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Abstract

Multinational corporations (MNCs) are known for their selfish interest to satisfy their 
shareholders against the interest of stakeholders in their operations’ communities. This paper 
focuses on the roles of South African Synthetic Oil Limited (Sasol Oil) in contributing to 
pollution and food insecurity in the Vaal River Triangle region of South Africa. The region 
served as a tourist destination and supplier of fresh organic fish for tourists and communities 
that surround the river. The river also serves as sources of employment for the teeming 
population of unskilled South Africans. Deposit of industrial waste by Sasol and lack of means 
to process wastewater by the state in the area are not only challenging biodiversity of the 
river and its environ, but it is also a source of yet to be determined ailments for people in 
the surrounding communities. These question the roles of MNCs agent of development and 
state as the driver of public goods. This paper intends to adopt green theory to explain the 
likely crises of water pollution and its effects on the flora and fauna in the region. The paper 
recommends, among others, the principle of polluters-should-pay as a solution to the problem.
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Introduction

But in many nations, governments intervene not to protect humanity from the 
existential threat of fossil fuels, but to protect the fossil fuel industry from the 
existential threat of public protest. It’s no different in the world of Big Ag (agricultural 
sector), where people are jailed for exposing the widespread animal brutality and 
environmental violations perpetrated by factory farms. And where local laws protect 
the corporate factory farm operators, not the citizens whose health is compromised 
when their air and water is polluted by a toxic soup of factory farm runoff. 1

The above quotation is going to be the crux of this paper. It will be argued that rather 
than for governments to fulfil the essence of the social contract of the formation of a 
state, they, in most cases abide by the dictate of non-state actors that always look after 
the interest of shareholders as against stakeholders (Chang, 2010). This is rampant 
when one contextualizes the roles of multinational corporations (MNCs), both in 
their host and home states, as discussed elsewhere (Amusan, 2018a). The concept that 
is well discussed by Otero (2018) in his academic journey on food security and food 
sovereignty in Latin America, a discussion that is also relevant to the African situation 
and South Africa in specific term will be a guiding post for this paper. Otero asserts 
that state inputs, as an intervention strategy could be described as neo-regulation in 
 1  https://mail.google.com/mail/u/0/#inbox/FMfcgxwDqfGdRxnZlJvDtgffsFdcMGzl. Accessed 12 August 
2019. 
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nature. Neoregulation is an attempt by a state to promulgate local (domestic laws) 
in favour of MNCs; from another perspective, an attempt by a state to subscribe to 
international norms that are in line with the objectives of transnational corporations 
(TNCs). 2 South Africa as a member of the World Trade Organisation implies that 
there is always a need for the state to open its economy to the dictate of external 
forces of laissez-faire with its negative implications on the development of the state 
through nationalism. Nationalism is a current development in the global system that 
calls for domestic regulation of political and economic relations with other sovereign 
states in the best interest of such nation-state (Tamir, 2019). 3 In trying to examine the 
roles of Sasol Multinational company with its parent state in South Africa, this paper 
will interrogate the negative roles of the company towards the development of the 
state and its communities where it operates with a special focus on the Vaal Region 
of South Africa.
There is always a clash when it comes to the relationship between shareholders 
and stakeholders’ ambition in a community where MNC operates. The interest of 
shareholders is to make a profit out of their investment. Shareholders in the age of 
globalisation may not know where the factory is located, but are only interested in 
dividends yearly. The managing team of such a company will only be able to retain 
their appointment, only when they can deliver the profit to the shareholders. On the 
other hand, the stakeholders go beyond profit from the company. This is germane 
when one looks at the definition of stakeholders as those that are directly or indirectly 
affected by the activities of MNC in any community. For this paper, stakeholders in the 
Vaal Region are those people who stay around the Vaal region, the businesses that are 
prevalent in the area such as recreation centres, unskilled workers from neighbouring 
communities that engage in small and medium scale trading and tourists that are 
attracted by the river and dams together with various civil societies and organisations 
that call for actions against Sasol unethical conducts. 
Around 2016, Sasol was accused of polluting the Vaal River, a major river whose 
multiplier effects in term of job opportunity for the teeming population around the 
Vaal Region can not be overstated when analysing the socio-economic situation of 
the region. Livestock farmers that rely on the water could not feed their cattle with 
polluted water and many lost their animals in the process. 4 The same applies to those 
small scale fishermen and women whose livelihood depends on the river with the 
rate of high unemployment in the country (as of March 2019, it was considered to 
be 27% by Stat South Africa). Means of having protein for body build and children’s 
brain development through fish consumption was disrupted due to continual 
water pollution attributed to Sasol. Effluent from the company that should undergo 
treatment before it could be released to the river caused a foul smell and made people 
in the littoral communities subjected to a different kind of sickness. It equally led 
 2  For this discussion, both MNCs and TNCs will be used interchangeably to describe global enterprises; 
sometimes, the same is called multinational enterprises (MNEs). For more information on this, see 
Acharya & Buzan, 2019; Bieler & Morton, 2018; and Thun, 2017. 
 3  Some states that do not want to be caught amid this confusing concept, end up in another, but a more 
confusing term of national interest, an elusive words that describe the self-interest of a state. For more 
explanation on this, see Lere Amusan (2018b).
 4  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YsBbZd0uKlQ. Accessed on 30 August 2019.
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to unemployment for artisans who displayed their wares around the motels and 
guest houses. Tourists were restricted from patronising the areas, most especially the 
anglers, river cruisers and others that directly and indirectly contribute to the socio-
economic activities of the area. 
Disequilibrium of the ecosystem was registered due to unregulated pollution 
(Schmidt & Matthews, 2017). Communities around the place were not supplied with 
drinking water and the sanitary of many houses came to a stand-still. Small scale 
farmers around the areas were unable to get their crops irrigated. Animals died in 
hundreds from drinking polluted water. This led to millions of taxpayers money 
being earmarked to clean the water with the deployment of the South Africa National 
Defense Force (SANDF) to embark on the cleaning. 
This paper realises that due to the high rate of corruption in some municipalities 
around the area, water purification that should be their responsibility was ignored. 
This will also receive attention in this paper. Green theory with the adoption of 
secondary data method will dominate this paper. The conclusion drawn in this paper 
is that corporate social responsibility that MNCs usually claim to have improved 
their host community is a ruse. 

