the
rationale that a planned society is better than an accidental society is profoundly oppressive as it only
exacerbates the dichotomy between those that have scientific knowledge and those who are unaware of
such knowledge, which thereby constrains individuals from participating as citizens.
From my literature review I have identified the potential importance of public consultation as an
exercise in participatory democracy. At the same time, it is important to pay attention to issues of race,
class and gender as major considerations in determining who participates in public debates. Language
and effective communication are also key concerns as participants may not necessarily understand one
another, let alone understand what the experts at public briefings are trying to convey. Furthermore,
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while the state often designs elaborate schemes to improve people’s lives, these same schemes can
become exclusionary tools whereby individuals are marginalised.
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Chapter 2: “[We] just hope whatever concern it is, it will be reflected in the
report”:14 Reflections on the SEA public briefings

In this chapter I reflect on the SEA public briefings that I attended and my interviews with the SEA
project team members and selected participants. I first provide an overview discussion of the SEA
public briefings, noting the attendance and demographic profile of the audience at each briefing. I then
discuss the format of the briefings.

2.1. The SEA public briefings

2.1.1 Overview of briefings
According to the SEA project team (Project team interviews 1-4, October 2016), the three towns where
SEA report-back briefings were held, Graaff-Reinet, Beaufort West and Victoria West, were chosen
because they are the largest towns in the districts potentially affected by shale gas development and
more people would be reached by holding briefings in them.
Table 3 below depicts the SEA schedule of public consultation briefings and provides details of the
composition of the audience at each. As can be seen the largest attendance was at the ‘Round 2’ Beaufort
West briefing in May 2016, followed closely by that in Graaff-Reinet in May 2016. This is not
surprising as the SEA project team engaged with the local municipalities before these Round 2 briefings,
in order to raise the attendance, and notify more stakeholders. While participants were informed about
Round 1 briefings by means of email only, having already registered as stakeholders on the CSIR’s
SEA website, in the Round 2 and 3 briefings the SEA project team sent out SMSs and emails to notify
registered stakeholders of the public briefings. The starting time, 16h00, was also shifted back by one
hour as local people had complained about the earlier briefings (Project team interview 2, 19 October
2016). According to the SEA project team (Project interview 2, 19 October 2016), women were the
ones to complain about the earlier time, as they stated that they had household responsibilities and
therefore it would be very difficult for them to attend the briefings. This points to the gender dynamics
at the briefings as women voiced their concern over being able to participate effectively as they were
constrained by household chores.
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Project team interview 2, 19 October 2016.
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Table 3: Overview of the SEA for Shale Gas Development consultation process:
Date

