


In many places in south ~ f r i c a ,  rural people depend, for 
their livelihood, o n  produds derived directly from rivers. 
As a result, their relationship with rivers is close and their 
need for healthy rivers, critical. The aim of th is  booklet is 
to share an understanding of this relationship, and in the 
process, to help rural communities become participants in 
promoting river health. In doing so, rural communities 
may achieve improved livelihood through the continued 
supply of benefits from their rivers. 

River Health activities and outputs are aligned with legal 
principles contained in the National Water Act and the 
National ~nvironmental  Management Act. 

This booklet is an attempt to communicate river health 
principles to rural communities. We hope, in future, to 
improve o n  this version, and  to see it distributed, enjoyed 
and used in a range of languages. 



why do we need to k n b S  -I 

about RIVERHEALTH? I 
South Africa is regarded as a semi-arid or water-scarce country. 
Our rainfall is unpredictable and common periods of drought limit 
our water resources even further. 

Rivers that used to flow throughout 
the year are now dry, while others 
flow only during rainy seasons. In 20 
years from now, the demand for 
water might exceed the amount of 
available water in our country. This 
means that we must use and share 
our water more effectively. 

The health of the rivers in our country 
is threatened by excessive use of the 
water and the river banks. If we 
pollute the river in one place, we 
affect the condition of the river for 
a long distance downstream. 

A river performs functions such as the 
ability to clean itself, best, when it is 
healthy. 

We all should take responsibility for 
the health of the rivers that we use 
and live close to. 

If we look af ter  our r i v v c  
(protect and conserve) I 

Rivers are the main sources 
of water for many people 
living nexl to our rivers We 
fetch water from the rlvers 
to drink. cook, bath. water 
our gardens and wash our 
clothes and cars, to make 
bricks and to build our huts 
and houses. We alsocatch 
fish and use river plants. 
Our livestock depend on 
our rivers for drinking 
water. We must keep our 
rlvers clean in order to 
have. and continue tc 
have, these river benefits 
which relate to a good 
quality of life. 

can continue t o  use rivc 
water in our daily activities. l 

Healthy rivers provide 
clean, good water L 

1 that support many of . 
l our activities. 



what is 4 healthy river ? 

Healthy rivers have clean wafer. heaithy fish, trees, grasses and shrubs 
on the river banks and places for fish and other water animals (aquatrc 
organisms) to live, 

I A river is healthy when the 

When the water in our 
rivers is clean we do not 
get sick when we use it 

for drinking and cooking. 

A river is heaithy when you can drink its 
water, swim in it and eat ifs flsh without the 
fear of get(ing diseases or sick. 

Many animals live in healthy rlvers. 
Fish, frogs, crabs and other animals 
that l~ve in the rivers require clean 
and heaithy rivers to live and lay 

I A river is healthy when there are neal~ny 
indigenous fish populations 

A good indication that a river is clean and 
healthy is when there are different kinds of 
heaithy fish living in it. 

Indigenous fish are those that were originally 
found before fish from other areas or countries 
(alien species) were released in our rivers. These 
alien fish species often feed on indigenous fish, 
destroying our indigenous fish populations. 

A river is also healthy when there are 
different kinds of habitats or homes for fish to 
move freely and breed. These habitats 
include deep pools and shallow fast flowing 
areas, also called rapids and riffles. 

Good, clean, flowing water is important for 
the life cycle of different fish. Some fish swim 
upstream when It is time to lay their eggs. 



I A river is healthy when t :re is 
F- a healthy riparian zone 

The riparian zone is the area next to a river that helps 
the river to functioning as an ecosystem. 

The roots of trees and plants in the riparian zone stabilise 
the river bank and prevent excess siltation, which occurs 
when soil and sand is washed into the river. The trees, 
plants and ground cover on the riverbank trap soil and 
waste materials before it enters the river. 

The roots of plants aiso create safe areas where fish can 
breed, feed and hide. Wild animals and birds aiso hide 
in the trees and in the dense bushes found in the 
riparian zone. Therefore, destroying the riparian zone 
means disturbing the natural life cycle in this zone. 

The indigenous vegetation of 
.South Africa is best suited 
t o  maintain the function and 

the health of rivers. 
We must protect the 

vegetation in the riparian 
zone. 

Indigenous plants a1 IU I I ~ - a  11 I I I I ~  11purlur1 

zone stabilise riverbanks and help to prevent 
sediment and waste materials from entering 
the river during rainy seasons and floods. 
Indigenous vegetation is made up of pla~tc 
that originally occurred in a certain 

I 
Exarn~les of rivers with healthv indiaenous veaetation I 
in the riparian zone (below and beyow right).-~ealthy 
indigenous riparian vegetation differs from region to 
region 



HOW do we benefit fro 

healthy rivers? 

DOMESTIC BENEFIT 

We benefit from clean and healthy rivers. Clean, 
fresh water helos us to do our dailv activities. 
such as cooking and washing 

The fish that live in healthy rivers can be used as 
an excellent food source. The dense indigenous 
rlparian vegetation around healthy rivers also 
attracts animals and birds. 

We and our livestock stand a better chance of 
an improved quality of life when our rivers are 
ciean and healthy. 

We gain more from 
healthy rivers. 

CULTURAL BENEFIT 

Rivers are places of inspiration, relaxation, 
excitement and amusement. These fun 
activities relax our bodies and minds and 

^, .. ̂̂., ' its. 

Swimming is a good form of excercise 
and a way of cooling down. -- /I 

1 : We use ciean and healthy rivers to perform 
our cultural rituals, for making sacrifices 
and for communicating with our ancestors. 
Rivers serve as sacred places for different 
religious and spiritual practices such as 
worship and ceremonial cleansing, for 
example baptism. 

Fish is an excellent source of food. We 
can feed our families with the healthy fish 

' 

that we catch. We can also sell the fish !, 
at the market to support our families. 






















