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A CRITICAL ANALYSIS OF THE SOCIO-ECONOMIC
IMPACTS OF THE N2 BYPASS DEVELOPMENT

AROUND KNYSNA
T Daniels*

ABSTRACT
This purpose of this study is to draw on extensive literature on the topic of tourism in
the Western Cape and Knysna and the N2 highway bypass development around
Knysna. Various literature sources including publications by local tourism authorities
are reviewed, focusing on tourism trends and growth levels in the Western Cape and
Knysna and a description of the bypass development and its proposed impacts on the
environment and the local residents of Knysna.
Due to the sensitive environment surrounding Knysna, extensive environmental
impact assessments have been necessary, and this, along with various environmental
restrictions and regulations, has caused major delays in the development process. Two
proposed routes have been put forward for the final bypass development, but a final
route has not yet been selected. The development of the bypass around Knysna will
have various economic and environmental impacts on the town of Knysna.
Surveys were compiled, and distributed to tourism role-players in Knysna, who
responded that there is an urgent need for the bypass development in order to reduce
traffic volumes, pollution and congestion in the town.
Keywords: Knysna, bypass, tourism, traffic volumes, congestion

INTRODUCTION

Knysna, situated between Cape Town and Port Elizabeth, has become the heart of the Garden
Route, drawing more tourists to the area than any other town in the area (Knysna Tourism, 2007).
The town is situated between the Outeniqua Mountains and the Indian Ocean, surrounded by lush
forest, and alongside a 21-hectare estuary, which is protected from the sea by sandstone monoliths
known as the ‘Heads’. It is a place of art, craft and café culture that could be labelled ‘quaint’ were
it not for the bustle of people along the main road in the height of summer, including tourists, local
residents, formal and informal traders and people just passing through (Knysna Tourism, 2007).

Knysna is the ideal base for tourists in the Garden Route, as its main road is also the N2
highway, but this also poses a problem, as the road carries high volumes of commuters, tourists
and abnormal, heavy load vehicles. With the growth of the tourism industry, infrastructure
upgrades have been required in the city to provide open, pedestrian friendly spaces. Traffic
problems have reached critical proportions in the area and are also due to the poor and narrow
condition of the N2 highway, numerous accesses to properties, developments and commercial
businesses, street accesses, traffic signals and pedestrians.

As a solution to these problems, the South Africa National Roads Agency (SANRAL), in
consultation with the Knysna Municipality, has proposed to build a bypass, which will be an N2
toll highway to divert traffic around the CBD, alleviating traffic congestion in the town.

TOURISM IN KNYSNA AND THE GARDEN ROUTE

Over the past few years, Knysna has become an increasingly popular tourist destination due to its
location, affordable prices, excellent weather conditions, natural environment, wildlife and
adventure and sporting facilities. Statistical tourism information is very difficult to obtain in
Knysna as it is both a destination and a town which visitors only pass through, but in April 2007 it
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was estimated that 550 000 tourists visit the town annually, of whom 70% are foreign, during the
months of September and April (Nancarrow, 2007). In December, the tourist market becomes
mostly domestic, and, while tourist numbers decrease in May and June, there is an increase in July
due to the Knysna Oyster Festival (Nancarrow, 2007).

The Local Government Municipal Systems Act of 2000 aims to ‘provide for the core principles,
mechanisms and processes that are necessary to enable municipalities to move progressively
towards the social and economic upliftment of local communities, and ensure universal access to
essential services that are affordable to all.’

In response to this, all municipalities are required to produce an Integrated Development Plan
(IDP), ‘in which the city’s future is planned for the short, medium and long term. Issues that are
considered include spatial planning, disaster management, finances, performance targets and
economic development’ (City of Johannesburg, n.d.). The Knysna IDP has been developed with a
focus on encouraging infrastructure development and economic growth and its vision is for the
town to ‘become a prime tourist destination in South Africa, a place where peace, prosperity and
harmony prevail, ensuring maximum quality of life for all residents’ (Knysna, 2005:55). It also
states that the lead economic sector in the Knysna Municipal area is tourism and this is likely to
continue as a lead sector for the foreseeable future. The natural environment contributes
significantly to this fortunate situation and the state of the environment report states that the
tourism industry is the main driver of the trade sector, which is a much larger component of the
Knysna economy (31%) than of the Western Cape economy (11%). Knysna’s local economic
development strategy may need to investigate possible tourism opportunities that can be exploited
in order to smooth the seasonality of the local tourism sector. New events could be a useful tool to
address the low point in the tourism season, and Knysna Municipality will engage with the
Knysna Tourism Organisation to address this issue. Tourism growth accounts for many jobs and
the good performance of both the retail and construction sectors may be directly attributed to the
increase in the popularity of Knysna as a tourist destination. (Knysna, 2005:13–14)

Cape Town Routes Unlimited produces an annual tourism barometer to measure changes, trends
and fluctuations in the tourism industry in the Western Cape in order to respond to them and create
an attractive and appealing tourist destination. According to the Western Cape Tourism Barometer
of April 2007, the majority of visitors to the Garden Route come from overseas (66.1%), followed
by South Africa (33.1%) and then elsewhere in Africa (0.8%). Of the 33% of visitors from South
Africa, 38% were from Gauteng, 24.5% from the Western Cape, 10% from the Eastern Cape and
10% from Kwa-Zulu Natal. Of all the destinations along the Garden Route, Knysna received the
highest percentage of visitors. This is illustrated in Table 1.