Location

Venue

Time

Attendance15

Number
of women
in
audience-

Gender &
racial profile
of audience17

16

Round 1
9 Nov

GraaffReinet

uMasizakhe
Community Hall

16:0019:00

±73

No data

No data

10 Nov

Victoria
West

Victoria West
Town Hall

16:0019:00

±25

No data

No data

11 Nov

Beaufort
West

Rustdene
Community Hall

16:0019:00

±56

No data

No data

13 Nov

Cape
Town

Iziko Museum

10:3015:30

±57

No data

No data

Round 2
16 May GraaffReinet

uMasizakhe
Community Hall

17:0020:00

±86

±15 Majority male
women
& black
African

17 May Beaufort
West

Rustdene
Community Hall

17:0020:00

±93

±12 Majority male
women
& black
African

Round 3
18 July

GraaffReinet

uMasizakhe
Community Hall

17:0020:00

±43

±8 women Majority male
& black
African

19 July

Victoria
West

Victoria West
Town Hall

17:0020:00

±37

±9 women Majority male
& white

20 July

Beaufort
West18

Rustdene
Community Hall

17:0020:00

No data

22 July

Cape
Town

Iziko Museum

10:3015:30

±35

No data

No data

±8 women Majority male
& white

Source: CSIR, 2016 and own observations
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Number given by SEA project team (CSIR, 2016); however, attendance fluctuated greatly within briefings as
many people would leave before the briefing ended.
16
My estimate, derived from counting the women in my photographs.
17
My estimate based on photographs which I took at the SEA briefings.
18
The following row does not depict any data. Due to time constraints I could not attend the Beaufort West (20
July) briefing.
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In my interviews with the SEA project team I also discovered that at the original Round 1 briefings in
November 2015 (which I did not attend), the project team was met with hostility at the Graaff-Reinet
and Beaufort West briefings and told to leave. This led to them rescheduling meetings at Graaff-Reinet
and Beaufort West in May 2016, which then became the Round 2 briefings. When I asked a project
team member about the reasons for the hostility, she thought that participants did not distinguish
between the independent SEA process and the information briefings of the shale gas mining companies
themselves, and this was a problem:
So I think they [the people in the Karoo towns] didn’t see the separation between us [the SEA
project team] and them [shale gas mining companies such as Shell and Falcon Oil & Gas],
between the SEA and what they [shale gas mining companies that held their own briefings in
the Karoo] were trying to convey to them (Project team interview 4, 28 October 2016).
She also felt that the SEA team was not equipped for the briefings as they had yet to understand the
dynamics of the Karoo towns. According to another SEA team member, however, the team made more
effort to inform people about the briefings in advance in the follow-up rounds of public briefings,
through a variety of media. This included “a lot more advertising on the radio, flyers in the community
and walking around with loudspeakers in the community saying there’s a briefing tonight” (Project
team interview 3, 25 October 2016).
2.1.2 The format of briefings
Both the Round 2 public briefings that I attended in May 2016 followed the same format.19 Those
attending were required to sign in and received a full colour A4-size booklet with a map depicting the
zones where shale gas development might occur. This booklet, Background Information Document
(BID), also indicated which topics would be covered in the final report of the SEA. The document was
printed only in English.
At the start of the briefing, an independent facilitator (Professor Kotze from the University of
Stellenbosch Business School) would introduce the larger SEA project team and explain why the SEA
process was implemented. He would then introduce representatives of governmental departments and
other organisations. The project co-leader (Professor Scholes of the University of the Witwatersrand)
would then explain who was working on the SEA “First Order Draft” report and what makes a good
SEA assessment. He built his account on three pillars: legitimacy, saliency and credibility. The first
pillar, that of legitimacy, involves having the “right” people, i.e. qualified experts, asking questions, i.e.
asking questions that the community wants to know. The second pillar that of saliency, builds on that
idea: once you have the right people, i.e. scientists, they must not only ask but also answer the right
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questions, on behalf of the community. The third pillar, credibility, requires that the community should
have trust in the scientists’ answers, as they attempt to provide answers in the best possible way.
As a member of the audience I found the idea of the second pillar troubling, as it suggests a dichotomy
between scientists and “the community” and reinforces the idea that not all participants are equal within
the public sphere, an issue I return to in Chapter 3. One participant who attended the Graaff-Reinet SEA
briefings stated that when the SEA report was released:
I didn’t sleep for three weeks to work through the material and to develop commentary on it
and to get input from other specialists … so that the comments we were able to file … would be
meaningful.... the process didn’t really, wasn’t adequate in my view to allow for meaningful
participation by stakeholders (Participant interview 2, 15 November 2016).
This quote illustrates how some community members tried to engage with the SEA report but were not
considered experts themselves. The dichotomy between the SEA team and the town’s people was
further illustrated by one of the SEA project team members who reflected on the value of the SEA
public briefings for the SEA team thus:
It binds you as a team actually, it’s almost like you’re going through a hardship together ‘cos
of this fight you have to go through, to kinda back each other up you know …. It feels like you
[the SEA project team] against the community (Project team interview 4, 28 October 2016).
In his introductory remarks to the briefings, the project co-leader also flagged transparency as an
important consideration. He stated at every briefing that the SEA team would respond to all comments
and either modify their preliminary answers or explain why the SEA team’s answers were correct.
Thereafter he laid out four possible scenarios for shale gas development in the Karoo. These were: 1)
no shale gas development would happen; 2) permission would be granted only for exploration purposes;
3) shale gas would be found during exploration and mining would proceed and lastly, 4) large quantities
of shale gas would be found, and mining and the building of export facilities would proceed.
After the introductory remarks, the project team would allow some 90 minutes for comments from the
audience; people were also told they could write down their comments. All comments would then be
collated and subsequently appeared on the CSIR’s SEA website,20 with responses from the relevant
authors of the SEA report. During the question and answer session, the independent facilitator would
take the microphone to participants who raised their hands or stood up. They would then be allowed to
comment or direct questions to the project team. I noticed that quite a few participants raised concerns
in Afrikaans but would only be answered in English. As previously noted, this is concerning as it speaks
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to the effectiveness of communication at the SEA briefings. Each briefing ended with a vote of thanks
and an announcement of when the next briefing would occur.
When I questioned the project team later around issues of language, they replied that during the first
round of briefings, the comment and registration forms had been in Afrikaans and English but they were
requested to make this available in isiXhosa as well, which they did for the Round 2 briefings. When I
asked a question concerning the effectiveness of communication at the briefings themselves, one of the
SEA team members commented:
I question the level of understanding of the community in terms of what we [he SEA team] are
saying and I don’t know if they actually grasp because it is a scientific process … sometimes
you just have to use scientific [terms], you know.... I just question their ability to understand
what we’re saying sometimes (Project team interview 4, 28 October 2016).
In effect the onus was being put on the community members to understand what the SEA team was
saying. James Scott (1998) has commented on how the state’s use of one official language reinforces
the outsider status of those unable to communicate in it, when he states “a separate language is perhaps
the most effective guarantee that a social world, easily accessible to insiders, will remain opaque to
outsiders” (Scott, 1998:72). His work is significant in the context of the SEA briefings as the language
in which the briefings were conducted was a contested issue amongst participants. As already depicted
in Table 2, the majority of residents in the Karoo towns speak Afrikaans, with a significant minority
speaking isiXhosa, yet the SEA briefings were conducted in English only.
In one of my telephone interviews with a participant, the participant stated that the IPCC methodology
that the project team has used is not well suited as it is, “a scientific intergovernmental study process”
whereas shale gas development in the Karoo is “a political conflict between diametrically opposing
interests within the effected society”. According to the participant this meant that the SEA process would
be an “exclusively scientific” exercise (Participant interview 1, 10 November 2016). The actual
language of the briefings was therefore not the only problem as the scientific language and terminology
of the SEA report also excluded certain participants, even if they spoke the same language as the SEA
project team.

2.2 Round 2 SEA Public Briefings: 16 May- 17 May 2016

In this section `I reflect on the briefings that I attended, beginning with the Round 2 briefings in May
2016 in May 2016 in Graaff-Reinet and Beaufort West.

