
NEXT customer, please! 
As you wheel your trol-

ley load of  purchases to the 
teller, the first question you’re 
invariably asked is: do you 
need plastic bags?

You answer in the affirma-
tive but with a mild sense 
of  guilt, knowing those con-
ventional plastic bags – made  
from petroleum-based chem-
ical materials – will probably 
end up being washed down 
our local rivers and storm 
water drains and eventually 
making their way to our 
already polluted oceans, chok-
ing marine life. 

It is for that reason that the 
theme for this year’s World 
Oceans Day last week (June 8) 
was “Beat Plastic Pollution” 
which was a call for action for 
all citizens to come together 
to combat one of  the greatest 
environmental challenges of  
our time. That’s the depress-
ing news.

The good news, however, is 
that with new ground-break-
ing technology being 
developed, consumers in 
South Africa may soon be able 
to dispose of  their plastic bags 
with the rest of  their waste 
without having to worry 
about any possible negative 
effects on the environment.

A  team of  local scientists 
at the CSIR’s polymer and 
composite research group in 
Port Elizabeth, headed by sen-
ior researcher Dr Sudhakar 
Muniyasamy, has succeeded 
in developing plastic bags that 
are made from agricultural 
by-products and are 100% bio-

degradable. Approaches have 
already been made to govern-
ment for funding and they are 
awaiting a response.

In an interview with 
the Sunday Tribune, 
Muniyasamy, who led the 
team behind the discovery, 
confirmed the new maize and 
sugar cane bio-based bags are 
completely biodegradable.

When disposed of  into 
natural environments like 
landfills, compost and mar-
ine water, they undergo 100% 
bio-degradation in just 3 to 
6 months, without releasing 
any toxic residues.

Clearly excited about the 
discovery, Muniyasamy, 37, 
who hails from India and 
holds a PhD in chemical sci-
ence from University of  Pisa 
in Italy, said the bags can also 
be recycled.

In a short space of  time, 
major retailers like Wool-
worths and Pick n Pay would 
be involved in market trials 
to test the product in a pilot 
phase.

The new products, he said, 
met all the necessary scien-
tific  requirements and stan-
dards.

The next steps involved 
undertaking the simulation 
of  continuous product manu-
facturing “as per the real fac-
tory production operation”.

CSIR has also made 
approaches for the funding 
of  the project, including gov-
ernment, and are awaiting 
responses.

This will be followed by 
industrial trials to gauge 
areas like energy consump-
tion, standard operating pro-

cedures, manpower require-
ments and market trials.

Muniyasamy is confident 
the new technology being 
developed will contribute to 
reducing environmental pol-
lution.

He says it also has the 
potential to boost local job 
creation in manufacturing.

“In South Africa, 90% of  
carrier bags, agricultural 
films and other short term 
or single-use consumer plas-
tic items are produced from 
petroleum-based chemical 
materials and are therefore 
non-biodegradable when dis-
posed of  in natural environ-
ments.

“Most of  these plastics are 
cheap to produce, but persist 
in landfills for many decades, 
causing environmental dam-
age that is very expensive to 
clean.”

He said the new bags cur-
rently cost more to manu-
facture than normal bags, 
but prices were expected to 
decrease once production cap-
acity increases.

He believed the price dif-
ference between the new 
bio-plastic bags and existing 
plastic bags was cancelled 
out by the fact that the new 
products are eco-friendly and 
address the problem of  plastic 
pollution.

While paper bags cost 
approximately R2 each, he 
estimated the new product 
would cost about R1,30 each 
to the retailer, and this will 
reduce over time.

Muniyasamy says he does 
not see the new product being 
a threat to existing jobs in the 

recycling industry. 
“Instead, I believe it would 

open new opportunities for 
the recycling industries as the 
product is 100% recyclable.

“As an added advantage, 
if  the CSIR bio-plastic ends 
up in the landfill or other 
environments, it will fully 
bio-degrade by the action 
of  natural micro-organisms 
within three to six months, 

without leaving any toxic resi-
dues.”

When asked about time 
lines for production, he says 
once the pilot production 
infrastructure was in place, 
it would take roughly six 
months to be in the market.

“Our project team believes 
that this project will have an 
impact in society and reduce 
plastic pollution.

“We hope we will get the 
necessary support to take it to 
the market,” he said.
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Jumbo-sized plan for pachyderms

D R HEINZ Kohrs 
feels strongly that 
elephants should 
be allowed to roam 

the vast spaces of  Africa and 
recently penned an impas-
sioned letter to the Minister 
of  Environmental Affairs to 
support plans for a mega trans-
frontier conservation corridor 
extending from KwaZulu-Natal 
through to Tanzania.

