Letter to the Editor

This letter is in regard to the short communication “A preliminary assessment of the chemical and microbial
water quality of the Chunies River — Limpopo” (Germs et al., 2004), published in the April 2004 (Vol 30 No 2)
issue of Water SA

27 June 2004

The short communication “A preliminary assess-
ment of thechemical and microbia water quality of
the Chunies River — Limpopo” is based on a
research report (Germs, 2002) that | completed as
part of my Honours degree at thethen PU for CHE
in 2002. Eventhough | am given asthefir st author

(W. Germs) of the short communication, | played
no role in the condensing of the original Honours
research report into the short communication ap-
pearing in Water SA, nor was | informed whatso-
ever that the short communication was being sub-
mitted to Water SA for publication.

cationandsignificant differencesbetweentheshort
communication that appeared in Water SA and the
original study, which need to be pointed out:

1

2)

There are some errors in the short communi-

Theabstract of the short communication states
that “ The chemical water quality of the second
section of theriver, fed by base-flow, waspoor
and unacceptable for both domestic and agri-
cultural use.” One sentence | ater, the abstract
concludes by stating that “The most signifi-
cant finding of thisstudy wasthat thechemical

water quality of the ChuniesRiver, at thetime
thesamplesweretaken, wasacceptableand fit
for agricultural and domestic use” (Germs et
al., 2004). Thesetwo sentencesarein direct conflict with each
other and present a clear contradiction.

The concluding statement of the short communication is
furthermore in direct conflict with the findings of the original
report. Thispoint might beelucidated by quoting directly from
the abstract of the Honours research report (Germs, 2002),
which states that:

“ At thetime of sampling, theriver could be characterisedinto
two sections. The first flowing from the source till a short
distance downstream of sampling point CA12 (approximately
38.6km from the source), and the second section starting at
CA13 (approximately 61.5kmfromthe source wherewater re-
occurred for thefirst timefollowing a dry section) and flowing
upto CA16..."” “ ...Thechemical water quality of the second
section of the river (CA13-CA16), fed by base-flow, was poor
and unacceptable for both domestic and agricultural use. The
microbial water quality was unacceptable throughout the
cour se of the Chunies River, but could be used if chlorinated.
The most significant finding of this study is that the chemical
water quality of the ChuniesRiver fromCA1-CA12, at thetime
the sampleswhere taken, isacceptable and fit for agricultural
use. If the chromium levels were slightly lower at CA7, 8 and
10, thewater in thissection of the Chunies River would also be
acceptable for domestic use” (Germs, 2002).

Inthe M aterials and methods section of the short communi-
cation it is stated that “four sampling sites (with six replicates
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Figure 1
Map of the Chunies River catchment indicating sampling sites

and the geographical location of the Chunies River catchment

within Limpopo (Germs, 2002)

each) were sel ected along the ChuniesRiver, fromthe headwa-
ters to the confluence with the Olifants River” (Germs et al .,
2004). It goes on to state that “A 4" sampling site was located
in the Olifants River at the point where the Chunies River
entersthe OlifantsRiver.” During the study undertaken as part
of my Honours degree sixteen sampling sites were selected
aong the Chunies River (from the headwaters to the conflu-
ence with the Olifants River and numbered CA 1-16 in a
downward stream direction). These siteswere sampled during
the same two days given in the short communication, and their
locations can be seenin Fig. 1. During sampling aseventeenth
sampling site was furthermore located in the Olifants River at
thepoint wherethe ChuniesRiver enterstheOlifants. Onegrab
samplewastakenfor chemical analysisand onegrab samplefor
microbial analysisat each sampling point. No duplicate/repli-
cate samples were taken by myself with which the standard
deviations given in the article for a sampling site could have
been calculated, and | would appreciateit if the authors of the
article could clarify how the data appearing in the article was
obtained.

The figure of the Chunies River catchment appearing in the
short communication doesnot indicatethe sampling sites, even
though the caption of thesaid figure states* M ap of the Chunies
River catchment indicating sampling sites’ (Germs et a.,
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2004). Asthe short communication dealswith spatial datathis
asignificant omission on the side of the compilers of the short
communication.

The contents of the short communication appearing in Water SA
and that compiled in the Honours research report of the original
study differintermsof thedataanalysis, datarepresentationandthe
findings of the research. Considering the major differences be-
tween my research report and the short communication published
in Water SA, coupled with the fact that | had no part in the
condensing of my Honours research report into the short commu-
nication, | wish to distance myself fully from the said short
communication. | furthermore suggest that all further reprints (and
the availability of digital copies of the short communication) be
halted until athird party has evaluated the correctness of the short
communication in its present form.

| sincerely hope that this letter will serve to rectify some of the
misrepresentations that have arisen from this unfortunate event,
and | am looking forward to any clarification offered by the (real)
authors of the short communication on the matters raised in this

letter. The importance of effective water quality management
necessitates the provision of the highest possible quality of infor-
mationregardingwater quality andtheprocessesaffectingit, which
isthe responsibility of all partiesinvolved.

Best regards

Wijnand Germs

Tel: +2721 447-3192

Cell: +2772 377 3930

E-mail: wijnandg@gptglobal.com
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Response by Prof Leon van Rensburg

Sub-program leader: Rehabilitation and Sustainable Management, School for Environmental Sciences and
Development, North-West University, Potchefstroom Campus

i) Thereason Mr. Germswas madefirst author of the paper was,
because ashe correctly states, he wasthe person that collected
the samples and because the short communication does repre-
sent a condensed version of the report he submitted before he
took the optionto exit our M.Sc. program with aHonss. degree
(could you imagine the repercussions if we did not acknowl-
edge hiscontributionin somemanner). What | would alsolike
topoint outisthat Mr. Germswasfromtheonset awarethat this
work was going to presented to be published asit represented
the first step of a broader program we are working on, that is
why thereport herefersto asbeing attached waswrittenin the
same broad format as the paper.

ii) With regard to the sampling “points/sites’” | would like to
clarify that ashe stated inthe M aterialsand methods section
of the short communication; the river was divided into four
sections and that within each section four combined to obtain
asingle value with standard deviation in order to typify (with

avalue and associate standard deviation) each of the sections
of theriver.

iii) Finaly, with regard to Mr. Germs' opinion as to the water
quality being unfit for use at sites “CA7, CA8 and CA10"
specifically in terms of Cr concentration (his abstract) and he
isquestioning thefinal conclusion drawn in the short commu-
nication, it should be stated that the values at the sitesherefers
to represents avery short portion of thetotal system and when
amore halistic and balanced approach is taken to the average
values for more even portions of theriver, theimpact of these
values are not as significant as he would like to think and only
contributes to increasing the standard deviations of the values
presented.
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