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The Human Dimension 6
6.1  Coastal Population

6.2  Infrastructure and Utilities

6.3 Maritime Transport and Harbours

Given that the coast of KZN provides a gateway to the world, a playground for leisure, 
and a primary zone for economic development, it is not surprising that there is a high 
demand for coastal resources and economic development opportunities. This is 
matched by growing resident and seasonal populations who utilise the coast and 
supporting infrastructure and services. Collectively these features create a basis for 
development that is pivotal to the future economy of KZN.

6.1 Coastal Population

Humans have lived on the coast of KZN for millennia. 
Evidence from archaeological deposits found in Border 
Cave of the Lebombo mountains reveal Stone Age 
people harvesting marine fish, shells, dolphins and 
whales up to 100 000 years ago. More recently, Iron Age 
people created coastal middens dated 290AD, that to 
this day yield shards of their pottery amid heaps of 
shells, reflecting their harvesting of mussels and other 
coastal resources. 

Since those historic times, the affinity for the KZN coast and its 
resources has grown and matured into a human demographic 
phenomenon. Worldwide, coastal populations are amongst 
the most concentrated, largely as a result of people seeking a 
more favourable climate, the availability of fertile land and the 

 1; 2
proximity to marine resources for food security. As a result, 
coastal areas have a global average population density of 80 
persons per square kilometre, twice that of the world’s 

3
average population density.   Internationally, this translates 
into approximately three billion people living within 200 km 
of the coast. Based on present growth trends, it is anticipated 

3
that this number will increase substantially in years to come.  

An estimated third of South Africa’s population lives within 
4

100 km of the coast,  and this figure is steadily increasing. 

The higher numbers of people residing in coastal areas is 
driven by a range of factors, including natural population 
growth, in-migration and resettlement, as well as seasonal 
changes in population. 

Natural growth in South Africa’s population has been 
progressively moderate from just under 2% per annum in the 

Natural population growth 
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KZN coastal zone experiences pressure from its coastal population.
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1960s  to around 1% in recent years and an even lower 0.7% 
for KZN. While there are complex underlying reasons for this 
slower growth, it signals a more modest and sustainable 
population in future years. Nevertheless, South Africa’s 
population reached an estimated 50.6 million in 2011, with 

5
nearly a quarter (12.1 million people) living in KZN.  

Despite a lower birth rate, KZN’s population has remained 
5

significantly higher than the other coastal provinces,  with the 
population disproportionally skewed towards the coast so 

6
that 56% of the people reside within the five coastal districts.
This places additional pressure on resources and ecosystem 
services.

In a number of developing countries, including South Africa, 
there is a net migration of people from inland areas to coastal 

7
cities and settlements.  Between 2001 and 2011, more than 
250 000 people moved to and settled in KZN. The majority of 
these “migrants” were from the Eastern Cape, Gauteng, and 

5
foreign countries in search of employment opportunities.  

This demographic change is further accentuated by the 
migration of people to urban areas. In South Africa the 
movement out of rural areas is partially a response to the 
state-imposed demographics of the Apartheid era where 
people were compelled to settle in rural homelands. By 2001, 
an estimated 58% of South Africa’s total population was 

8
already resident in urban areas,  with a number of these areas 
being located in the coastal zone. 

The demands, as well as pressures exerted by the resident 
coastal populations on the coastal environment are 
exacerbated by the seasonal influx of tourists to the coast. 
With some one million visitors to KZN annually there is 
considerable increased pressure on infrastructure, from roads 
and shopping complexes to waste disposal, beach amenities 
and access to coastal resources. For example, the population 
of the relatively rural KwaDukuza Municipality can increase by 
20% during the December holiday period. 

While these short term seasonal migrations to the KZN coast 
generate a welcome source of tourism revenue, the coastal 
infrastructure is often ill-equipped to deal with the additional 

In-migration 

Tourism 

pressures. These include increased waste production and 
associated pollution and higher demand for water, power and 
natural resources in coastal areas. 

The seasonal influx of tourists also generates a demand for 
specialised development and infrastructure such as hotels, 
resorts, marinas, beach facilities, restaurants, golf courses, 

9
etc.  Significantly, such facilities are invariably located at or 
near the coast and may impose additional environmental 
burdens. Thus, while tourism is a cornerstone of the economic 
development vision for the province of KZN, there is a 
compelling need to ensure that the additional visitor  
pressures are considered in development planning. 

Changes in the size, composition and distribution of human 
populations within coastal regions can affect the condition and 
functioning of coastal systems. Changing land-use practices, 
over-exploitation of resources, the destruction of natural 
habitats, increased pollution and sedimentation are all 

3
examples of population-induced pressures.  A further notable 
impact is that of  “ribbon development” where the demand 
for sea vistas and beachfront properties creates a linear 
development parallel to the coast. These population-induced 
changes can in turn place at risk the very population being 
sustained by the coast and its resources.

