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1. Executive Summary
This report has been formally submitted to the Environmental Assessment Practitioner (EAP) from

EnviroXcellence Services and the Competent Authority, Limpopo Economic Development Environment and

Tourism (LEDET), as part of the Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) Report Public Participation Process

for the Proposed Musina-Makhado Special Economic Zone (SEZ) within Musina-Makhado local municipalities

in the Vhembe District of Limpopo Province. This submission summarises concerns about the SEZ based on my

clinical and community psychology experience, research, and observations of the People’s Eco-Mapping

Hearings. It is my expert opinion that:

1. Mulambwane community residents and others in the Musina-Makhado area’s historical dispossession from

ancestral land and political oppression under colonial administrations, including apartheid, contributed to

significant epistemic violence. Today, this epistemic violence continues contributing to profound

intergenerational psychological distress.

2. Mulambwane community residents and others in the Musina-Makhado area experience considerable

distress resulting from anticipated harms associated with the project’s cumulative impacts.

3. The project threatens to disrupt intergenerational identities and psychological wellbeing by further

endangering specific knowledge, customary practices, ways of being in the world and relating as a

community with ancestral land, sacred sites, and other places of importance.

4. The process is placing considerable psychosocial pressure on affected residents who have raised concerns

about perceived exclusions, and the devaluing of their concerns, as well as community tensions.

5. There are profound adverse psychological and mental health consequences related to climate change.

2. Credentials
Garret Barnwell is a South African clinical psychologist and community psychology practitioner based

in Johannesburg, South Africa. I hold a PhD in Psychology and masters degrees in Clinical Psychology and

Conflict Transformation and Management from Nelson Mandela University (NMU).  I have more than 10 years

of experience in the humanitarian sector. I am also a University Research Committee Postdoctoral Research

Fellow at the University of Johannesburg’s Faculty of Humanities.

My doctorate (and specialisation) is in psychological reactions and responses to histories of

colonialism/coloniality, land dispossession, climate change, and other forms of environmental degradation. One

of my doctoral case studies took place in the Vhembe district, where I conducted individual and focus group

interviews about the psychological significance of the Zwifho (sacred natural sites), ancestral connections, and

local traditional knowledge systems of communities who have experienced land dispossession and ongoing

environmental degradation. As part of my doctoral project, I also wrote several psychological feedback reports

for Magoro, Vhutanda and Tshidzivhe communities.
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In so far as the SEZ is concerned, I was registered as an interested party after submitting a review of the

EIA report in 2020 (Barnwell, 2020). My report highlighted several concerns related to the quality of the health

impact report and the minimal attention to the psychological and mental health consequences in the broader

conceptualisation of the project. Additionally, I authored the expert report, ‘The psychological and mental

health consequences of climate change in South Africa’ commissioned by the Centre for Environmental Rights

(CER) for the African Climate Alliance, groundWork, and Vukani Environmental Movement in Action

(Barnwell, 2021).

3. Methodology
In this section, I describe the methodological approach to this submission. On 19 September, I received

a formal invitation from Earthlife Africa and Dzomo La Mupo to observe the People’s Eco-Mapping Hearings

(referred to hereon as the ‘hearings’) on 29-30 September 2021 in Makhado. The two-day event consisted of

around 100 participants, the vast majority of whom came from the Mulambwane community and surrounding

areas, such as Tshidzivhe and Vhutanda, which I am familiar with through my doctoral research. The event

consolidated a multiple-month community-organised process documenting and discussing community

relationships with ancestral land in and around the proposed SEZ area. During the two-day hearings, I took field

notes on the discussions and presentations, including the psychological tone (Halcomb & Davidson, 2006). I

strictly positioned myself as an observer and only listened and observed what was happening in the hearings. I

did not provide any reflections of my opinion over the two days and I did not participate in discussions to

ensure that I did not influence what emerged organically from the group process. The hearings covered the

presentation of eco-maps of past, present and future, and eco-calendar maps created through community-based

participatory processes with residents over several months in 2021. The discussions centred on themes of land

dispossession, Zwifho (sacred natural sites), burial grounds, traditional knowledge systems, heritage, water, air

quality and biodiversity. The participants appeared to engage freely and provided multiple testimonies, sharing

concerns about the SEZ. Affected residents and Dzomo La Mupo facilitated the process with support from

Earthlife Africa and Natural Justice. Tshivenda-to-English translators were used over the two days. After the

hearings, I used recordings of the speakers to validate the quotes whilst writing this report. I have summarised

the main psychological themes that emerged over these two days. In my interpretation of the residents’

concerns, I draw on my knowledge about the area, particularly the significance of Zwifho, and on clinical and

community psychology theory, explicitly relating to land dispossession, ecological degradation, trauma/stress

and experiences of environmental injustices and epistemic violence. All illustrative quotes used in this report

are anonymised. This report only includes residents’ views and interested parties who attended the hearings on

29 and 30 September 2021. On 28 September 2021, I also visited some of the areas where the SEZ is proposed.