Green Theory and Environmental Crisis in the Vaal River Region

Rachel Carlson’s (1990) prediction of the 1960s is here with us to contend with in 
the 21st century. Concepts such as environment, ecology, pollution, greenhouse gas 
emissions (GHGs) and conservation were hardly heard of at the time before silent 
spring became a topic seminar among environmentalists, development studies 
students and political scientists. In line with the study of social behaviour, there is 
no sacrosanct theory in the study of human activities. This explains why there is no 
general theory in humanities and social sciences. In trying to look into green theory, 
it should be known that the same hinges on other theories such as feminism (eco-
feminism) social constructivism and critical theory (Amusan & Olutola, 2017). This 
theory challenges existing state-centric models that many students of international 
politics adopt to unravel development at the global level. This is a theory that is 
beyond rationalist analysis and ecological blindness of orthodox international politics 
theories (Eckersley, 2016: 259). It also questions the sanctity of liberal and neo-liberal 
theses that fails to accommodate human development holistically. Liberal theory 
as described by some as soulless capitalism fails to address issues of sustainable 
development despite the theory’s adherence to a regime approach to ensuring 
economic and political stability at the global level (Lamy et al, 2019). In the age of 
climate change due partly because of big oil companies and big agriculture, MNCs 
are the main agents of climate change, but for their government support, they tend 
not to have interests in the issue of sustainable development. 
This theory is about norms, ethics, democracy, distributive justice and sustainable 
development with more emphasis on anthropogenic causes of climate change. From 
another perspective, this theory is at home with environmental justice, which is an 
egalitarian approach to the protection of the environment. This is also a position, of the 
US Environmental Protection Agency as quoted from Gatrell and Elliot, (2015: 310), 



European Journal of Economics, Law and Social Sciences 
IIPCCL Publishing, Graz-Austria