Population development pressures on the coast do not all 
originate within the coastal zone. Environmental impacts that 
originate inland, such as the damming of rivers, deforestation, 
waste discharge, pesticide and fertilizer contamination of 
water, can all affect the downstream functioning of the 
coast and, ultimately, the coastal populations – often 

3
disproportionately.  

Effects of population growth

Typical of coastal zones elsewhere in the world, the 
coastal population of KZN has been increasing, driven 
by the demand for access to the coast and its resources. 
Beach tourism and coastal development are key 
socio-economic drivers of the future. However,  the 
scale of population growth needs to be tempered if 
negative effects on the coastal environment are to be 
minimised and sustainable benefits maximised. 
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 6
6.2 Infrastructure and Utilities

The coastal environment is vital for economic growth in 
KZN as it offers an array of tourist activities, fisheries 
resources, shipping services and real estate development 
potential. Therefore, critical to economic growth is the 
need for supporting infrastructure and utilities along 
the coast.

General transport 

In KZN, as with most of South Africa, much of the population is 
reliant on walking or public transportation, with 31% of KZN’s 
population commuting on foot. While this figure is similar to 
the national average, it is significantly lower than in the 
Limpopo (43%), Eastern Cape (38%) and Free State (36%) 
Provinces. There are less people who commute on foot in the 
coastal municipalities (24%) of KZN than in the province’s 
inland municipalities (38%), which can largely be attributed to 

the well-established public infrastructure of the Durban 
Metropolitan area. This is evidenced by the higher use of 
minibus taxis (7%) and busses (6%) by the people in coastal 
municipalities compared to only 3% and 2% respectively in 

1
the inland municipalities.

In KZN, only 4% of the population use their own 
transportation, while a further 4% are passengers in owner-
driven vehicles. Again, this is notably higher in the coastal 
municipalities (6% for both), than in inland municipalities, 

1
where these figures are only 2% and 3% respectively.

The total length of roads in KZN is estimated at 25 600 km,      
2

of which 1 138 km is made up of national routes.  Only 26% 
(6 656 km) of the roads are surfaced, with the remaining 74% 

Road transport

Highly developed coast, Umhlanga Rocks.
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(18 943 km) being gravel. The main national routes in the 
province are the N3 (Durban to Gauteng), the N2 South 

2
(Durban to Kokstad) and the N2 North (Durban to Pongola).  
The N3 to Gauteng is considered to be the busiest road freight 
corridor in South Africa, handling approximately 27.5 million 
tons of road freight per annum. The section between Durban 
and Pietermaritzburg alone carries a volume of over 1.5 

2
million vehicles per year.  The N2 corridor route from Richards 
Bay to Mpumalanga is an important route for timber, coal and 
other commodities. South of Durban, the N2 corridor serves as 
an important link between KZN and the Eastern Cape and 
southern regions of South Africa.

The section of the N2 that passes through KZN is 685 km long, 
and predominantly runs parallel to the coast. As a result, 
access to the KZN coast via national and regional roads is high, 
with both the south and north coast being accessible via the 
N3/N2. This has in turn resulted in high domestic tourist 
numbers visiting the KZN coast, primarily from the hinterland 
(Section 8.1).

In recent years there has been a shift in the transportation of 
cargo from rail to road, driven by the commercialisation of the 
railways, national deregulation of road transport and the 
increased legal axle-mass loads and gross combination mass 
of heavy vehicles on roads. While this may be more cost-
effective for the movement of goods, it results in increased 

3
road damage, accidents, congestion and gas emissions.  
Accident estimates for 2010 show that there were 229 fatal 

4
accidents on KZN roads, the highest of all the provinces,  

3
partly as a result of the poor conditions of the roads.

Rail transport

Air transport

In KZN, the railway network provides a vital link and export 
function for goods between the Ports of Durban and Richards 

2
Bay and the hinterland.  

The railways have a long history in the province, with the first 
railway line developed in the 1860s. KZN now has six Main 
Freight Rails, for the transportation of imported goods from 
the harbour, which together transport 104 320 651 tons of 

2
freight.   The main lines are:
1. Durban-Empangeni-Golela (and Swaziland) Secondary 

Main Line
2. Durban-Kelso-Port Shepstone-Simuma Secondary Main 

Line
3. Durban-Ladysmith-Volksrust (and beyond, to Union in 

Gauteng)
4. Glencoe-Dundee-Vryheid Main Line
5. Ladysmith-Van Reenen (and the Free State) Main Line
6. Richards Bay-Vryheid East-Piet Retief-Ermelo (the Coal Line)
  