Twenty years ago, Kohrs 
and Digs Pascoe founded the 
Space for Elephants Founda-
tion. Given Pascoe’s failing 
health, Kohrs – who practises 
in Pongola and also owns the 
White Elephant Safari Lodge 
in the Pongola Game Reserve 
– continues to hold high the 
flame of  their dream: a vast 
conservation corridor for 
elephants to roam from Thu-
la-Thula Game Reserve near 
Nkwaleni in Zululand, along 
the Lebombo mountain range, 
including the Kruger National 
Park and Limpopo Transfron-
tier Park, up through western 
and northern Mozambique, 
Malawi and into Tanzania.

It is a truly jumbo-sized 
vision requiring the dropping 
of  a multitude of  fences and a 
change of  mindset.

While humans pontifi-
cate and squabble over fen-
ces, herds of  elephants, some 
76-strong, are already showing 
us the way, says Kohrs. “They 
have waded and swum their 
way along the western shores 
of  the Pongolapoort (Jozini) 
Dam, and settled into the Royal 
Jozini Big Six in Swaziland. 

“Part of  the herd then 
headed along the dam’s east-

ern shores are now content-
edly ensconced in Ezemvelo 
KZN Wildlife’s Pongola Nature 
Reserve East,” says Kohrs.

In so doing, the herd, com-
plete with newly-borns, have 
circumnavigated fences not 
only demarcating different 
reserves, and an international 
border which, of  course, means 
nothing to the jumbos.

Heike Zitzer monitors the 
perambulating pachyderms – a 
role she has played for the past 
nine years. She can identify 
each elephant by a nick or tear 
in an ear, a scar, the shape of  
its tusks. She also meticulously 
records scientific findings on 
their movements, foraging  
and behavioural patterns on a 
daily basis 

Zitzer, 46, who studied 
nature conservation, is also 
studying the impact of  vasec-
tomy (surgical male sterilisa-
tion) on elephants. 

“It is the only such long-
term study in the world,” she 
says. “In the medium-term, 
there has been no change in the 
behaviour of  the seven Pongola 
Game Reserve males that were 
vasectomised in 2008. 

“Nor have the six elephants 
which have been placed on the 
contraceptive GnRH recently, 
via darting, shown any major 
behavioural changes yet. These 
bulls are still ‘mating’, blithely 
unaware they don’t stand a 
chance (of  siring a calf).

Zitzer is particularly inter-
ested in how the females ultim-
ately respond. “Will they work 
out that something is wrong? 
Will they realise that though 
the dominant bulls are mount-

ing them, there is a decline 
in the number of  babies? Will 
they start mating with the 
younger males? I am monitor-
ing to see if  there is a change in 
the attitudes of  both sexes; the 
intervals between calving; and 
whether the females will come 
into oestrus more frequently.”

Zitzer goes into Swaziland 

for a week each month to check 
on the group, who have chosen 
to remain there, while others 
have moved on. As she relates 
the story of  the arrival of  two 
groups, known as the Family 
Herd, she digs deep into a verit-
able mine of  information on 
elephants, much of  it based 
on associated scientific studies 

using telemetery (transmis-
sion of  electronic data). The 
elephants were translocated 
from Kruger to Pongola Game 
Reserve as a fully functioning 
group with a matriarch, in 
1997. As a result of  culling in 
Kruger, the Orphan Herd (a 
teenage elephant bond group 
without a matriarch or older 

elephants to mentor them) 
were also translocated to Pon-
gola Game Reserve.

In 2000, Ngani, already 
living on the Pongola Game 
Reserve, wandered out using 
the underpass beneath the N2 
and found his way to Milimani 
Game Sanctuary (now Som-
khanda Game Reserve) about 

50km away, where he linked up 
with the four females and one 
male of  the Orphan Herd.

“When Ngani returned to 
Pongola Game Reserve, these 
orphans followed him,” says 
Zitzer, whose scientific work 
underpins the vision of  Space 
for Elephants.

At the centre of  the vision 

of  elephants being able to move 
from one area to another is 
the active participation and 
empowerment of  people living 
adjacent to the corridor areas 
through the creation of  inter-
related small businesses. 

� To find out more, visit www.

spaceforelephants.com

For anyone to generate a 
significant shift, a partner with 
the same mindset to double 
the impact is needed, especially 
when the vision is backed by 
science, writes Myrtle Ryan

 While humans pontificate and squabble over fences, elephants could certainly teach us how to live more harmoniously with nature.  PICTURES: MYRTLE RYAN

Heinz Kohrs, below, and Heike Zitzer are driven by a vision to create a 
vast conservation corridor for elephants to roam beyond borders. 

Major breakthrough in 
the plastic pollution fight

Willem Deyzel photographed this mountain of rubbish on the sandbar at the Mgeni River mouth while on a paddle. Dr Sudhakar Muniyasamy, left, 
has succeeded in developing plastic bags that are made from agricultural by-products and are 100% biodegradable.
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