21

2.2.1 Graaff-Reinet
The first public briefing that I attended was held at Graaff-Reinet on the 16th of May 2016. The briefing
was held in the uMasizakhe community hall in the uMasizakhe Township. From my SEA project team
interviews (Project team interviews 1-4, October 2016); I gathered mixed responses whether this was a
conscious decision or because this was the only venue available. There were approximately 86 people
present and the majority of the audience was black African and male.
One of the participants who attended all the Graaff-Reinet briefings stated that:
As far as stakeholders go, we are more fortunate than many others. We have access to
electronic media, we have some funding where we can get specialist input...we better positioned
than a lot of other people to get involved. Actual involvement of municipalities, provinces,
communities that are directly affected by shale gas development...the opportunity for them to
be informed in a meaningful way and to make a contribution in a meaningful way is very limited
and in the SEA it was almost non-existent...when you go to a community hall in uMasizakhe,
and present what you [the SEA is] about. People [who attend the SEA briefings] don’t have a
clue what you [the SEA team] talking about (Participant interview 2, 15 November 2016).
Another participant who attended the briefing reiterated that:
I think they [the SEA team] needed to prepare people to know what is in the document [SEA
Report]. If they [the CSIR] were tasked to do the SEA then public participation presumably was
on their doorstep… as they were managing the database on which they were registering
interested and affected parties… (Participant interview 3, 10 November 2016).
At the Graaff-Reinet briefing the biggest concerns of participants who spoke related to governance,
economics and the SEA process. Both black African residents and white business men wanted to know
whether South Africa had the correct legislation for shale gas development. Participants also
commented on the government’s ability to enforce legislation and the local municipality’s capacity to
assist. The use of overly scientific language appeared as another major concern, with one white man
standing up and stating that he knew that the findings in the “First Order Draft” report would be highly
technical and wanted the SEA project team to make them more accessible to people. Participants
pleaded with the SEA team to write a report that would explain findings rather than providing a simple
yes or no position regarding shale gas development.
2.2.2 Beaufort West
The Beaufort West briefing was held in the Rustdene community hall. While the briefing started with
only 19 people, at one point it reached a peak with some 70 people in the hall; however, near the end of
the briefing (roughly 20h00) that number had dropped to 32 audience members. The majority of
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participants were black African men who also dominated the question-and-answer session. The only
women to ask questions were two white women in their late fifties and forties who were not from
Beaufort West itself – one was from Prince Albert and the other from Loxton. The woman from Prince
Albert left the briefing early after telling me that it was a waste of her time as nothing new was said at
these briefings that she could not read in the media.
At Beaufort West I sensed a much more politically charged atmosphere, with people in the audience
trying to have the final word. The question-and-answer session was filled with comments from the
audience which were not necessarily directed to the SEA team. One coloured man, speaking in
Afrikaans, commented that people on his level would never get work with the ‘fracking’ companies as
they simply do not have the skills. He stated that the companies would simply come in; buy the land
and people would then have to move. He also complained about how secretive the government is and
they “moet begin vinger trek” [must start doing something] and come and talk to the people.
One of the participants, a white woman in her late forties who I was subsequently able to interview,
stated that she experienced the briefings as politically polarised:
People come to briefings with an agenda to disrupt it .... I find it really difficult to get value out
of these briefings when they get disrupted at that level ... in my opinion at these briefings, there’s
two different camps. People who are questioning what’s happening or are opposed to it and
then there’s a camp … that’s just saying we want this, it’s jobs and we don’t care about anything
else (Participant interview 3, 10 November 2016).
She also described the briefing to me as a waste of time, as she felt that the SEA team had not engaged
with her questions nor provided any real answers: “I find it very difficult to give constructive input [at
the briefings] and be part of that process when in fact you feel like it’s just a platform for people to
disrupt the proceeding actually” (Participant interview 3, 10 November 2016). She was also concerned
that some participants might have been intimidated by this and therefore not participated during the
public briefing.
The SEA project team members also voiced concern over the divisions at the Beaufort West briefings:
the political tensions in Beaufort West were quite tangible…I felt there were powerful kind of
game players...who were advancing a particular agenda…you [The SEA team] need to manage
it in a way that doesn’t…allow for a particular group or particular person becoming
overpowering, over dominating… (Project team interview 1, 18 October 2016).
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A really telling moment at the Beaufort West briefing was when a white woman in her late forties
questioned the SEA team about why they had requested SANBI to run ‘BioBlitz’s’21 if all that data
would not be taken into account in the final report. She then turned to the audience and pleaded with
them to take note that ‘fracking’ would only be around for a short period, would not bring quality jobs
and would leave many people in a far worse condition than before. At this point a black African man
interrupted her and stated that the people who are hungry were not at this briefing and he felt that the
majority should decide, so that the community can start moving on with ‘fracking’. Another elderly
black African man stood up and silenced the white woman, stating that the scientists have food in their
bellies but the people are hungry: “We as a community want it [shale gas development]”. He also
wanted a guarantee from the government that the people of Beaufort West would be given preferences
for jobs because “we [Beaufort West] stand first in line for pollution [should shale gas mining
develop]”.
The biggest concern here was how many jobs shale gas development would bring and whether those
job opportunities would be offered to the Beaufort West community first ahead of outsiders. In this
respect, the Beaufort West briefing differed quite substantially from the other public briefings. Some of
the audience members wanted shale gas development but wanted to ensure that local people would
benefit: shale gas development should better the circumstances in Beaufort West and the beneficiaries
should be people who are from Beaufort West.
The language of the briefings was also a concern. A black African man in his early forties stated, in
Afrikaans, how disappointed he was with how the public briefings were being conducted as the briefings
were only held in English but people in the area speak either Afrikaans or isiXhosa. The project coleader did not answer the man directly with regards to his comment on language. Shortly thereafter a
coloured man who appeared to be in his late 20s or 30s wanted to hear how the SEA project team was
going to communicate their findings to people on the ground, to “Afrikaansemense” [Afrikaans people].
The project co-leader’s response was that “We [the SEA project team] apply language for people to
understand” but it should also be the priority of the people who attended the briefings to tell others
about the SEA findings “in [an] easier language”.
Other comments that the audience made included concerns about municipalities’ capacity to control the
influx of people/foreigners, uranium as a bigger threat, the possible destruction of San heritage sites
due to shale gas development, the outdated design of public briefings, the balance of power (between
government and mining companies) and the public representation at the briefings. Participants were
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A Bioblitz, also known as the Karoo BioGaps Project, refers to an event where scientists, volunteers and
naturalists conduct in-depth field research in order to identify as many species within a specific area as possible.
The Karoo BioGaps Project was launched in April 2016 at Matjiesfontein in the Western Cape. It is funded by
the Department of Science & Technology and was developed to aid in decision-making processes regarding
biodiversity in the Karoo (SANBI, 2016).
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also upset that many questions were asked but the SEA project team would not respond to all of them,
but told audience members to wait for the “First Order Draft” report to be released.
The following table, Table 4, provides a comparison between the concerns that were raised at the
Graaff-Reinet and Beaufort West briefings. As indicated, Graaff-Reinet was primarily concerned with
governance and the effectiveness of the SEA process while participants at the Beaufort West briefing
were concerned with economics (which includes job creation and skills development) and uranium
mining as a bigger threat than shale gas exploration.
Table 4: Concerns raised by participants at the Graaff-Reinet and Beaufort West SEA public briefingMay 2016

Source: CSIR, 2016 and own observations
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2.3 Round 3 SEA Public Briefings: 17 July – 18 July 2016

Round 3 of the SEA public briefings ran from the 17th of July till the 22nd of July 2016. This round was
designed to brief already registered stakeholders on the SEA “First Order Draft” report22. This Report
was released to registered stakeholders on the 15th of June 2016, at which time the deadline for
comments from the public was also set as the 15th of July 2016. Participants at the July briefings were
quick to point out that since the comment period had already closed by the time of the briefing, they did
not see the point of the session. The deadline for comments was eventually extended to the 22nd of July
2016.
One of the participants who attended the SEA briefings noted his experience of the round 3 briefings as
follows:
You sit with 2000 pages of high-level SEA, written by top experts and they give you 30 days ...
to formulate a response. [When commenting] You can’t just say ... this is rubbish. They will
just ignore that. When you comment, you gotta comment meaningfully and you gotta give a
source, a reference to what you say ... It’s extremely difficult and you do it at a time when
basically their [the SEA team’s] work is complete (Participant interview 2, 15 November 2016).
This criticism was reiterated by another of my interviewees who stated that the public participation
process suffered from “poor planning, poor communication and poor implementation” (Participant
interview 1, 10 November 2016).
2.3.1 Graaff-Reinet
The second Graaff-Reinet briefing that I attended was rather disappointing as very few people attended
the briefing and even fewer asked questions. However, there were quite a few differences in the way
the briefing was conducted compared to Round 2. This time the chairs were arranged in a semi-circle,
which allowed more people to sit quite close to the projection screen, and the sound equipment was
better – both innovations due to the community members who were responsible for renting out the hall,
not the SEA project team (Project team interview 2, 19 October 2016). At this briefing, attendees were
handed a summary of the PowerPoint slides that were presented during the briefing23.
The mayor of Graaff-Reinet also attended the briefing. What was interesting was her emphasis on how
much the people of Graaff-Reinet were looking forward to shale gas development. This was not
something I had heard at the previous briefing in Graaff-Reinet and resonated much more with what I