However, access was limited. This report also includes a summary of the mental health impacts of climate

change (see Climate Change and Ecological Disruptions) based on participants’ concerns raised and my expert

report on The psychological and mental health consequences of climate change in South Africa.
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4. Ancestral Land and Experiences of Epistemic Violence
My expert opinion is that the proposed SEZ will contribute to the experience of epistemic violence and

considerable psychological distress for Mulambwane residents and others living in Musina-Makhado region.

Epistemic violence refers to how specific knowledge, ways of knowing and being in the world are privileged

over other forms that are threatened, excluded, misrepresented, silenced, made invisible, distrusted,

systematically distorted, misrecognised, or devalued (Kidd, et al 2017; Stevens & Sonn, 2021). Under

colonialism and apartheid, racial capitalism and white supremacist ideologies were privileged, alienating and

dispossessing local Black and indigenous communities from their ancestral land. In the Makhado-Musina region

multiple communities, including the Mulambwane community, were violently dislocated from their ancestral

lands, reported participants of the hearings. As will be described in this section, Mulambwane community

residents and others in the Musina-Makhado area experience considerable distress resulting from anticipated

harms associated with the project’s cumulative impacts. Thus, it is my expert opinion that the project threatens

to disrupt intergenerational identities and psychological wellbeing by further endangering specific knowledge,

customary practices, and ways of being in the world as well as relating as a community with ancestral land,

sacred sites, and other places of importance and other-than-human world.

4.1 Ancestral Land

For the Mulambwane residents and others who participated in the hearings, ancestral land does not only

refer to “property,” as it is often reduced to within a western-industrial perspective. Rather, Shango (ancestral

territory) is constituted by all that is human and more-than-human (e.g., animals, trees, sacred sites, ancestral

relations). Cultural identities, knowledge systems, as well as ways of being and becoming in the world, are

interdependent and co-constituted by these relationships that make up the territory. For this reason, in the report,

I refer to “ancestral land” to recognise the inseparability between land and traditional knowledge; ways of being

and becoming; spirituality; as well as other crucial parts of identity and psychological wellbeing. Thus, these

ancestral lands contribute to the dynamic, intergenerational development and continuity of personal and

community identities. Specific spiritually and culturally important sites also assist in developing, defining and

sustaining important educational, health, psychological, cultural and spiritual functions. The entire eco-mapping

process – which documents Mulambwane community’s memories, knowledge and experiences before

dislocation, today and perspectives of the future, as well as the specific ecological calendars that trace the

seasons, harvests, times of intergenerational customary practices – mapped this ancestral land in detail. For

instance, participants identified Zwifho, ancestral burial sites, Baobab and Marula vegetation, and water as

critical to community survival. I would like to highlight a few testimonies from the hearings that demonstrate

the psychological – among others – relationship to place, including its significance:
➢ “This is the place that we used to stay [demonstrating an area around where the SEZ will be]”

➢ “We want to continue our culture how our forefathers did.”

➢ “Our cultural boundaries are the rivers and the mountains [in Mulambwane]”

➢ “These [Zwifho and traditional practices] are very important to Mulambwane”
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➢ “There are more than 400 graves there [in and around where the SEZ is being proposed] where our forefathers

are. If the graves are removed, where will we do our rituals? We wont know our origins. We must fight.”

➢ “If the Zwifho is destroyed the people of Mulambwane will be destroyed.”

➢ “If you destroy our places of worship then all will be such.”

➢ “Our forefathers said we must respect there [Zwifho]. It is the place where we have buried them. It is where our

forefathers are. They should not be exhumed.”

➢ “It is important to know that these graves are belonging to [names people by name]”

➢ “In Mulambwane, we used to have access to clean water. Water that people and animals used”

➢ “When I do down to the baobab, fig tree, I fight for those trees day and night. They are so important. Those trees

brought me up. I use them. I do not hide. It makes me healthy.”

