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The Western Cape region of South Africa, a hub for the production of high-quality
wines, finds itself at a critical juncture that could dramatically affect both its vinicultural
and ecological landscapes. An application for mineral prospecting, submitted by a
company called Cienth Pty Ltd, has raised grave concerns among viticulturists,
environmentalists, and other stakeholders in the region.

The company has applied to the Department of Mineral Resources and Energy (DMRE)
for a license to prospect a 4,200-hectare area in Overberg, just outside the town of
Napier. If approved, the company would have the rights to explore, and potentially
exploit, minerals like gold, silver, and tin in the region.

Jonathan de Thierry, owner of Skipskop Wines in Napier and a stakeholder in the
Agulhas Wine Triangle, has questioned the geological viability of the project. According
to Thierry, the rock formations and geology of the lands targeted for prospecting show
no signs of containing gold minerals. Thierry cites historical evidence from the 1870s
when a gold mining company was listed in London based on a nearby dig at Fairfield
Farm. However, sample results from the 1990s demonstrated that the claim was
unfounded.

Bruce Jack, a highly respected figure in South Africa's wine industry, has voiced serious
concerns about the proposed mining activities. According to Jack, if approved, the
project could have catastrophic impacts, not only on wine production but also on
enotourism, the tourism centered around wine-tasting and vineyard visits. "No one
wants to taste wines next to a noisy, dirty open-pit mining operation," he points out.
Moreover, he warns of the potential destruction of vineyard lands and the
contamination of groundwater, which could directly and indirectly affect hundreds of
hectares of vineyards.

However, the alarm is not only sounded by viticulturists. Grant Forbes, the conservation
manager of the Overberg Renosterveld Conservation Trust, notes that the area
targeted for mining contains endangered habitats. He raises concerns over air and
water quality, particularly because the mineral rock contains sulfides that form sulfuric
acid. This, he says, could have a damaging impact on aquatic resources through acid
leaching.



Ross Kettles, operations manager at the Nuwejaars River Nature Reserve, emphasizes
the broader agricultural importance of the region, which is one of the major
employment sectors. "Our farmers rely on these water sources for a myriad of
agricultural activities," he highlights.

Elsaine Costerus-Mohr, an environmental lawyer representing the Napier Farmers'
Organization led by Wynand Wessels, states that it is imperative to oppose the
application. According to Costerus-Mohr, once a prospecting right is granted, it is highly
likely to progress to a mining exploitation right, causing irreversible damage to both
land and community.

As this situation unfolds, it draws attention to the broader tensions between mining and
sustainable agriculture, not just in South Africa but globally. What is clear is that the
proposed prospecting has raised a red flag, signaling the potential for a clash between
two industries—each essential in its own right, but fundamentally incompatible in their
coexistence within the same ecological space.