Registered stakeholders were notified by email and SMS that the “First Order Draft” of the SEA report had
been released and was available to download on the following website: www.seasgd.csir.co.za
23
See Appendix F
22
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had heard at the Beaufort West briefing. After the introductions, the project co-leader again explained
the four scenarios.
The project co-leader explained that renewable energy, such as wind and solar power, is an intermediate
form of energy and that shale gas would be the answer to fill that hole. I found this to be an interesting
remark as it indicated that shale gas mining would go ahead. As previously noted, the SEA mission
statement was framed in a manner that “it does not presume that shale gas development will occur”
(Scholes & Lochner, 2015:1). The effectiveness of the SEA consultation process should therefore be
questioned, as the process seems to be based on the presumption shale gas will develop regardless of
the consultation process.
During the question-and-answer session, a white man thanked the SEA team for their presentation but
insisted that the chapter on “sense of place” in the “First Order Draft” report was insufficient. The
project co-leader responded that there is no one sense of place, making it very difficult to study, although
we could all agree that the Karoo is a dry area. A young black African man wanted to know if there
were any schemes in place to teach people skills so that they could work for ‘fracking’ companies. The
response to that was that South Africa would get a fair amount of warning before shale gas mining
would start and could start building people’s skills then. Other concerns centred on institutional capacity
for monitoring and the impact of shale gas mining on water resources, tourism and local municipalities’
role should shale gas development proceed.
2.3.2 Victoria West
The Victoria West SEA briefing was held on the 19th of July 2016 in the Victoria West Community
hall. The briefing was scheduled to begin at five p.m. yet when I arrived just before this time a blood
donation clinic run by the South African National Blood Services was still underway. The atmosphere
was lively as the attendees chatted away with the nurses. By 17h23, the chairs had been packed out for
the briefing and most of those attending were seated. The briefing was attended by predominantly white
men; however, quite a few white women spoke at the briefing, which differed from previous briefings.
As I was profiling the audience, I heard whispers amongst them and one of the farmers made a weak
joke about the Blood Services and the briefing taking place at the same time, in the same venue. In
Afrikaans, he joked, “Oh lyk my vanaand gaan die bloedvloei” [Oh it seems like blood will be spilt
tonight] and those surrounding him chuckled. I sensed a different type of atmosphere at this briefing
compared the other briefings I had attended. It was as if most people there knew each other and they
were all good friends. There was a definite sense of community among the white participants; as each
farmer stepped into the hall he was either greeted by handshake or motioned to join others who were
already seated. Some participants also mocked the SEA team and their answers under their breath,
provoking chuckles among the audience. I often found it difficult not to laugh with them myself as some
comments were quite witty.
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This briefing opened with a prayer in Afrikaans. The man who opened with prayer then pleaded with
the SEA team to speak as much Afrikaans as possible as Victoria West was an Afrikaans-speaking
community. The SEA team immediately apologised in English, stating that the briefing would not be
in Afrikaans but they would keep the English words simple. It did, however, not take long before the
project co-leader was talking about “stimulating” holes for water, “polyethylene” and the
“fragmentation of habitats”. Concern over appropriate language was a recurring theme throughout the
SEA consultation process and is discussed more fully in chapter three.
Quite a few white participants referred to a documentary that they had watched and raised their concerns
to the SEA project team with reference to some of the statements made in the film. The documentary,
titled “Unearthed”, explores how a young South African white woman tries to educate herself around
the damages of shale gas development in the United States of America. During the briefing, two more
people referred to the movie and I assume that they had watched it as a matter of interest and in order
to better understand what shale gas mining is. This will be discussed in more depth in my third chapter.
What really was telling about the audience’s attitude was when the project co-leader spoke about the
amount of hazardous waste that shale gas development would generate. According to the project coleader, the waste would have to be dealt with properly and the responsibility for the waste would fall
on the municipalities. A white woman muttered “So you will dump it”. Another white woman raised her
concerns regarding the radioactivity of the waste. The project co-leader replied that it is “not bad” as it
is only present in very low levels. This trend continued throughout the night, of the project co-leader
simply providing short answers to some very serious questions.
The following table, Table 5, provides a comparison between the concerns that were raised at the
Graaff-Reinet and Victoria West briefings. As indicated, Graaff-Reinet was once again primarily
concerned with governance while also showing a concern for tourism and how it would be impacted by
shale gas development. Participants at the Victoria West briefing were concerned with tourism as well
but concerns were also raised regarding waste removal and water contamination.
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Table 5: Concerns raised by participants at the Graaff-Reinet and Victoria West SEA public briefingJuly 2016
Concerns raised:24

No. of times at
Graaff-Reinet

No. of times at
Victoria West

Governance

2

1

Tourism

2

2

Waste

1

2

Water

1

2

Agriculture

0

1

Human Health

0

1

Economics

0

1

Terrestrial Biodiversity

0

1

Social Fabric

0

2

Energy

0

1

Total

6

14

Source: CSIR, 2016 and own observations
2.3.3 Cape Town: Registered stakeholder workshop
As stated previously, the Cape Town SEA briefing was termed a ‘workshop’ by the SEA project team,
for which participants had to register in advance. It was held in a lecture theatre in the Iziko Museum
in Cape Town.
The workshop targeted a different audience and had a different set of objectives from the public
briefings in the affected towns. The audience were described to me as people who were actively engaged
in fields that relate to shale gas development, such as hydrology, environmental science and agriculture.
It included representative members from Shell South Africa, SanParks, Treasure the Karoo Action
Group, SANBI, SAOGA, Agri SA and Mateus Petroleum LLC25 (CSIR, 2016).
As these people were experts in related fields, the project team presentations could be more detailed
and questions from the audience were expected to be more scientifically informed. The project team
members I interviewed experienced the Cape Town workshop as “more relaxed” compared to the Karoo
town briefings: “People [at the Cape Town workshop] sort of look at the whole scope of your report
[the SEA draft report]. Whereas in the other towns you’d know that these three towns would focus on
24

Each participant’s comment can be viewed on the following website: http://seasgd.csir.co.za/wpcontent/uploads/2016/10/Outreach-Notes_July-2016.pdf; the concerns are clustered by the SEA project team.
25
Mateus Petroleum Consultants LLC- based in Houston Texas, United States of America
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certain topics” (Project team interview 2, 19 October 2016). According to this project team member,
the workshop would also not focus on “the social aspects”:
It wasn’t the community [referring to the Karoo towns] that was there [at the registered
stakeholder workshop]. It was people from the industry, professional people, scholars, people
from government … so it was people who are sort of in the know, sort of informed in terms of
the process.
From my perspective, the workshop was far removed from the Karoo briefings. Participants were
dressed in smart casualwear and many sat with their laptops, busy typing, during it. The workshop was
attended by roughly 33 people of whom the majority were men; however, the proportion of women was
higher than at the other SEA briefings.
The presentation of the workshop remained the same as earlier briefings but the questions and concerns
that participants raised were more technical, with some focused on the minutest detail in the First Order
Draft report. This briefing was thus less an exercise in public consultation than an engagement among
experts. I myself sometimes struggled to follow the discussion as I did not have enough expert
knowledge to engage with the issues. Questions focused on fugitive emissions of gas, mining and
agricultural legislation, nitrogen deposition, the impact that shale gas development would have on
domestic animals, radio activity and contamination of merino sheep wool, how long a shale gas mining
license would be for, air quality and greenhouse gas emissions. Many participants used acronyms for
legislation and organisations with which I was not familiar, such as CARA (Conservation of
Agricultural Resources Act), SALA (Subdivision of Agricultural Land Act), SPUMA (Spatial Planning
and Land Use Management Act), NEMA26 and CANSA (Cancer Association of South Africa). This
was confusing to me as a participant and highlighted the issue of language usage at the SEA briefings
as a matter of concern in terms of the effectiveness of communication with the public.