Vol. 5 No. 2
June, 2021

ISSN 2519-1284
Acces online at www.iipccl.org

429

that makes every citizen in a community has “access to the decision-making process 
in having access to a good environment where one lives, works and learns” (Through 
environmental governance, state-centric aspect of politics and the involvement of 
international organisations in the issue of climate variabilities need more focus that 
transcend the realists and liberalists school of thoughts. The realist of hard power and 
high politics may not be able to solve the crises of environmental disequilibrium that 
is imposed on us because of the selfish interest of the state. On the other hand, liberal 
theorists that believe in the forces of the unseen hand to bring about development 
may not address globally common issues. The theory is transnational because lack 
of cooperation by a state in the comity of nations affects the globe in general. It is, 
in line with Eckersley (2016: 264) deterritorialised in nature, therefore globalized 
in effects. In trying to address these, green theory of various shades, eco-feminism, 
radical green theory and constructivism will be this paper’s area of concentration. 
Constructivism with emphasis on the social aspect of it will resolve the iron cast 
theories of the pre and post-Cold War eras of ‘End of History. Hence, the theory, 
though sometimes dekko into other models, will come to play to have a balanced 
ecosystem and maintain an environment that will sustain the flora and fauna in the 
Vaal region. 
There is no doubt that there are denialists regarding the activities of human beings’ 
contribution to climate change. As pushed forward by many, the anti-Paris Agreement 
(Amusan & Olutola, 2017; ) fails because of the cost of a clean environment (Kaufman, 
2017, 2018). Before Paris Agreement, the United Kingdom and the United States 
of America were not in line with the rest of the world regarding how to make the 
environment clean (Thatcher, 2002). As long as this persists, mostly from the Great 
Powers, developing states with little or no wherewithal to address the issue through 
mitigation and adaptation will remain a pipe dream. The same anti-Paris Agreement 
states are the main culprit through their multinational corporations’ dirty investment 
on the African continent with a special focus on South Africa. 