It is obvious that this ancestral land – where the SEZ is also being proposed – is significant to

participants’ sense of who they are as a people. From a community psychological perspective, the social

ecology has crucial social, educational, spiritual and psychological functions (among others) that inform ways

of knowing and being in the world, and that has been important to sustaining health and cultural survival.

4.2 Psychological Experiences of Dispossession

The continued displacement from these sites is also experienced as intergenerational severe

psychological adversity. The dispossession from territory unsettles intergenerational ways of being, knowledge

systems, cultural practices, social relationships, and the subsequent fracturing of communities and barriers to

accessing certain places is a threat to identity and psychological wellbeing (Barnwell et al 2020, 2021). The

psychological distress related to this epistemic violence is still a prominent feature of daily life and has specific

implications for the SEZ. Even as an observer to the hearings, psychological distress related to the ongoing

disconnection from Shango and Zwifho, and the associated psychosocial adversities and resistance to

dispossession were conveyed and featured prominently in testimonies provided. For instance:
➢ “I am here to add that in Mulambwane...there are fences... people have taken our land.”

➢ “Things are not going well” [owing to being unable to conduct ceremonial practices for “Vhadzimu” (ancestral

spirits) at Zwifho due to dispossession]

➢ “I feel great pain looking at what our land used to be and is now”

➢ “There were white people… it is painful… who chased us from our land”

➢ “Now we are displaced...when we go to the Zwifho, we are stopped. We are not allowed to enter our own land.”

➢ “It is long that we have been fighting for that land.”

➢ “I will not allow that these places are desecrated. When I do down to the baobab, fig tree, I fight for those trees

day and night.”

Although much ancestral land is fenced off owing to farms, game reserves and other developments and

access were reported to be difficult for residents, many significant places (e.g., Zwifho, burial sites, Baobab

forests, rivers) were said to be still intact however remained threatened because their ancestral custodians had

been removed. The material existence of this ancestral land, including the human and more-than-human

relationships that create it, is vital to the identity and psychological wellbeing, according to those that attended

the hearings, despite of the continued dislocation.
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Dispossession from these places cause profound psychological distress, but these ancestral lands still

play a crucial role in identity and psychological wellbeing. Thus, although dispossession from ancestral land is

experienced as a psychological wound, the experience of psychological distress is also related to an inseparable

psychological bond with a place that continues despite displacement. These psychological experiences, of what

I refer to as “place severing” in my other research (Barnwell et al. 2020, 2021), were also clearly described

across participants’ testimonies who attended the hearings.

4.3 Identity Threats and Epistemic Violence

My expert opinion is that the SEZ project threatens to disrupt intergenerational identities and further

contribute to intergenerational psychological distress by threatening specific knowledge, customary practices,

ways of being in the world and relating as a community with ancestral land, sacred sites, and other places of

importance. Participants experienced the SEZ as yet another external intrusion that stands to dispossess

residents from ancestral land and is seen as a direct threat to the community (e.g., psychological wellbeing,

specific knowledge, culture, spirituality, and ways of being in the world). One of the central groups that raised

these concerns about epistemic violence were the descendants of Mulambwane community whose forefathers

are said to be buried in and around the geographic location of the SEZ where community members have been

materially dispossessed. For instance:
➢ “People selling land is not the person that should. This would not take place if they came from this land.”

➢ “It pains me to know that these graves will be moved. Will we lose our culture? Or our connection with the

ancestors?”

➢ “The SEZ is working to take our land and do not care about the Zwifho or burial sites, our rivers or the Mopane

from our trees. Zwifho and burial sites, ruins and graves, we know that the bodies are not allowed to be exhumed.

We want to visit our forefathers. Will we be able to identify them again if they are exhumed? If they destroy our

trees, will we be able to get Mopane worms again? Our trees will all be cut. The jobs of the SEZ are nothing. How

about the numbers? They will destroy our climate. Water and wind will be polluted. There will no longer be

animals. I say to the SEZ, thank you, go and look for another place for your project.”

➢ “If you speak of Mulambwane, it is not in the heart of the SEZ. It is in our hearts, not of the colonisers.”

➢ “All our elders here are fighting cause everything they do is for our legacy, so following our grannies, we fight for

our future. Down with the SEZ. Down.”

It was clear that participants who shared these concerns – including those from other communities –

saw the SEZ as an existential threat. The SEZ is not seen as separate from historical dispossession that occurred

under colonial administrations (here including apartheid) but was perceived as an ongoing unwanted intrusion

that complicates unresolved psychological distress associated with disconnections from ancestral land. The

participants anticipated that the project endangered health, ecology and culture, among other threats.