26

National Environmental Management Act
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Chapter 3: Discussion and Conclusion

My project set out to explore the purpose of the SEA consultation process according to both the project
team and members of the public, and how effective the public briefings were in realising this. I also
wanted to know who participated at the public briefings and what concerns were raised at the briefings
and by whom.
The purpose of the SEA is described quite simply as to inform future decision-making processes while
the purpose of the consultation process is to inform the public of the SEA process. The South African
Legislative Sector (2013:25) emphasises public consultation as a “two-way communication and
collaborative problem solving mechanism” in which, given South Africa’s diverse society, special
attention must be attributed to context. The ‘public’ is inclusive and therefore people with disabilities,
the youth, those living in poverty, those that lack resources and women must all be able to participate
(South African Legislative Sector, 2013:25). What is also interesting to note is that the notion of best
practice regarding public participation is described as including “innovative modes of public education
and media campaigns … a good process must balance the interest of competing groups and
communities”. Public participation as stated by the South African Legislative Sector (2013) therefore
emphasises educating and not merely informing the public.
In this concluding chapter I first discuss the concerns that were raised by the participants and the SEA
project team who attended the SEA briefings. I have identified three overarching themes with regard to
the effectiveness of the SEA briefings as public consultation processes: 1) language as a tool of
exclusion, 2) the role of scientific experts and 3) the representativeness of SEA consultation process. I
then conclude by discussing the effectiveness of the SEA consultation process in relation to these
overarching themes.