 

There are currently 130 airstrips in KZN, with four nationally 
important airports, namely: Durban (King Shaka International), 

2; 3
Pietermaritzburg, Richards Bay and Margate Airports.  
However, the main movement of passengers and airfreight is 
confined to operations at the new King Shaka International 
Airport, with the other three serving as minor movement 
routes. King Shaka International Airport saw the arrival and 
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departure of 1 404 international flights, carrying in the region 
of 20 1037 passengers during the 2011/2012 year, and a 
further 50 491 domestic flight departures and arrivals, 

5
carrying some 482 8631 passengers for the same period.   

Notably, the Airports of Margate, Richards Bay, the defunct 
Durban International airport and the new King Shaka 
International Airport are all located within 5 km of the coast, 
making the KZN coast highly accessible for tourism and 
associated activities.  

The dominant source of energy in KZN for cooking, heating 
and lighting is electricity, to which 78% of households have 

6
access.  Electricity consumption is higher in the coastal 
municipalities than in inland municipalities. In the coastal 
municipalities electricity is used by 66% of people for cooking, 
66% for heating and 76% for lighting. Inland, these figures are 

1
significantly lower, being 29%, 27% and 46% respectively.  

Within KZN, potable water is delivered to communities via 187 
drinking water supply systems, supported by 14 water service 
authorities. The Umgeni Water Board and Uthukela Water 
Board are the main providers. They are responsible for the 
abstraction, treatment and feeding of drinking water to 

7
various municipal networks.  Some 62% of KZN households 

1
receive water via regional or local water supply schemes,  
which is the third lowest of all the provinces in South Africa. 
The Western Cape and Gauteng have more than 90% of their 
water supply provided for via these schemes. 

The second most common source of household water in KZN 
is that of rivers and streams; second only to the Eastern Cape 
when compared to the rest of the South African provinces.  
The use of this source of water is more prominent in KZN’s 
inland local municipalities.

Within KZN, 86% of households have access to water from 
one source or another, but only 46% have piped water inside 

6
the dwelling.  This is significantly higher for the coastal 
municipalities (43%) than for the inland municipalities, of 
which only 15% have access to piped water inside their 

1
dwellings.  This can be attributed to the urban nature of much 
of the KZN coastal area.  

Energy

Water supply

Sewerage

Pipelines

Telecommunications

Infrastructure supports a range of social and economic 
activities in the KZN coastal environment. However 
these need to be carefully maintained in order to 
prevent any adverse effects on the coast. 

In the KZN province, less than 40% of the population has 
access to flush toilet facilities that are connected to a 
sewerage system, while a small proportion utilise septic tanks 
(4%). The availability of flush toilet facilities is higher along  
the coast, with approximately 52% of households in coastal 
municipalities utilising these facilities, in contrast to 24% in 
non-coastal municipalities. One again, this difference can be 
attributed to the urbanised nature of the coastal zone, while 
much of the interior remains rural. 

A major environmental concern with the use of pit latrines, 
which are used by almost 30% of households in KZN coastal 
municipalities and 40% in non-coastal municipalities, is the 
potential contamination of ground water. Ground water acts, 
directly and indirectly, as a significant source of water used by 
the KZN population (approximately 33%).  
 

The pipeline system in South Africa was created primarily to 
serve the country’s petroleum industry. Pipelines are the 
safest, most efficient and cost effective means of transporting 
large quantities of liquids and gases over long distances. 
There are approximately 3 000 km of high pressure pipelines 
in South Africa, which transport gas, crude oil, aviation 

2
turbine fuel, diesel, alcohol and various grades of petrol.  

Durban is the main import point for crude oil and the main 
2

centre of pipeline activity on the KZN coast.  

Telkom SA and SEACOM operate submarine fibre-optic 
telecommunication cables in South African waters.  In KZN, 
these cables land on the beach at Mtunzini and deliver today’s 
best possible Internet, e-commerce, data, video and voice 
services.
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directly and indirectly, as a significant source of water used by 
the KZN population (approximately 33%).  
 

The pipeline system in South Africa was created primarily to 
serve the country’s petroleum industry. Pipelines are the 
safest, most efficient and cost effective means of transporting 
large quantities of liquids and gases over long distances. 
There are approximately 3 000 km of high pressure pipelines 
in South Africa, which transport gas, crude oil, aviation 

2
turbine fuel, diesel, alcohol and various grades of petrol.  

Durban is the main import point for crude oil and the main 
2

centre of pipeline activity on the KZN coast.  