Vaal River and its Socio-Economic Importance to the Vaal Region

South Africa, a pivotal state in Southern Africa, is noted for its water scarcity. This 
leads to some kind of beg-their-neighbour-policy when it comes to its relations with 
Lesotho that supplies water to two provinces of Free State and Gauteng. (WWF-SA 
Report, 2013). This does not mean that the state is not blessed with inland rivers that 
could be described as sources of wealth for the country. One of the rivers is the Vaal 
River; the main focus of this paper. The river is 1120 KM long, which is a tributary of 
Orange that takes its source from Mpumalanga. The river passes through Gauteng, 
North West and Free States Provinces. The river supplies water to Johannesburg 
and Pretoria. To address water scarcity in the region, Vaal Dam, supplied by two 
rivers, Vaal and Wilge Rivers, which is considered as a very clean river for human 
consumption, was constructed in Vereeningn in 1938 along the river to reserve water 
for domestic and industrial use. The importance of the river and the dam made 
Vereening to be named Vaal River City. The dam was the second largest in South 
Africa and fourth-largest by volume, which covers 320 KM of area surface and 800 km 
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worth of coastline. Because of the importance of the river, many towns and villages 
sprang up along the banks of the river for obvious reasons. To serve as a source of 
water, one of the basic needs as pointed out by the sustainable development Goals 
6 and 14. Towns such as Denneysville, Oranjeville, Vaal Marina, Villiers, Oakney, 
Sebokeng and Frankfort are some of the immediate towns that could be identified in 
the area. During the apartheid era, its Island was a major point of call by the Pretoria 
government to have secret meetings. As the river brings about a settlement, it also 
promotes an industrial site where many companies that need water and disposition of 
the same are located. One of the industries established in the vicinity is multinational 
Sasol Oil that has its branches in Nigeria, Mozambique, Canada, Gabon, Qatar, 
Uzbekistan, America and other 29 states with various products such as oil and gas 
exploration, fertiliser production, coal conversion to liquid oil, marketing and sales 
operation among others (Hogg, 2017). 
Though other institutions such as municipalities are agents of pollution in the area 
under consideration, the focus of this paper will be on Sasol Oil with some challenges 
for the home and host states. The need to focus on Sasol is intentional because many 
pieces of literature on MNCs are focusing on host states, as against their activities in 
their home states. They opine that global corporations are the agent of development 
in their home states (Amusan, 2018a; Coll, 2012; Dicken, 2015; Korten, 2015; Olukhosi, 
1988, 1989; Wolf, 2018). Wolf went further that issue of MNCs exploiting their host 
states, mostly, the third world is contrary to the reality on the ground. His support, 
neo-conservative liberal position regarding the activities of MNCs receives in-depth 
analysis in his book (Wolf, 2018: 230-242). Therefore, this paper focuses on MNCs 
with a special interest in the parent states, this time Sasol and South Africa. The notion 
that home states enjoy the benefit from host states through repatriation of profits 
to the tune of 100% in line with the 21st international economic relations heralded 
by globalisation. This paper will prove that it is only a few that benefit from such 
repatriation because South Africans are not benefiting fairly from Sasol investments 
in developing and developed states. Instead, the profit is only for the shareholders 
as against the stakeholders of the company. Though many scholars discuss how 
MNCs manipulate their home states to impose their will on their host states through 
diplomatic and intelligent means, much is not said on how the same corporations are 
economically exploiting home states to the disadvantage of the poor (Amusan, 2015). 
The Vaal River is a source of economic development in the region of Vaal Region. Its 
importance to the state is dated back to the pre-apartheid era in the country. Dams 
constructed along the river serve as a source of irrigation for farmers; by implication, 
it is a source of food security for the country. Industries that were cited along the 
river make use of the same for industrial production, by implication, industrialisation 
of the region brings about employment opportunities for the population that are 
unemployed. 
Not only that the region houses industrial companies, services such as tourism, one 
of the main sources of foreign exchange to the south African economy and an agent 
of employment are growing in the area. The region attracts many tourists both from 
the country and abroad. The implication of this is that foreign exchange daily is 
realised because of the activities in the place. Geographically, Vaal Region is well 
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situated that many people prefer to reside in the region for easy access to different 
parts of Gauteng Province. Many people prefer the place because of its serenity. The 
Region is noted as a playing ground for most of the water sports and events. There 
is year-round the Island Yacht race. Keelboat week is also hosted by the region, also 
of note are the Bayshore 200 kilometre Jetski race and the Bayshore Marina Vaal 
Dam treasure hunt. The Vaal river is a host to other sailing clubs. On a weekend 
basis, the river is a host to fishermen who specialise in sporting and fishing for home 
consumption and commercial purposes. The water houses different species of fish 
such as a barbell, common carp, mirror carp, grass carp, smallmouth yellowfish, 
largemouth yellowfish and mudfish among others. Fish consumption has positive 
value in children’s brain development, adult also derives nutritional values in fish 
consumption as against questionable hormones-fed animals and birds with series of 
health challenges (Amusan, 2019; Paarlberg, 2013; Pollan, 2016). Another dam that 
attracts more tourists is the Vredefort Dome Dam that is being upgraded as one of the 
UNESCO World Heritage sites in Free State. The site brings about more employment 
opportunities for unskilled men and women in Parys and its surroundings. Emerald 
Resort and Casino is noted to be an exciting place to visit in the Vaal Region. It attracts 
thousands of visitors yearly. Its game reserve respects biodiversity and a balanced 
ecosystem. Flourishing business activities in the region promotes property business 
as many people from around the world see this area as a place worth investing in 
property. Despite all the advantages that this region offers, the activities of Sasol, a 
multinational oil, coal and chemical company drastically reduce business activities 
and makes the place a no go area for many tourists. It also makes South Africa commit 
several millions of dollars to clean the river polluted by the MNC.

The Interplay between Shareholders’ and Stakeholders’ Interests in a 
Community: Sasol and Vaal Triangle Region’s Environmental Crisis