4.5 Participatory and Procedural Justice

My expert opinion is that the process is placing considerable psychosocial pressure on affected residents

who have raised concerns about perceived exclusions, and the devaluing of their concerns, as well as

community tensions. I raise participants concerns here about the EIA process here to bring them to the attention
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of the EAP and LEDET. The first concern raised is that the process was perceived as generally privileging the

development of the SEZ over their concerns about ancestral land, burial sites, Zwifho, etc. Secondly, in a

briefing at the hearings, participants reported having difficulties getting into the public participation meetings,

and they perceived that their inputs were side-lined and devalued in discussions. For instance:
➢ A new group now called EnviroXcellence [Service] is continuing with no change. Those items and gaps that need

to be addressed are still there. There will be a delegation that will go to Lekkerlag [Public Participtation] and

indicate the issue of Zwifho and heritage that our Mopane trees, that we shall need them, places of worship are

still to be respected...We do not want to be destroyed.

➢ When we had to enter the premises, we were told to wait for [anonymised CPA member]. We waited there and

many taxis went by and none of the taxis waited as long as they did and were allowed access. When he came back,

he told us that only heirs were allowed to enter...meaning that those who were not heirs were not allowed to

enter…it was said that it was not a public participation, just a meeting for heirs...so our access was delayed and

only a select few were allowed to enter… everyone was given access eventually...They even refused access to some

of my relatives...

➢ “We did not get answers to some of our questions...all the questions that were responded to, mine were

unanswered....after waiting when everyone was done, I was given an opportunity to repeat my questions...Because

while I was arguing to have my questions answered, the people of the SEZ were also refusing. So, I said “you

people of the SEZ you said that you do not take sides and are unbiased, but what you are doing shows bias

because the questions that oppose your mandate you reject”

➢ “We went to Musina the first time and also saw that they were already expecting us….I just want to say that these

people do not seem level headed in what they are doing…[then describes an incident of being approached by two

people (Local representatives, but not official representatives of the EnviroXcellence or SEZ) during the public

participation with one mentioning]... “this man falls among the people giving me headaches.”

Although I could not substantiate these claims, I see it as my ethical responsibility as a healthcare

worker to raise that some community members felt threatened. It is evident that there is community tension

about the development of the SEZ. There is a general perception that the authorisation of the SEZ is privileged

while some community members risk raising their concerns. These community tensions are alarming, and all

efforts should be directed at ensuring that all have an opportunity to engage in the process without undue

psychosocial and other pressures. All forms of violence — including epistemic violence — should be averted by

safeguarding community members who raise discontent (Menton & Le Billon, 2021).

There are also egregious errors that I have picked up. For instance, the health impact assessment refers

to the “Zulu” people instead of the Venda people who live in Vhembe District, suggesting misrecognition and

misrepresentation, as well as a shallow analysis (Barnwell, 2020).

5. Climate Change and Ecological Disruptions
This section summarises the main psychological and mental health consequences of climate change

outlined in Barnwell (2021), which have also been complemented by what residents expressed at the hearings.
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Climate change poses an existential threat to todays and future generations living in the

Musina-Makhado area. Scholes and Engelbrecht (2021) report that the major climate change impacts in the

Limpopo Province are related to increases in temperature, water scarcity and droughts (and exposure to

category “tropical cyclones and storms” that I will not go into detail about here). Climate change intensifies, and

deep cuts in greenhouse gas emissions are required to keep global warming below 1.5°C (IPCC, 2021). The

climate change impact assessment released as part of the EIA shows that the project will have significant

emissions contributing to climate change. Participants are concerned about these impacts:
➢ “There are serious consequences of climate change if Earth is damaged”

➢ “Our calendar, the changes year are different owing to the people that have come. Cannot see what season is this.

Climate change has affected us.”

➢ “As we are speaking things are not good. We know that some things that were there aren’t anymore. When there

are projects like the SEZ, some things we cannot undo, like climate change.”

➢ “If you look at life, you can see how fast it is. We are destroying the seasons.”

➢ “They will destroy our climate. Water and wind will be polluted. There will no longer be animals.”

➢ “There at Mulambwane, there is no water. I think it is a lie that this will get from Zim. The water that they will

drink means there will be a lot of damage, we want to farm. The environment will be polluted where will our

children live. I say that as the youth lets stand up.”