Telkom SA and SEACOM operate submarine fibre-optic 
telecommunication cables in South African waters.  In KZN, 
these cables land on the beach at Mtunzini and deliver today’s 
best possible Internet, e-commerce, data, video and voice 
services.
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Port of Durban.

Two major commercial ports are located on the coast    
of KZN. The Port of Durban developed in the lagoon 
area commonly known as the Bay of Natal, and has   
been operating as a harbour for some 170 years. The 
Port of Richards Bay, situated approximately 87 nautical 
miles northeast of Durban (and 252 nautical miles 
southwest of Maputo), was developed from a virgin    
site on the Mhlatuze River delta in the 1970s. There     
are also vestiges of a former port development in Port 
Shepstone, at the mouth of the Mzimkhulu River, but 
commercial port operations in that area were short-
lived, and the port was de-proclaimed in the early 1900s. 

The two existing KZN ports play out very different roles in 
meeting the needs of regional seaborne commerce, although 

in their respective roles, both ports dominate the southern 
African port landscape. Each may lay quite compelling claims 
to be viewed respectively as the leading multi-purpose general 
cargo or liner port and the leading diversified dry-bulk port in 
the Indian Ocean region, or indeed in the southern 
hemisphere.

The national importance of the Ports of Durban and Richards 
Bay is clear. Richards Bay is the leading port in terms of cargo 
handled, while Durban leads on the basis of containers 
handled, ship calls and the aggregate tonnage of vessels   
using the port.  The combined performance of the two ports 
accounts for 63% of total cargo handled, 62% of container-
handling activity, 51% of ship calls in terms of numbers of 
callers and 62% of related vessel tonnage in South Africa.

A profile of coastal KwaZulu-Natal
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The Port of Durban 

(Latitude 29º 52’S and Longitude 31º 02’E)
The development of the Port of Durban is essentially a 20th 
and 21st Century phenomenon, although some quite basic 
port activities were present from the mid-19th Century, when 
it operated largely as  a subsidiary “feeder” port to the 
mainstream Cape ports. 

The principal factor constraining the development of 
significant port facilities was the semi-permanent siltation of 
the port entrance, due to the littoral drift of beach sand up 
the coast.  The “Battle of the Bar” was only won (partially) 
when modern dredging techniques were harnessed in the 
late 19th and early 20th centuries, to a point where port 
access by the largest vessels then in operation was secured 

3; 4; 5 
from 1904 onwards.  Thereafter, development  and 
expansion of the port proceeded apace, and by the second 
decade of the 20th Century Durban was handling more traffic 

3
than the combined total of the Cape ports.   

The present port area, which occupies roughly 1875 ha, 
includes a water area of 892 ha at high tide and 983 ha of 
land within the port limits.   Port facilities have been 
established in five distinct locations bounded by the Bluff in 
the east, by the Point and the city's CBD in the north, by the 
Maydon Wharf/Bayhead area to the west, and by the 
Fynnlands/Island View area to the south.  This latter was the 
last to be developed and accommodates the container 
terminals that represent the commanding heights of the 
modern port.  The overall port complex associated with these 

1

2
 

areas provides an effective total of 59 berths for cargo-working 
or transit vessels, plus ship-repair berths, a graving dock, two 
floating docks and facilities for fishing trawlers and smaller 
commercial and recreational boats.

A further major facility lies outside the inner port area, in the 
form of the offshore Single-Buoy-Mooring (SBM) located off 
Isipingo. This facility, which came on stream in the early 1970s, 
is the national gateway for crude oil imports, handling some 
20 million tons annually, and accommodating tankers that are 
too large and deep-draughted to be handled in the Bay of 
Natal.  

Some significant areas within the Bay of Natal are occupied by 
commercial waterfront activities, including the “soft” 
waterfront of the city’s CBD, which is largely occupied by 
recreational boating marinas and mixed-use recreational sites. 
More importantly, the last remaining vestiges of the once-
extensive mangroves are found in a heritage site within the 
Bayhead area. The adjoining Silt Canal, into which the 
canalised waters of the Umbilo and Umhlatuzana Rivers flow, 
offers further sites for recreational boating, commercial fishing 
and mixed commercial land-side use. 

The commodity base of traffic through the Port of Durban is 
substantially more diverse than that of any other South African 
or African port, with significant cargo-handling activity in all of 
the broad classes of liquid-bulks, dry-bulks, containerised or 
unitised general cargo, break-bulk and roll-on, roll-off cargo.  
This complex cargo matrix is, however, dominated by three 
major components: containerised cargo; crude oil and 
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Port of Durban.