Relationship between state and MNCs continue to generate argument among 
students of development studies, political science, international relations and human 
geography. This argument starts on a note that the government of host and home 
states are always in support of MNCs in their operation, even in a situation where 
their activities are against the third-generation types of human rights to a clean 
environment and provision of clean and adequate water for people (Brown, 1997; 
Barry & Woods, 2016). Due to liberal type of human rights, issues of environment 
that could be accommodated through corporate social responsibility to maintain an 
environment of the communities where MNCs operate, these giants claim that they 
paid rent, various types of taxes and other costs, therefore cleaning environment 
should be the responsibility of the host or home states continue to generate argument 
among students of MNCs (Donnelly, 2017; Wolf, 2018). On the other hand, liberal 
school is of the view that private individual or public-private-partnership (PPP), 
should provide clean water on a commercial basis. Previously, water represented 
one of the rationales behind social contract and refers to a public good. 
As mentioned above, this paper realises that the government through municipalities 
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around the Vaal region failed to provide clean water for the communities. This is 
apparent when one looks into the roles of Emfuleni municipality that only operated 
two of the five water treatment plants (Liedtke, 2018). There are some variables 
that this paper would like to hold constant. These are the roles of government and 
corruption at the municipality level, though mentions are made in some cases, but at 
a sparing level. The main focus is Sasol as alluded to earlier. Sasol as a fossil fuel and 
chemical giant in South Africa spread its tentacles to the rest of the world because 
of its unique technology in the energy sector. As far back as 2008, the company 
was accused of “excretes a type. Zero waste which is not allowed to be landfilled 
at all”. 5 This accusation was made at the South African Human Rights Commission 
(SAHRC) in Johannesburg by one of the staff of the company from the Secunda plant 
in Mpumalanga Province. The staff went further that if such waste might have to be 
released to the river, it should receive treatment to be type one to reduce the harm 
it might cause to human and plants in the communities. The waste released into the 
river caused series of sickness as the waste sometimes got to the street and inhaled by 
residents in the region. Vanadium and potassium carbonate as part of the chemicals 
released by Sasol is an agent of serious diseases that affects the central nervous system 
that eventually leads to ailments such as headaches, abdominal cramps, diarrhoea and 
greenish tongue, nausea, mouth ulcers, loss of memory (amnesia), vomiting, burns, 
loss of energy and gas (Gatrell & Elliot, 2015: 338). A google search indicates that 
this chemical, vanadium pentoxide dust or fumes cause eyes, skin, upper respiratory 
tract irritation and pulmonary edema and systemic poisoning. Also testified at the 
Commission is that chemicals released to the river may cause birth defects with 
negative implication on health challenges that the country is battling with together 
with the issue of HIV/AIDS that is draining the state’s taxpayer money. This confirms 
a fact that 10% of the global health challenge are caused by pollution with a special 
focus on water contamination through various means (Gatrell & Elliot, 2015).
As against the much-touted scenario that polluters should pay for the environmental 
crisis caused in their communities of operation, without any negotiation with Sasol 
on how to clean the Vaal, the national government did not waste time to commit 
further resources on the company’s behalf. This time, the SANDF was mandated to 
deploy its soldiers to do the cleaning of the water. Initially, as of February 2019, a 
sum of R240 million was injected into the operation, which is not enough to make the 
communities affected environmental-friendly (Phakgadi, 2019). Though SAHRC was 
mandated to look into the issue of water pollution because the action violates every 
available human right, mostly rights to clean environment, rights to clean water 
for sanitation, rights to good health and rights to food security. It is noted that the 
Commission is still busy coming up with relevant damages quotation to the affected 
individuals.
The roles that Sasol played in the river pollution was expected but underplayed by 
government officials, even the SANDF as much of the blame was dropped at the 
doorsteps of the communities for vandalisation of the infrastructure. Also blamed 
was the Emfuleni municipality for obvious reasons. Due to the neo-regulation of 
every host government of MNCs, they tend to protect them against litigation as much 
 5  https://allafrica.com/stories/201902210154.html. Accessed 18 August 2018.
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as possible because of the power holders involved in the activities of these companies. 
This explained why accused municipalities, the Department of Water and Sanitation 
(DWS), Gauteng Corporate Government and Traditional Affairs were unable to call 
a spade a spade on the issue (Mthethwa, 2019). On the issue of Sasol, the company’s 
board of directors shows that the giant is well furnished with those that are very close 
to the government in South Africa, America, Britain, Mozambique and Germany. 
For South African directors, these are the blacks that not only have their economic 
headway through Broad-Based Black Economic Empowerment (BBBEE), they 
variously work in sensitive areas of the economic juggernaut of the country (Steyn, 
2019). 6 As previously alluded to the cult-like business system in South Africa from 