3.1 Overarching themes

3.1.1 Language as a tool of exclusion
Both the SEA project team and the participants who attended the SEA briefings raised language as an
important issue as it allows some participants to participate in the discussion while excluding others.
This constrains the effectiveness of the consultation process as it shifts the focus away from a discussion
between participants and the SEA project team, towards reducing the participants to mere listeners.
Here there were two very different concerns.
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The first concern was that the briefings were not conducted in the dominant language of the community,
which was Afrikaans, even though project team members at the briefings understood Afrikaans. One of
the members of the SEA project team commented on how some of the participants would come and
speak to him after the briefings and question the language which the SEA team used to communicate:
They will tell me personally, how do you guys [the SEA team] expect us [the community] to
come and give a contribution if we can’t even read this thing [the SEA handout] ... People [at
the briefings] wouldn’t really raise it [that they could not understand the presentations or the
handouts] ... I’m assuming they are a bit shy to reveal that they are illiterate or something
(Project team interview 2, 19 October 2016).
Scott (1998:72) notes that language is an effective tool which privileges all the people who have
mastered the official language whilst devaluing local knowledges. According to Scott (1998:72),
official languages represent “gigantic shift[s] in power” as those who lack competence in, for example
in the context of the SEA briefings, English, are marginalised and become mute. Whether consciously
or not, the SEA public briefing used language, in this case English, as a tool of marginalisation. By
presenting the SEA briefings in English, the SEA team excluded a large portion of the general public.
The second aspect around language relates to participants’ concern that the SEA report would be too
scientific and the general public would not be able to understand it. It became evident during the
briefings and in my discussion with the SEA project team that they were aware that not every person
who attended the briefing would understand what was being said. However, from their perspective, the
SEA report was necessarily a scientific document that would be really difficult to translate into layman’s
terms. Here technical language became a further tool of exclusion as the general public was not able to
understand the report. This resonates with Baert’s (1998) criticism of Habermas, inasmuch as the SEA
team presupposed that reading the SEA report could be conflated with understanding it, in much the
same way as Habermas presupposes that understanding and agreeing are synonymous.
This raises an important question: for who were these briefings intended then? If the SEA team could
or would not translate the report into layman’s terms and the general public could not understand the
handouts or the presentations, what was their purpose? According to Scott (1998:346), in large scale
development planning the state wants to treat members of the public as ‘unmarked citizens’ so that they
can be measured in standardised units as this makes it easier to plan. As ‘unmarked citizens’, subjects’
gender identity, distinctive personalities, history and opinions can be taken out of the equation in order
to simplify the planning process. When planning the SEA consultation process, it was easier to plan for
‘unmarked citizens’, as treating the public as individuals with different realities and knowledge sets
would make the process too complex.
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There was, an additional important theme which was raised at the SEA briefings which also refers to
language, albeit not directly. During most of the May 2016 briefings, participants were concerned about
who the beneficiaries of shale gas development would be, and if local municipalities could enforce
legislation and cope with the conditions. There was also a definite mistrust in the South African
government, exemplified by a young black African man who approached me after the Graaff-Reinet
May 2016 briefing and stated that whether shale gas development is good or bad, the government would
say yes to shale gas development simply because they wanted to say yes. He believed that the positive
and negative effects of shale gas development did not matter as the government would not bother
reading the Report; so, while the Report is a good idea, no government officials would read it. During
the SEA briefings, participants pleaded with the SEA project team to translate the SEA report findings
into terms that would be intelligible to government. They voiced concern about the capacity of the
government to understand the report and therefore encouraged the SEA team to translate the report for
government.
3.1.2 The role of scientific experts
The second theme that emerges from my research is that members of the public are expected to play a
passive role in the SEA, as they may only ask but not answer questions. Only scientists may answer.
This refers to Fraser’s critique of the idea of the public sphere, as the scientists have already claimed
the public domain as the professionals who may ask and are allowed to answer questions. The
community in reality plays but a subsidiary role at the briefings. All the participants whom I interviewed
stated that the community was not provided with the necessary means to communicate effectively, as
they should have been (Participant interviews 1-4, November 2016). The SEA project team, on the other
hand, voiced their opinions that the SEA briefings could have been improved by explaining what shale
gas development is by means of a short animation clip, by organising more briefings within the Karoo,
by having the government departments more involved and therefore able to answer participants
concerns regarding municipalities and by extending the consultation process into the policy making
phase (Project team interviews 2-4, October 2016).
Aylett’s (2010:103) concerns that participatory institutions “can exacerbate inequalities rather than
break them down” are relevant here. What was startling was that I could see how the line between the
two groups was drawn at the SEA briefings, pitting scientists and community members against one
another, and how the two groups were just pulling further away from each other as the process unfolded.
Scientists, whether for or against shale gas development, would be put into boxes by community
members as those who could not understand the hunger of a person living in poverty. The othering of
scientists by community members was most evident at the May 2016 briefing in Beaufort West where
white scientists, regardless of gender, were told to be quiet and not to dominate the SEA briefing as
community members wanted to hear what benefits shale gas development might bring. Some
community members explained that they understood the negative impacts that shale gas development
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would have on the Karoo but were too desperate to care as unemployment was high in the town and
people are struggling to survive. It is quite ironic that this narrative was frequently voiced by participants
at the Beaufort West briefing and yet, as shown in Table 1, the Beaufort West municipality has the
lowest unemployment rate of the three municipalities (at a still very high 25.5%).
An interesting point that was raised by one of the participants concerned the political tension and
atmosphere at the Beaufort West briefing. Drawing on my participant interviews, some white
participants felt that the political atmosphere at briefings created tensions and polarised the meetings.
These participants felt threatened by intimidation within the public space, which speaks to their own
right to voice their opinions at the briefings; my interviewees thought that what was needed was
education, which would also form a benchmark whereby the general public could at least all be “on the
same page” with regards to what shale gas development is and what the potential trade-offs might be.
For me it was interesting to observe how apparently ‘powerless’ people could use the space to voice
opinions and claim status in relation to other members of the audience. Individuals who were otherwise
marginalised at the SEA briefings due to race and language were becoming the enforcers of the
polarisation at Beaufort West. The SEA public briefings were therefore not only about informing
participants. According to Aylett, (2010:103), “participation is a conflictual... [and] violent process
whereby the less powerful must struggle for increased control over their lives”. While for the SEA team,
this is not necessarily a bad thing, it still indicates that Habermas’s idea of the public sphere, as a space
of free and uncoerced debate, is far from the reality.
The SEA public briefings brought together a wide range of participants, each with his or her own
agenda. The dynamics separating the experts and the community straddled issues of class, race and
possibly gender in complex ways. The nature of the audience and their concerns varied noticeably at
the various briefings that I attended. In Graaff-Reinet (16 May 2016), the predominantly black African
and white members of the audience mostly comprised researchers, towns people and people within
governmental departments who were concerned about the willingness of the government to enforce
regulations on shale gas mining companies. In Beaufort West (17 May 2016) the audience was
predominantly black African towns people who were generally not opposed to shale gas development
in principle, as they were more concerned with job creation. In Victoria West (19 July 2016), white
farmers predominated and they were most concerned with the impacts of shale gas development on
their farms. At the same time, participants across the three towns made their mistrust of the government
known, while also commenting negatively on the utility of a SEA process if the client in the process
was the South African government.
The participants emphasised how short the comment period was and how impractical it was to expect
people to comment sufficiently on the whole SEA report in just 30 days (Participant Interview 1& 2,
November 2016). This raises others concern as to what the idea regarding the comments is? The SEA
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team has stated that they have to respond to every single comment and take all comments into
consideration, but what about the step before commenting? What about who can meaningfully comment
on the entire document? Should stakeholders only read and comment on those sections on which they
are knowledgeable? Do all the chapters not overlap and influence the community? As participant 1
stated that IPCC methodology would restrict the public to mere listeners at the briefings as the IPCC
methodology emphasises a lead-author methodology and therefore the report chapters would not be
immersed in public opinion (Participant interview 1, 10 November 2016). The participant therefore
views the SEA team as merely experts who are trying to convey a message instead of educating the
public and even commenting on the chapter was not really open to the general public.
Participants and even the SEA project team mentioned to me that they had not read the entire SEA
report. This is not surprising as my participants highlighted the fact that you had to be an expert on
almost every chapter and field in order to understand what is being said in the SEA report. I therefore
wonder if it would not have benefitted the community to have a separate SEA document which
described the SEA findings in a much simpler manner. While this would have taken longer to do, one
could argue that it would be consistent with the SEA mandate as the SEA strives to inform the decisionmaking process. Part of the stated objective of the SEA is for the SEA report to undergo an “extensive,
transparent review process by both experts and stakeholders” (Scholes & Lochner, 2015:2), yet how
can one review the SEA report if one does not understand nor engage fully with it?
One of the participants who attended the Graaff-Reinet briefings reflected that “People [consultants
that run consultation processes] say to you ... but how many times must they consult with us [the
community] and the answer to that is simple, it’s not how many times, it’s how...how meaningful is the
consultation” (Participant interview 2, 15 November 2016). While the SEA team and others have argued
that the sphere for participation has been created, it is not enough simply to create a public space, as the
quote above indicates. Fraser (1990:57) states that the public sphere is merely a conceptual resource
which, according to Habermas, aids in overcoming certain issues by providing a space where the
medium of talk is most central. If talk is central to the public sphere, I would argue, based on my
research, that engaging meaningfully in the public participation process is not as simple as talking
(Participant Interviews 1-4, November 2016). This links with the ideas of democracy put forward by
Tsheola et al (2014), that participants must be involved in actual decision-making.
Another important aspect was that some individuals at the public briefings had the means to educate
themselves about issues beforehand, in order to participate more effectively at the briefings. This was
evident in all three Karoo towns, with some individuals trying to empower themselves in order to stand
on the same footing as the SEA project team, not in a confrontational way but as equals who could
debate on the same level. At Graaff-Reinet, for instance, a participant stated that he had not slept for
three weeks before the briefing as he had been trying to read the entire SEA report. The participant
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further stated he was fortunate enough to have the financial assistance in order to visit experts who
could help him understand the Report so that he could engage critically with it at the briefings. Another
participant at the Beaufort West briefing stated that:
I do not believe the public participation process is happening because people are not being
reached, people are getting to the briefings uninformed and so...to me there was no real point
to the briefing because those of us with electronic access to the data did homework and those
who didn’t, just sort of heard about a briefing and pitched up...the value of the briefing to me
was minimal (Participant interview 3, 10 November 2016).
At Victoria West, participants had also watched Unearthed (2014), a documentary film on shale gas
development, in an attempt to understand the process better. Participants who had access to the internet
and electronic data had the opportunity to better their understanding of shale gas development and
thereby prepare questions in advance. However, participants also stated that if they had access to such
information, then the public briefings became ‘a waste of time’.
The experts running the consultation process thus have a difficult task: it must be informative and
educational to participants who do not have access to prior information yet also be geared towards
answering the questions from individuals who do have access to the internet and, who have taken the
time to research and formulate challenging questions.
3.1.3 The representativeness of SEA consultation process
The representativeness of the community at the briefings was also a main concern for participants and
is the third theme which I have drawn on. It ties in with whether or not the SEA consultation briefings
are effective and whether or not the briefings represented the community’s standpoint. It is worrying
that the SEA team conducted the briefings in English as Afrikaans was clearly the most widely spoken
language in all three towns (as shown in Table 2). Furthermore, as shown in Table 1, a very high
percentage of community members do not have access to the internet, yet the SEA team initially
organised the public briefings by emailing stakeholders. People who could not access the internet would
therefore not be captured by the SEA project team as audience members. According to the 2011 census
data from Statistics South Africa, the briefings were not representative of the towns in which they were
conducted.
Aylett’s (2010) understanding of participatory democracy as giving people voice to inform decisionmaking was therefore, not reached at the SEA briefings. My study suggests that while participants
displayed a degree of trust in the credibility of the SEA process they remained unconvinced about the
larger processes and believed that the South African government would not consider the SEA report in
full. Regarding public participation, some participants who attended the SEA briefings at least would
argue that the briefings created greater divisions within local communities. The marked division
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between scientists and the general public was, therefore, not the only division at the briefings as
community members fought for their different standpoints.
It will be interesting to see, should shale gas development come to the Karoo, how these different
communities react and if the people at the briefings really did represent the views of their broader
communities. I am curious to see if those who advocated for shale gas mining will continue with their
arguments for this development, in order for job creation to occur, or if their arguments will become
silenced by those who are advocating against shale gas development.