Two major commercial ports are located on the coast    
of KZN. The Port of Durban developed in the lagoon 
area commonly known as the Bay of Natal, and has   
been operating as a harbour for some 170 years. The 
Port of Richards Bay, situated approximately 87 nautical 
miles northeast of Durban (and 252 nautical miles 
southwest of Maputo), was developed from a virgin    
site on the Mhlatuze River delta in the 1970s. There     
are also vestiges of a former port development in Port 
Shepstone, at the mouth of the Mzimkhulu River, but 
commercial port operations in that area were short-
lived, and the port was de-proclaimed in the early 1900s. 

The two existing KZN ports play out very different roles in 
meeting the needs of regional seaborne commerce, although 

in their respective roles, both ports dominate the southern 
African port landscape. Each may lay quite compelling claims 
to be viewed respectively as the leading multi-purpose general 
cargo or liner port and the leading diversified dry-bulk port in 
the Indian Ocean region, or indeed in the southern 
hemisphere.

The national importance of the Ports of Durban and Richards 
Bay is clear. Richards Bay is the leading port in terms of cargo 
handled, while Durban leads on the basis of containers 
handled, ship calls and the aggregate tonnage of vessels   
using the port.  The combined performance of the two ports 
accounts for 63% of total cargo handled, 62% of container-
handling activity, 51% of ship calls in terms of numbers of 
callers and 62% of related vessel tonnage in South Africa.
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(Latitude 29º 52’S and Longitude 31º 02’E)
The development of the Port of Durban is essentially a 20th 
and 21st Century phenomenon, although some quite basic 
port activities were present from the mid-19th Century, when 
it operated largely as  a subsidiary “feeder” port to the 
mainstream Cape ports. 

The principal factor constraining the development of 
significant port facilities was the semi-permanent siltation of 
the port entrance, due to the littoral drift of beach sand up 
the coast.  The “Battle of the Bar” was only won (partially) 
when modern dredging techniques were harnessed in the 
late 19th and early 20th centuries, to a point where port 
access by the largest vessels then in operation was secured 
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from 1904 onwards.  Thereafter, development  and 
expansion of the port proceeded apace, and by the second 
decade of the 20th Century Durban was handling more traffic 
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than the combined total of the Cape ports.   

The present port area, which occupies roughly 1875 ha, 
includes a water area of 892 ha at high tide and 983 ha of 
land within the port limits.   Port facilities have been 
established in five distinct locations bounded by the Bluff in 
the east, by the Point and the city's CBD in the north, by the 
Maydon Wharf/Bayhead area to the west, and by the 
Fynnlands/Island View area to the south.  This latter was the 
last to be developed and accommodates the container 
terminals that represent the commanding heights of the 
modern port.  The overall port complex associated with these 
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areas provides an effective total of 59 berths for cargo-working 
or transit vessels, plus ship-repair berths, a graving dock, two 
floating docks and facilities for fishing trawlers and smaller 
commercial and recreational boats.

A further major facility lies outside the inner port area, in the 
form of the offshore Single-Buoy-Mooring (SBM) located off 
Isipingo. This facility, which came on stream in the early 1970s, 
is the national gateway for crude oil imports, handling some 
20 million tons annually, and accommodating tankers that are 
too large and deep-draughted to be handled in the Bay of 
Natal.  

Some significant areas within the Bay of Natal are occupied by 
commercial waterfront activities, including the “soft” 
waterfront of the city’s CBD, which is largely occupied by 
recreational boating marinas and mixed-use recreational sites. 
More importantly, the last remaining vestiges of the once-
extensive mangroves are found in a heritage site within the 
Bayhead area. The adjoining Silt Canal, into which the 
canalised waters of the Umbilo and Umhlatuzana Rivers flow, 
offers further sites for recreational boating, commercial fishing 
and mixed commercial land-side use. 

The commodity base of traffic through the Port of Durban is 
substantially more diverse than that of any other South African 
or African port, with significant cargo-handling activity in all of 
the broad classes of liquid-bulks, dry-bulks, containerised or 
unitised general cargo, break-bulk and roll-on, roll-off cargo.  
This complex cargo matrix is, however, dominated by three 
major components: containerised cargo; crude oil and 
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 6
be the old Durban International Airport (DIA) location in the 
South Durban Industrial Basin.  Transnet has acquired the land 
from the Airports Company of South Africa (ACSA), and 
proposes to construct a “dig out” port basin in this area.  This 
will result in the establishment and operation of two separate 
port sites in the same metropolitan area, with the need to cut 
the coastline at a second location in order to provide the 
breakwaters and entrance channel. 