the post-apartheid system, those who have been enjoying government patronage and 
loyal to the ruling party are the ones benefiting in the BBBEE to the detriment of 
millions of underprivileged black South Africans (Amusan, 2014; Southal, 2007). 
Sasol blamed the government for inconsistent law that guides disposal of waste as if 
the multinationals were ignorant of this. It is maintained by some scholars that MNCs 
have more resources than many states when it comes to the issue of information, 
finance and quality management staff. This implies that Sasol should have adopted 
a global environmental acceptable system since its operations straddle almost five 
continents as alluded above. Sasol’s admission that the giant company could not 
interpret some compliance requirements about regulations on the discharge of waste 
could be passed for heresy because of the level of resources at the disposal of this 
company (Phakgadi, 2018). A claim that the company “struggled to interpret some 
compliance requirements about regulations on the discharge of waste” 7 is just an 
excuse that hardly holds water. In his submission to the SAHRC in 2018, Kenyan, 
Sasol’s environmental affairs manager was of the view that (Phakgadi, 2018):
Our discharge compliance (has) been good…we may have challenges here and there, 
but we have been improving how we discharge our waste as per the stringent licence 
regulations from the sanitation department.  
As mentioned above, Sasol has been complying with safety and sanitation regulations 
in Canada and America because of the level of environmental awareness in the two 
states. Knowing that Africa is corrupt and their management relations with various 
department and political elite, not much could be said regarding their unethical 
activities. If not for the civil societies and people of the communities that reported 
the foul smell in their homes, SAHRC could not have been set up. This problem was 
 6  The former Chair of Sasol until 2019, Mandla Gansho is still chair of Kumba Iron Ore  (2017- till date), 
Impala Platinum Holdings Limited (2010- till date), and Nova Capital Africa, among others. The current 
chair of Sasol, Sipho Nkosi s a coal veteran and former Exxaro CEO. Stephen V Cornell, an American 
is responsible for the international operation of the company and previously, he was he held a senior 
position in BP North America and China, chief operation officer for US Fuels among the posts he held 
variously. Manuel Cuambe, a Mozambican appointment as an independent non-executive director is to 
take care of the company interest in Mozambique because of his influence in the government of Maputo 
due to his various appointment in the country’s public utilities. For more information on the members of 
the Sasol management team, see the company profile on https://www.sasol.com/about-sasol/company-
profile/leadership/sasol-limited-board. Also, access https://www.marketscreener.com/business-leaders/
Mandla-Sizwe-Vulindlela-Gantsho-2802/biography/. Accessed 20 August 2019.
 7 South Africa: Sasol Intentionally Polluted the Vaal River, SAHRC Inquiry Hears. https://allafrica.com/
stories/201902210154.html. Accessed 18 August 2019. 
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not started the time it was addressed by the government, it started in 2008 but DES 
and Gauteng Provincial government kept mum on this human rights abuse based on 
the 1996 Constitution as amended calls for human dignity (section 10), right to life 
(section 11) and (section 24(a) (b) that calls for an environment that is not harmful to 
their health or wellbeing; and (b)(1) to prevent pollution and ecological degradation. 
Despite this, it is confirmed that about 150 megalitres of raw sewage spilt into the 
river through Sasol mismanagement or neglect of the issue on the environment of the 
communities that they operate. With the CO2 emission by the company, vanadium, 
potassium carbonate among other chemicals, it could be said that the company violates 
section 10 of the Constitution of South Africa. Due to politics that is been introduced 
to the environmental crisis in the two most affected municipalities, Emfuleni and 
Midvaal. Due to the level of corruption Emfuleni municipality controlled by the ANC, 
the Midvaal that is under DA, which ought to join hands together to address Sasol’s 
contribution to the environmental crisis could not come with one voice due to party 
politics in the communities. This gave Sasol a field day to discharge waste materials 
to the river without any appreciable challenge for various reasons. One, the MNC 
is mightier than the state of South Africa because it influences the political system 
and arrangement of the country. Two, most of the directors of the company, owned 
partially by the state are of the ruling party that determine the authoritative allocation 
of values. Three, the secrecy that is involved in the activities of multinationals also 
explain why the company started the river pollution in 2008 without any challenge 
from the government. Therefore, it may be of no surprise if the SAHRC’s outcome 
of the investigation of this incident remains inconclusive because of the organic link 
between Sasol, a member of the ruling party and politically appointed members of 
the Commission. There is a global precedent for this. For instance, in 1988 when a 
Commission was set up because a lorry emptied 20 tonnes of aluminium sulphate into 
Lowermoor waterworks, which exposed more than 20,000 residents to aluminium 
together with lead and sulphate, the Dame Barbara Clayton Commission could not 
find a direct link between the toxic emptied into the river and the health challenges 
that accompanied it (Gatree & Elliot, 2015). This could be because of the MNC’s 
concerned political connection that debauched the end of justice. 

