
The case for environmental flow determination for the Phongolo River, South Africa 

 
T Dube, V Wepener, JHJ van Vuren, N Smit and L Brendonck 

 

Abstract 

The construction of Pongolapoort Dam in 1973 on the Phongolo River in KwaZulu-Natal, 

South Africa, has considerably altered the hydrological behaviour and ecological response of 

the downstream floodplain. Changes in the flooding regime have had implications for the 

socio-economic importance of the floodplain and for the structure and functioning of its 

associated wetlands. Previous studies have recommended annual releases of water from the 

dam to sustain floodplain ecosystem goods and services. The current artificial water releases 

are limited by the size of the dam's sluices and by the demand for water from the local 

community. Therefore, water releases do not always follow the original natural flooding 

regime. To date, the influence of the changed hydrology on the ecology of the Phongolo 

floodplain system remains poorly known. As a basis for future integrated interdisciplinary 

research we synthesised the ecological and hydrological work conducted to date on the 

Phongolo floodplain. We suggest hydro-ecology as an important research direction needed to 

set environmental flows for the sustainable utilisation and management of the floodplain. 

Understanding the hydrological behaviour and ecological response of the Phongolo 

floodplain could help in the implementation of environmental flows by managers at the 

Department of Water and Sanitation and other stakeholders such as Ezemvelo KZN Wildlife. 
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