3.2 Conclusion: the effectiveness of the SEA consultation process

This research project set out to examine how effective the SEA briefings on shale gas development
were in terms of their stated objectives but also in relation to the concern with participatory democracy
as a constitutional ideal in South Africa. Here Habermas’s idea of the public sphere, where debate is
free and uncoerced, is important for articulating an ideal to which we should strive, as it emphasises the
importance of informed engagement that feeds into actual decision making in the public interest. The
SEA briefings have unfortunately highlighted just how far from Habermas’s ideal the process of public
consultation has been, and confirmed the relevance of the criticisms of Habermas, most notably in terms
of the various participants being ill equipped to participate at the briefings due to various inequalities.
What emerges clearly from my study is that participants and the SEA project team had two very
different expectations of the briefings and the process of consultation was not a satisfactory one for all
concerned. Participants wanted to engage meaningfully with the project team. While the SEA
consultation process provided important information for local residents on shale gas mining,
participants at the briefings had other issues that they wanted to discuss, which they considered
important, including high levels of unemployment in their communities, low levels of schooling and
skills development, environmental concerns, lack of trust in the government, fears around the negative
impact of developments on the social fabric of Karoo towns and the divide between the general public
and experts in the field.
Participation at the briefings was poor as very few people asked questions and often it was the same
people asking multiple questions. The great majority of participants that attended the briefings did not
raise any concerns or make comments, but without further research on this group, one can only speculate
about their motives for attending. Participants might not have been able to comment as they did not
know much if anything about the SEA process or shale gas development and therefore could not voice
concerns. Participants might also have felt marginalised in the space of the briefings, and unable to
engage with the “experts” as they did not have the expertise to do so. I certainly felt that the use of a
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question-and-answer session for the Round 2 briefings (in May 2016) did not work well as participants
had many questions at that stage but were often told to wait for the SEA “First Order Draft” report, as
their questions would be answered in there. While participants could still comment at the briefings,
what was the purpose of the session if they could not ask the questions important to them nor receive
answers? The South African Legislative Sector (2013:16) states that the founding values of South
Africa, as stated in the Constitution, is of a democratic society whereby the values of openness,
accountability and responsiveness are ensured in all legislative processes.
This highlights how the public and the project team had two very different expectations of the briefings.
One can speculate that the project team did not expect or prepare for the type of questions asked, as the
Round 2 briefings were copies of the original Round 1 briefings which were intended to inform
participants of the SEA process. Thus, the question, “What is shale gas development?”, was notably
absent from the consultation process. Participants could voice their concerns regarding the process but
not necessarily regarding shale gas development itself. It is telling that even the project team doubted
that their audiences had an informed understanding of shale gas development after the briefings. In this
respect the SEA process failed in its objectives of to inform the public. The need for ‘two-way’
communication emphasised by the South African Legislative Sector was disregarded as the team felt it
needed to simplify the process.
Social inequalities on the basis of race and gender also limited the effectiveness of the SEA as a
consultation processes as the ‘public’ that it reached through the various briefings was not representative
of the three Karoo towns. With reference to Table 2, attendances at the briefings were clearly
unrepresentative of the local demographics. As shown in Table 2, most residents of Graaff-Reinet,
Beaufort West and Victoria West are coloured but this group was generally under-represented at the
briefings and the full range of voices in these communities was not heard. The voices of women in
particular were noticeably absent throughout the consultation process. This raises a concern: for whom
were these briefings intended then, if the audience that was present was not representative of the Karoo
towns? According to Crenshaw (1991:1242), injustice is inflicted when one tends to forget or ignore
the differences within a group of people, as this will only exacerbate the tensions among them.
The simplification of the process referred to above occurred through the use of the IPCC methodology
and English as the official language. The handouts, PowerPoint slides and Background Information
Document which were provided at the SEA public briefings they were only in English. It remained a
top-down process which could not be inclusive, as participants did not have the necessary expertise to
participate and communicate effectively with the project team. It was only during the Cape Town
stakeholder workshop (22nd of July) that participants noticed that the handouts differed from the actual
presentation that was shown, as the PowerPoint presentation was more detailed. It is concerning that
participants at the three Karoo town briefings did not notice the difference. The SEA project team stated
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that they wanted to present their findings to the public, yet if all the findings were not on the slides how
would the audience be fully informed? Could the use of slides not play an important role by helping
audience members educate others who were not at the briefings about the SEA Report? If effective
communication is a serious objective, should there not also have been a process of prior public education
so that the public could not only comment on but contribute meaningfully to the consultation process?
The SEA process could be seen as a step towards participatory democracy because it created a space
for the discussion of key issues. It provided a forum for local residents who might not otherwise have
engaged with each other to come together – although this was unevenly the case. The SEA report was
also acknowledged by both ordinary community members and academics as synthesising in one
volume, in a short period of time, an enormous amount of information on social, economic and
environmental conditions. It can be anticipated that the final SEA Report will play a useful role, one
that also goes beyond the debate on shale gas mining, inasmuch as it could inform decision-making in
relation to other types of developments in the Karoo, including tourism, renewable energy and other
types of mining.
However, what we see from the SEA process is that the public sphere espoused by Habermas cannot be
reached so long as members of the public are not on an equal footing with each other because of
inequalities in terms of class, race, gender and education. While the purpose of the SEA process is
morally legitimate, its contribution to public debate is limited as individuals cannot voice their concerns
as they are not sufficiently ‘skilled’ to do so, nor empowered to participate in briefings. Simply creating
a space for debate is not enough to secure full participation in the briefings, or engagement with the
material in the report. Nor does it build the skills of members of the public in affected communities to
comprehend fully the potential impacts of shale gas development.
However, the SEA process around shale gas development points to how effective a SEA could be as a
community engagement exercise, given a consultation process which both informs the public and
provides the necessary tools, knowledges and space for effective participation.
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Appendix B.1

Semi-structured interview schedule for SEA project team
Date:
Identification:
These interviews will cover the following topics:
1. Basic Background information:
• Age
• Gender
• Race
• Education
• Home language
• Occupation
• Residence
• Organisation
• Role in SEA project team
2. Formalities of the SEA public briefings:
Topics to be covered include:
• What is the SEA briefings purpose?
• How the SEA briefings were advertised
• How they decided on the location/venue for such briefings
• How was the project team assembled?
• What are the roles of the team members
3. Views on the SEA public briefings:
Topics to be covered include:
• Expectations of the briefing(s) beforehand
• Impressions and experiences of the actual briefing(s)
• Views on effectiveness of communication from the SEA
• Views on outstanding issues not deal with at the briefing(s)
• Views on specific briefings
• Reflection on overall SEA briefing process
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Appendix B.2