Sasol and Food Security Challenges in the Vaal Triangle Region 

The crux of this paper looks into the interplay of shareholders and stakeholders in the 
region with emphasis on the surrounding communities where Sasol operates. There 
is no contest that food is wealth and it is the source of good health in any community 
and a country at large. This explains why the issue of food sovereignty and food 
security is paramount in any society. As known in the relevant literature that deals 
with the blue economy (Thomas, 2018; USAID, 2016; Walker, 2017), rivers and oceans 
are veritable means of good food for the teeming population at the global level. The 
same is applicable when one considers the import of the Vaal River that straddles 
three Provinces of South Africa. The water is a source of calcium, Omega-3 fatty acid, 
which is an agent of child brain’s development. It is also very rich in micro-nutrients 
such as vitamin A, calcium, iron and zinc (USAID, 2016). Communities around the 
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river did make use of the resources for their development. Many relied on it as a 
source of income because fishing is part of livelihood in the area. Not too far from this 
were the people who travelled from different parts of the country for a holiday that 
engaged in fishing as a form of a game and to prepare for consumption. 
Many people who embarked on farming relied on the river for irrigation and those 
who kept animals also rely on the water for their animals’ consumption. In Oakney 
for instance, a farmer lost some of his cows to diseases caused by contaminated water 
they drank. The multiplier effects of Sasol activities in the region are multivarious 
and nefarious. Many people lost their job in the hotel business. This is because 
many tourists cancelled their accommodation and preferred to observe their 
holidays somewhere they considered safe. Also paramount is the challenge that the 
hydroponics farm system introduced by the Vaal University of Technology in the 
form of urban farming could not benefit from the Vaal River as a source of water for 
the vertical like farming that is developing in urban areas of South Africa. It is one 
of the plans to address food insecurity that is crawling to the city centres because 
of the cost of transportation, massive rural-urban migration, increased energy cost/
consumption and growing carbon footprints. Urban agriculture is considered to have 
the potential to adapt rapidly to changing conditions and demands (Cilliers, 2019: 6). 
A system that is likened to vertical farming, which is a source of food in many parts 
of the world has started to gain currency in the region but faces myriads of challenges 
due to polluted air and water in the area. With contaminated water and the inability 
of the municipalities to purify water for domestic consumption, it becomes very 
difficult to maintain sustainable agriculture in such an environment. 
In the short run, some communities that were located around the river because of easy 
access of the same embarked on the brisk financial gain from the contaminated river 
through the collection of dead fish and other edible aquatic creature for consumption 
and to sell the excess to people in the communities ignorantly. The implication of 
this on food insecurity is self-evident coupled with a foul smell that engulfed the 
communities as shown below in Picture I and II. From these, one may conclude that 
the state’s constitution of 1996 as amended is being violated by Sasol, most especially 
section 24 and 27 that deal with conducive environment and access to food and water 
with health care. South Africa is known to have been the tenth state in the world that 
accommodates genetically modified organism with negative implication on the health 
of the people. Attempt to give priority to the quality of food is a major challenge in 
the country as discussed elsewhere (Amusan & Olawuyi, 2019). The picture I depicts 
an unhealthy environment as the foul smell engulfs the environment with health 
challenges among vulnerable people of Vaal Communities. Picture II and III are the 
reality of poisoned fish consumption due to the level of poverty and ignorance of the 
people. 
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Picture I: Vaal triangle Drowning in Sewage and Foul Smell
Source: https://www.enca.com/news/raw-sewage-spills-streets-vaal. 7 April 2019. 
Accessed 30 August 2020.