Construction is to proceed in four phases, with capacity 
coming on stream from 2019-2037 with the principal focus of 
the proposed port on container handling. A new port at this 
site would also change the nature of Durban’s port/back-of-
port dynamics to a considerable extent, by redirecting traffic 
away from the saturated immediate hinterland of the present 
port facilities, and linking the port more efficiently to road and 
particularly rail corridors.

(Latitude 28° 48’S and Longitude 32° 02’E) 
Interest in the development of a port site on the north coast 
of KZN pre-dates the official opening of the Port of Richards 
Bay, on 1 April 1976, by well over a century. As early as the 
mid-19th Century, Voortrekker settlers in the province 
expressed an interest in accessing a port other than Durban. 
In the early years of the 20th Century the port engineer of 
Durban conducted a detailed survey of the Richards Bay 
lagoon, determining that this was a better site than others on 
the north KZN coast, such as Kosi Bay, and also that it offered 
better long-term prospects than Durban. The advantages of 
Richards Bay include the ease of dredging to permit port 
access by loaded Cape-sized bulk carriers, the availability of 
land for back-of-port developments and port-related 
industries, and the proximity of the site to the Mpumulanga 
coalfields and the industrial and market heartland of Gauteng. 
Transnet undertook the largest single, consolidated 
infrastructural project in South Africa at the time, which 
included the construction of both the port itself and the 
associated high-capacity 525 km Richcor rail link, linking the 

9; 10
port to the coal-mining areas of Mpumulanga.  

Although coal has always been the principal export of the 
port, Richards Bay was envisioned to be a port with a broader 
traffic base. The port was designed with the intention of 
effecting a clear physical separation between “dirty” bulk 
cargoes such as coal, and other “clean” dry-bulk and neo-bulk 
cargoes. The coal terminal was established on the south-

The Port of Richards Bay 
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petroleum cargo associated with the local refining industries; 
and automotive cargoes.

Containerised cargo is the paramount cargo type. The 2.7 
million TEUs handled in 2011 amounted to a tonnage 
equivalent of some 36.6 million tons, or 45 per cent of the 
port’s total traffic.  Containerised cargo cannot be 
disaggregated into individual commodity types, but it also 
encompasses the high-value end of the cargo spectrum.  The 
largest non-containerised import in volume terms is crude oil 
landed at the offshore SBM, while other significant imports 
are food grains, fully built-up vehicles, vegetable oil and 
chemical products.  Principal non-container exports are more 
diverse and more typically associated with a developing 
economy.  Notable commodities include maize, steel, vehicles 
from the local Toyota assembly plant and from other South 
African manufacturers, sized coal mined in northern KZN, 
forest products and palletised citrus fruit.

The diversity of port facilities and traffic types in Durban port 
has generated a complex set of interfaces between the public 
sector (Transnet) and the private sector, as well as a complex 
set of interfaces with the city and back-of-port areas within it.  
Transnet, through the National Ports Authority (TNPA) serves 
as a landlord and provider of basic marine and cargo 
infrastructure, while the physical cargo-handling terrain is 
shared between private terminal operators and Transnet Port 
Terminals (TPT).  As a broad rule of thumb, Transnet entities 
control the container and automotive trades, while private 
terminals are responsible for the majority of dry-bulk and 
liquid-bulk operations, including the oil trades. 

In the container trades in particular, vessel deployment 
characteristics have changed significantly, with a substantial 

6; 7
increase in container ship sizes.  The Port of Durban’s 
response to the need to accommodate longer, beamier and 
deeper-draught container vessels was to embark on a 
substantial capital project to widen and deepen the main   
port fairway, by removing and reconstructing the old north 
breakwater groyne some 120 m further north, in the process 
widening the effective ship channel from 120-220 m, and 
deepening the channel from -12.8 m to -16 m. This work was 
conducted between 2007 and  2010. 

It has become abundantly clear that future traffic growth 
cannot be accommodated by the existing infrastructure and 
facilities of the Port of Durban, and a long-term debate has 
ensued around the optimal way forward to expand waterfront 

2; 8
as well as back-of-port capacity.  The site for expansion is to 
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Port of Richards Bay.
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sand products from Richards Bay Minerals’ dune mining 
operations; other ores and minerals; pig iron, steel and base 
metals; and liquid-bulk acids and chemicals. 

Potential future expansion of the Port of Richards Bay is 
unlikely to affect the KZN coastline directly, except for the 
potential deepening of port approaches and access channels. 
Development of further quay wall infrastructure and 
additional harbour basins is likely to follow a westward 
expansion path, constrained by the N2 freeway and the John 
Ross Highway to the north, and by the environmentally-
sensitive mudflats to the southwest.   