Semi-structured interview schedule for SEA briefing participants
Date:
Participant identification:
These interviews will cover the following topics:
1. Basic Background information:
• Age
• Gender
• Race
• Education
• Home language
• Occupation
• Residence
2. Attendance at the SEA public briefings:
Topics to be covered include:
• SEA public briefings attended
• How the participant knew about the SEA briefings
• Reasons for attending the SEA public briefing
3. Views on the SEA public briefings:
Topics to be covered include:
• Expectations of the briefing(s) beforehand
• Importance and purpose of the briefing(s)
• Impressions and experiences of the actual briefing(s)
• Questions posed and views on how they were received
• Views on effectiveness of communication from the SEA
• Views on outstanding issues not deal with at the briefing(s)
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Appendix C

Institutional Permission from the CSIR- email correspondence: 13 October
2016
Dear Mr Greg Schreiner
My name is Stephanie Borchardt. I am currently enrolled at Stellenbosch University in an
Honours programme in the Department of Sociology and Social Anthropology. My supervisor
is Prof Cherryl Walker who can be contacted at cjwalker@sun.ac.za should you have any
queries you would like to direct to her.
My research project focuses on the Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA) for Shale Gas
Development in the Karoo. I am interested in the consultation process of the SEA as a
communicative strategy which reports and informs stakeholders of the potential scenarios for
shale gas development. I have already attended 5 of the SEA public briefings at Graaff-Reinet,
Beaufort West, Cape Town and Victoria West.
As part of my research, I would like to include interviews with the SEA project team as they
have experienced the briefings first hand and would be able to provide valuable insight on the
consultation process. My project has been approved by the (Humanities) Research Ethics
Committee of Stellenbosch University and all interviews will be conducted in accordance with
the principles of informed consent. We are also encouraged to ensure that institutional
permission is forthcoming in situations where we wish to interview individuals in public
positions, which is why I am writing to you.
As part of my project I would like to interview yourself, Professor Bob Scholes and Mr
AndileDludla at your earliest convenience but preferably within the next month, in order to
meet the submission deadlines for my research project. Please could you advise me whether
this will be in order or how I should proceed to secure the necessary approval?
I look forward to hearing from you.
Kind Regards
Stephanie Borchardt
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Response: Thursday, 13 October 2016
Hi Stephanie

I work at the CSIR offices in Stellenbosch. You can come meet me on Monday 17 or Tuesday
18 Oct (before 13:00). Let me know what suits you.

My suggestion is that you conduct interviews with me, LuanitaSnyman-Van der Walt,
AndileDludla and Megan de Jager. All of us have been deeply involved in the SEA public
outreach process and work out of the Stellenbosch which will give you easy accessibility to us
an within the timeframes of your deadline.

You can contact my colleagues at:
LSvdW: LvdWalt1@csir.co.za
AD: ADludla1@csir.co.za
MdJ: MdJager@csir.co.za

Good luck with your project.

Kind regards,
Greg
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Appendix D

CONSENT FORM AGREEING TO PARTICIPATE IN A RESEARCH PROJECT
Good day. My name is Stephanie Borchardt. I am an Honours student in the Department of
Sociology and Social Anthropology, Stellenbosch University, South Africa. I am asking you
to participate in a research study which will contribute to my Honours degree. The aim of the
study is to explore the effectiveness of the SEA process from stakeholder’s perspectives. The
study will also explore the themes that emerge at the SEA public briefings as well as who is
speaking at these briefings. The study will also take note of the profile of the audience at the
various SEA briefings on shale gas development.
As part of this study I wish to collect information from people like you who are working in
and/or knowledgeable about the SEA consultation process and have attended the public
briefings on Shale gas development.
If you agree to take part in this study, I will ask you to respond to some questions and engage
in conversation with me, in which you draw on your experiences and knowledge concerning
issues related to my study. Our conversation should take approximately 15 minutes to 20
minutes. Before I proceed, I need your agreement, either orally or by means of your signature,
that you are aware of the following:
1. Participation in the study is voluntary, in other words, you can choose whether to take part
or not.
2. If you agree to take part, you are free to stop and also withdraw at any time, without any
negative consequences. You may also refuse to answer any questions that you are not
comfortable with and still remain part of the study.
3. There are no foreseeable risks to you in this research. There will also be no direct benefit to
you, including no payment of money for agreeing to take part. However, I expect that my study
will add to the body of literature that evaluates the SEA consultation process. The research will
also highlight participant’s perspectives on the effectiveness of the SEA consultation process.
The study will also pay attention to the themes that emerge at the briefings and what
participants deem to be important themes. It may contribute to developing government policies
in SEA consultation processes.
4. You will not be identified as a participant in the study unless you express permission to use
your name or you are responding in your official capacity (in which case the requirements of
your institution around this will be respected). Otherwise, your identity will remain confidential
and protected through the use of a pseudonym/made-up name.
5. If you agree, I would like to record my interview/discussion with you. This makes it easier
for me to be sure my notes from our discussion are accurate. If you agree to being recorded,
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you may still ask for the recorder to be switched off at any time during the interview. The
recordings are intended for research purposes only and will not be given to anybody else in the
community.
6. All the data I collect will be stored securely and only be used for legitimate research
purposes.
7. I may publish the results of my study in an academic publication. As with the dissertation,
unless you have given permission for your name to be used, your identity will remain
confidential in any such publication, through the use of codes or pseudonyms.
If you have any questions or concerns about the research, please feel free to contact one or
more of the following:
Researcher: Stephanie Borchardt, tel: 079 380 1945; e-mail: 18033849@sun.ac.za
My supervisor: Professor Cherryl Walker, Department of Sociology & Social
Anthropology, Stellenbosch University, Private Bag XI Matieland 7602, South Africa;
(tel: 021 808 2420; e-mail: cjwalker@sun.ac.za).
Research Division: Ms Maléne Fouché, Division for Research Development,
Stellenbosch University, Private Bag XI Matieland 7602, South Africa; tel: 021 808
4622; e-mail: mfouche@sun.ac.za.

ORAL CONSENT/SIGNATURE OF RESEARCH PARTICIPANT
The information above was described to me by Stephanie Borchardt in English // Afrikaans. I
was given the opportunity to ask questions which were answered to my satisfaction. I hereby
consent voluntarily to participate in this study. I have been given/ have been offered but not
accepted a copy of this form.
Note any conditions (e.g. participant agrees to be identified):
________________________________________
Name of Participant

_______________________________________________
Signature of Participant

______________
Date

OR Oral consent given and noted by the Researcher [TICK]:
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SIGNATURE OF RESEARCHER
I declare that I have carefully explained the information given in this document to
_____________________________.He/she was encouraged and to ask questions about the
interview procedure. This conversation was conducted in English // Afrikaans. This respondent
chose to give consent via:
Signature

OR

Oral Consent

[CIRCLE AS APPLICABLE]

______________________________________________
Signature of Researcher
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______________
Date
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