Picture II: Floating dead fish and other water creatures in Vaal River
Sources: Bega, Shere. 2018. “Activists Pick Out “Fishy” Claim” Saturday Star. 21 
August. https://www.iol.co.za/saturday-star/activists-pick-out-fishy-claim-16670682. 
Accessed 30 August 2020.
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Picture III: Fishing in a den of death and consumed by innocent people
Sources: https://massageandrelaxation.xyz/vaal-river-fishing-report.html. Accessed 
30 August 2020.

Pictures I, II and III show that Sasol contributed to Vaal River pollution because the 
company failed to comply with the requirements as stipulated by the Department 
of Environment and Water Affairs. This is evident in the SAHRC testimony by 
stakeholders as discussed above (Alamu, 2018).  The company is noted for its food 
insecurity promotion in South Africa and southern Africa in general. This is because 
of the fertiliser and plastic production of the company. It is noted that fertiliser is a 
source of further water pollution as an excess of it may find its way to the river with 
all its adverse effects on the flora and fauna of the littoral areas. This agrochemical 
contamination includes insecticides, fungicides, and herbicides which contributes to 
water pollution as discussed by du Plessis (2017) who maintained that most of these 
chemicals contain mercury, arsenic and lead that are highly toxic to the environment. 
Also of note is the plastic product that is dangerous for fish consumption because this 
is not digestible with negative implications on human health who would eventually 
see fish as sources of body needed nutrients. It also promotes the extinction of some 
fish species (Musau, 2017; Sala, et al, 2018). 
Regarding corporate social responsibilities (CSRs), Sasol sponsors some events that 
hardly impact the communities where it operates. For instance, the company is noted 
for sponsoring South African Women’s Football team (Banyana Banyana), the South 
African Paralympics team, the annual Sasol Rally, Sasol GTC (Global Touring Cars), 
the Black Tie Ensemble among others. What is common to these sponsored events 
is that they are only meant for the national government to see what they are doing 
as against supporting their immediate areas of operation. Some of these events are 
also meant for the elite who hardly know where communities such as Sebokeng, 
Vanderbijlpark, to name a few are. 
Like other MNCs, Sasol is always accused of politics of price-fixing, overpricing and 
under-pricing to ensure its oligopoly, oligopsony, monopoly and monopsony where 
production and buying of raw materials are concentrated in its hands (Howard, 2016). 
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Though won the case later under cloudy condition, Sasol agreed to pay R188 million 
to South Africa Competition Commission for alleged price-fixing to determine the 
price of fertiliser and to edge out competitors from the business in 2009 (Competition 
News, 2009). In 2017, the same company was asked to pay R12.8 billion to the South 
African Revenue Service (SARS) by Tax Court due to its unprofessional accounting 
practices (Creamer, 2017). Based on this accusation against the company, the financial 
commitment to CSRs is far less than what the company on yearly robbed the state 
through tax evasion and other accounting malpractices.

Conclusion

Having examined the roles of Sasol in environmental degradation of the communities 
of its operation, through the employment of green theory. It is the opinion of this 
paper to recommend among others that as against neo-regulatory functions of the 
national, provincial and municipal governments of MNCs in general, there is a need 
to think of the plight of stakeholders. Though this paper pointed out the roles of Sasol 
management in seeing to the actualisation of the profit ambition of shareholders, the 
embarrassment and environmental insults brought to bear through air and water 
pollutions of the environment should be a signal for the government to know that 
there is a need to go beyond the dictate of globalisation--an approach where the profit 
ambition of a few is considered as the interest of all. 
Based on the above discussion, it is a reality that MNCs are not only around to 
exploit the resources of their host state, they also do the same to the home states 
through various means such as manipulation of state power through political elites 
that are strategically appointed to protect their interest. This is the case of Sasol 
and its management team as discussed above. Like other MNCs, the company is 
employing its financial muscle to vitiate small and medium scale companies out of 
business. Organic food production that is considered healthy for consumption is not 
encouraged by Sasol whose prime obligation is to promote its shareholders’ interest 
at all cost, to the detriment of stakeholders in the country in general through the 
sales of fertiliser and other chemicals produced by the giant industries that are not 
sustainable healthwise. To address the environmental and socio-economic problems 
created by MNCs in the country, the principle of polluters-should-pay needs to be 
enforced so that taxpayers money would not be used to promote the financial interest 
of shareholders.
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