Based on their infrastructure and facilities, the two 
ports on the KZN coast should be seen as offering 
essentially complementary, rather than competing, 
services. This is unlikely to change significantly in the 
near future, as Durban strengthens its role as a general 
cargo (mainly containerised), liquid bulk and 
automotive port; while Richards Bay will continue to 
serve the needs of the bulk trades, through increased 
coal volumes, particularly if additional exporters that 
are presently largely excluded from the RBCT gain 
access to export facilities, and through greater tonnages 
of a widening diversity of other bulk cargoes, some 
migrating from Durban. Together, the two ports are 
also almost certain to continue to dominate South 
African seaborne commerce into the future.

eastern side of the lagoon, in the area known as Die Duine, 
while berthing infrastructure and facilities for clean bulk 
cargoes were developed on the northern and north-western 
perimeter. The initial development phase of the port provided 
for a further separation of the commercial port areas of the 
lagoon from the ecologically sensitive Mhlathuze delta (the 
Kabeljou mudflats) to the south. The separation is effected by 
a berm wall or levee, leaving a nature reserve area of some 

From its inception, the port was designed as a deep water 
export main gate, with 19 m in the port fairway and alongside 
principal berths, to permit access by fully laden bulk carriers. 
These vessels remain the mainstay of the port’s coal export 
trade. Since its initial development phase, both the quay wall 
infrastructure and the shore side facilities of the port have 
expanded significantly, to a point where the port now offers 
21 berths, catering for a broad base of cargo and vessels. In its 
present configuration the port has a water area of 1 496 ha 

2
and a landside area of 2 455 ha within port limits.

As in Durban, Transnet/private interfaces are complex. The 
TNPA is responsible for marine and cargo infrastructure and 
marine services.  Cargo terminal operations are shared 
between private enterprise, which operates the largest single 
coal-export facility in the world (the Richards Bay Coal 
Terminal or RBCT), a woodchip terminal, and an export facility 
for liquid-bulk acids, and TPT, which is responsible for the 
lion’s share of the cargo-handling operations in the multi-
purpose and dry bulk terminals.

The Port of Richards Bay is essentially a dry-
bulk and neo-bulk port, albeit with a wide 
cargo base in both these categories. Total 
cargo handled in 2011 amounted to 86.7 
million tons, a level that has remained 
broadly stable over the last five years. Cargo 
shipped exceeds cargo landed by 18:1. 
Of the quite limited range of imported 
commodities, the two principal items are 
metallurgical or coking coal (1.7 million tons 
in 2010/11) and alumina (1.4 million tons). 
The latter is the major raw material used in 
the aluminium smelting industry located in 
the port’s industrial enclave. Exports remain 
dominated by coal (just short of 60 million 

1
were shipped in 2010/11).  Other major 
exports include ferro-alloys and chrome ore; 
woodchips; titanium slag and other mineral 

11
1 400 ha.
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be the old Durban International Airport (DIA) location in the 
South Durban Industrial Basin.  Transnet has acquired the land 
from the Airports Company of South Africa (ACSA), and 
proposes to construct a “dig out” port basin in this area.  This 
will result in the establishment and operation of two separate 
port sites in the same metropolitan area, with the need to cut 
the coastline at a second location in order to provide the 
breakwaters and entrance channel. 

Construction is to proceed in four phases, with capacity 
coming on stream from 2019-2037 with the principal focus of 
the proposed port on container handling. A new port at this 
site would also change the nature of Durban’s port/back-of-
port dynamics to a considerable extent, by redirecting traffic 
away from the saturated immediate hinterland of the present 
port facilities, and linking the port more efficiently to road and 
particularly rail corridors.
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Interest in the development of a port site on the north coast 
of KZN pre-dates the official opening of the Port of Richards 
Bay, on 1 April 1976, by well over a century. As early as the 
mid-19th Century, Voortrekker settlers in the province 
expressed an interest in accessing a port other than Durban. 
In the early years of the 20th Century the port engineer of 
Durban conducted a detailed survey of the Richards Bay 
lagoon, determining that this was a better site than others on 
the north KZN coast, such as Kosi Bay, and also that it offered 
better long-term prospects than Durban. The advantages of 
Richards Bay include the ease of dredging to permit port 
access by loaded Cape-sized bulk carriers, the availability of 
land for back-of-port developments and port-related 
industries, and the proximity of the site to the Mpumulanga 
coalfields and the industrial and market heartland of Gauteng. 
Transnet undertook the largest single, consolidated 
infrastructural project in South Africa at the time, which 
included the construction of both the port itself and the 
associated high-capacity 525 km Richcor rail link, linking the 
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port to the coal-mining areas of Mpumulanga.  