➢ “Currently, rivers do not have running water each year. By that, I am indicating that the water of the springs

shouldn’t be used [by the MMSEZ] because then we will not have water.”

➢ “If the MMSEZ come with its coal, water that is there will no longer be clear. What will be used will drench into

the river. MMSEZ, if they come and use the water then the animals will suffer.”

➢ “Coal pollutes all the water that is there. If we want to be honest they pour in some sand and you go and look and

you will find black water running straight to the water.”

➢ “I do not support it [SEZ] because there will be a lot of environmental pollution.”

➢ “Our rivers now are polluted. As people, we used to drink this water and be fine. Today, you cant drink the

water.”

➢ “Those factories will pollute our air. The SEZ, the community at Mulambwane. There will be disadvantages. Air

pollution will lead to diseases and may kill our trees on animals across the planet and we will not live well

because we live with trees, animals…”

➢ “Today, there is no water and no rain.”

The impacts of water scarcity and insecurity of psychological wellbeing and mental health are as

follows (Barnwell, 2021):

Water deprivation and poor water access consequently can harm mental health. Decreases in

precipitation have also been associated with increased suicide rates…Water scarcity is marginalising for

those living on the edge of daily survival and can cause psychological suffering. These experiences of

marginalisation are accompanied by “chronic psychological stress, social isolation, intra-community

conflicts, despair, feelings of sadness and hopelessness, and symptoms of depression and anxiety”.
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Social meanings are attached to communities’ experiences of water insecurity. Several studies have

demonstrated that water insecurity is highly stressful and compounds social stigma, feelings of shame

and mistreatment… Furthermore, increased anxiety and depression is associated with experiences of

self-stigma and hygiene humiliation, as the absence of water makes it impossible to live up to social

hygiene norms. 88 Young children are particularly vulnerable to water insecurity because they rely on

adults to meet their material needs and are also more susceptible to adverse health impacts of

deprivation. Gender constraints make it more difficult for women to adapt to climate change, and

associated social challenges contribute to depression, distressing thoughts and overwhelming

emotions… those living in water-scarce areas report psychological distress attributed to the fears of

their inability to adapt to climate change and the competition for water resources that may arise in the

future (p. 15 - 16).

There are also many specific psychological and mental health consequences of droughts (Barnwell,

2021):

Droughts make it harder to sustain lifestyles and contribute to food insecurity and the loss of

livelihoods, particularly for rural farmers (industrial or subsistence). Subsequent forced changes and

loss can lead to mental health issues, such as increased psychological stress, humiliation, shame,

depression, anxiety, and suicide. Furthermore, climate variability, particularly drought, and

socio-economic insecurity have worsened mental health and increased suicide among rural men.68

Suicides in communities that depend on agricultural industries and other rural lifestyles and industries

increase during drought. Droughts may also drive generalised anxiety and depression in rural

communities. Additionally, extreme droughts can disrupt community identities and contribute to

profound levels of distress that are linked to the changes to social and psychological relationships with

the deteriorating ecosystem. These changes can include a loss of hope for the community’s future,

feeling of being misunderstood and significant levels of psychological distress. Droughts can also

contribute to food, water and financial insecurities that are covered in other subsections – all of which

contribute to profound mental health distress (p. 14).

Additionally, participants of the hearings also raised concerns about the ecological degradation related

to the construction or running of the SEZ that caused psychological distress. Finally, the consequences of

climate change in South Africa also includes financial insecurity, food insecurity, interpersonal conflict, identity

disruptions, and loss  (Ibid, p. 4). These various social adversities have been linked to a range of psychological

consequences. For instance, financial insecurity is associated with an increased risk of common mental

disorders, such as depression, anxiety and somatisation, suicidal thinking, social isolation. Food insecurity is

associated with increased common mental disorders, such as depression and anxiety, poorer cognitive
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performance, stunted psychological development in children, uncertainty, misery, despair, hopelessness, shame,

poorer adult neurocognitive and psychomotor functioning and suicide. Experiences of interpersonal violence are

associated with increased psychological distress, identity disruption, substance use, depression, post-traumatic

stress, emotional disorders in children, self-harming behaviour and suicide. Identity disruptions and loss are

associated with trauma, decreased sense of self-worth, self-esteem and self-efficacy, disruptions to emotional

bonds to place and ancestral bonds, along with everything else that has been described in the first few sections

of this report.

Signed on 17 October 2021 in Johannesburg, South Africa.

Dr Garret Barnwell

Clinical Psychologist and Community Psychology Practitioner
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