Although coal has always been the principal export of the 
port, Richards Bay was envisioned to be a port with a broader 
traffic base. The port was designed with the intention of 
effecting a clear physical separation between “dirty” bulk 
cargoes such as coal, and other “clean” dry-bulk and neo-bulk 
cargoes. The coal terminal was established on the south-
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petroleum cargo associated with the local refining industries; 
and automotive cargoes.

Containerised cargo is the paramount cargo type. The 2.7 
million TEUs handled in 2011 amounted to a tonnage 
equivalent of some 36.6 million tons, or 45 per cent of the 
port’s total traffic.  Containerised cargo cannot be 
disaggregated into individual commodity types, but it also 
encompasses the high-value end of the cargo spectrum.  The 
largest non-containerised import in volume terms is crude oil 
landed at the offshore SBM, while other significant imports 
are food grains, fully built-up vehicles, vegetable oil and 
chemical products.  Principal non-container exports are more 
diverse and more typically associated with a developing 
economy.  Notable commodities include maize, steel, vehicles 
from the local Toyota assembly plant and from other South 
African manufacturers, sized coal mined in northern KZN, 
forest products and palletised citrus fruit.

The diversity of port facilities and traffic types in Durban port 
has generated a complex set of interfaces between the public 
sector (Transnet) and the private sector, as well as a complex 
set of interfaces with the city and back-of-port areas within it.  
Transnet, through the National Ports Authority (TNPA) serves 
as a landlord and provider of basic marine and cargo 
infrastructure, while the physical cargo-handling terrain is 
shared between private terminal operators and Transnet Port 
Terminals (TPT).  As a broad rule of thumb, Transnet entities 
control the container and automotive trades, while private 
terminals are responsible for the majority of dry-bulk and 
liquid-bulk operations, including the oil trades. 

In the container trades in particular, vessel deployment 
characteristics have changed significantly, with a substantial 
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increase in container ship sizes.  The Port of Durban’s 
response to the need to accommodate longer, beamier and 
deeper-draught container vessels was to embark on a 
substantial capital project to widen and deepen the main   
port fairway, by removing and reconstructing the old north 
breakwater groyne some 120 m further north, in the process 
widening the effective ship channel from 120-220 m, and 
deepening the channel from -12.8 m to -16 m. This work was 
conducted between 2007 and  2010. 

It has become abundantly clear that future traffic growth 
cannot be accommodated by the existing infrastructure and 
facilities of the Port of Durban, and a long-term debate has 
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as well as back-of-port capacity.  The site for expansion is to 
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sand products from Richards Bay Minerals’ dune mining 
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Potential future expansion of the Port of Richards Bay is 
unlikely to affect the KZN coastline directly, except for the 
potential deepening of port approaches and access channels. 
Development of further quay wall infrastructure and 
additional harbour basins is likely to follow a westward 
expansion path, constrained by the N2 freeway and the John 
Ross Highway to the north, and by the environmentally-
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services. This is unlikely to change significantly in the 
near future, as Durban strengthens its role as a general 
cargo (mainly containerised), liquid bulk and 
automotive port; while Richards Bay will continue to 
serve the needs of the bulk trades, through increased 
coal volumes, particularly if additional exporters that 
are presently largely excluded from the RBCT gain 
access to export facilities, and through greater tonnages 
of a widening diversity of other bulk cargoes, some 
migrating from Durban. Together, the two ports are 
also almost certain to continue to dominate South 
African seaborne commerce into the future.
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export main gate, with 19 m in the port fairway and alongside 
principal berths, to permit access by fully laden bulk carriers. 
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21 berths, catering for a broad base of cargo and vessels. In its 
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TNPA is responsible for marine and cargo infrastructure and 
marine services.  Cargo terminal operations are shared 
between private enterprise, which operates the largest single 
coal-export facility in the world (the Richards Bay Coal 
Terminal or RBCT), a woodchip terminal, and an export facility 
for liquid-bulk acids, and TPT, which is responsible for the 
lion’s share of the cargo-handling operations in the multi-
purpose and dry bulk terminals.

The Port of Richards Bay is essentially a dry-
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cargo handled in 2011 amounted to 86.7 
million tons, a level that has remained 
broadly stable over the last five years. Cargo 
shipped exceeds cargo landed by 18:1. 
Of the quite limited range of imported 
commodities, the two principal items are 
metallurgical or coking coal (1.7 million tons 
in 2010/11) and alumina (1.4 million tons). 
The latter is the major raw material used in 
the aluminium smelting industry located in 
the port’s industrial enclave. Exports remain 
dominated by coal (just short of 60 million 

1
were shipped in 2010/11).  Other major 
exports include ferro-alloys and chrome ore; 
woodchips; titanium slag and other mineral 

11
1 400 ha.
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