Table 1: Distribution of visitors among the participating Garden Route towns

UK
(%)

Germany
(%)

South Africa
(%)

USA
(%)

Netherlands
(%)

Knysna 77.42 60.94 43.8 68.2 75
Uniondale 0 4.7 6.9 0 2.1
De Rust 0.8 1.6 22.2 0 8.3
George 21.8 32.8 27.1 31.8 14.6
Total 100 100 100 100 100

(Cape Town Routes Unlimited, 2007: 18)

Of the visitors visiting Knysna, 77.8% are from overseas, 21.7% are domestic and a meagre 0.5%
are from elsewhere in Africa.

In 2006, the average group size of tourists visiting the Garden Route was 3; however, the
majority (55.3%), travelled in pairs, ‘18.5% travelled in groups of four, 9.5% in threes and 6.6%
alone’ (Cape Town Routes Unlimited, 2007: 19). The majority of tourists travelling to the Garden
Route indicated that they would be spending the night there, and the average length of stay was 12
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nights while the most common length of stay was 14 nights. Of all the Garden Route destinations,
Knysna still has the longest length of stay of 13 nights.

In Knysna, the main purpose of their trip for 97.9% of visitors was holiday, 1.5% honeymoon
and 0.3% sport, although this pattern does change depending on time of year. The last quarter of
the year is the holiday season and, during this time, most visitors’ purpose of trip is holiday and
visiting friends and family..

The fourth quarter of 2006 showed that the Garden Route appealed to older tourists as a holiday
destination, and most tourists surveyed described the area as a ‘great destination’ (Cape Town
Routes Unlimited, 2007:22).

The economic indicator for per-person spend when in Knysna is around R1 000 per person per
day for the international visitor and roughly R700 for the domestic visitor (Nancarrow, 2007, and
therefore it can be estimated that the direct economic impact is probably R192 500 000, which
equals R467 500 000 spent on accommodation, food, activities, curio shopping and transport,
while the indirect spin-off could be estimated at a third — being R154 275 000 — which makes a
grand total of R621 775 000 (Nancarrow, 2007). Indirect spend is the tourism service industries
impact on the local economy. The employment impact of tourism in Knysna is measured at around
4 000 direct jobs and the indirect impact 3 000; and with a 3:1 dependency ratio this ensures that
21 000 people are dependent on the industry for survival (Nancarrow, 2007).

One of the most important aspects of the tourism industry in Knysna is the hosting of
large-scale annual events. Currently, the most popular and economically significant event is the
Pick n Pay Knysna Oyster Festival which began in 1983 to attract tourists to Knysna during the
quieter, winter period. The festival includes an Oyster cooking competition, an oyster eating
competition, a waitron race, a bowls tournament, and half and full marathons through the Knysna
forest. The Oyster Festival has become nationally famous for its celebration of sport, food, wine
and leisure activities spanning 10 days every year (Knysna Oyster Festival, n.d.).

In 2006, the Oyster Festival attracted 58 000 bed night visitors and a profit of R50 million; the
Pink Loerie Mardi Gras in 2007, a gay pride festival held in May every year, attracted 5 000 bed
night visitors and a profit of R3.5 million; the Gastronomica food festival attracted an estimated
2 000 bed night visitors and a profit of R1 million; the Sedgefield Lakes Festival attracted 2 500
bed night visitors and a profit of R1.5 million; and the Cape Epic event attracted 110 cyclists, 250
family support tourists, 350 working personnel and 250 spectators to the start, resulting in 2 500
bed nights and a profit of R2 million (Nancarrow, 2007).

The tourism industry in Knysna and the Garden Route received international acclaim after
being named the 2006 Golf Destination of the Year for Africa and the Middle East at the
International Golf Travel Market in Marbella in Spain, and various Knysna eateries also received
awards in various categories (Nancarrow, 2007).

THE N2 HIGHWAY BYPASS DEVELOPMENT

A bypass can be defined as ‘a road, especially a main road, that passes round or to one side of a
town, town centre, or congested area’ (Readers Digest, 1984:249). In 2004, The Knysna
Municipality concluded that there was an urgent need to decrease traffic congestion in the town,
by developing an alternative highway to bypass traffic from the central business district (CBD)
(Coastal and Environmental Services, 2006: vii). In response to this, discussions began with the
South African National Roads Agency Limited (SANRAL), whose aims are as follows:

• ‘Strategically plan, design, construct, operate, rehabilitate and maintain South Africa’s national
roads.

• Deliver and maintain a primary road network of world-class standards.
• Generate revenues from the development and management of these assets.
• Undertake research and development to enhance the quality of South Africa’s roads.
• Advise the Minister of Transport on matters relating to South Africa’s roads.
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• Plan, design, construct, operate, manage, control, rehabilitate and maintain roads in any foreign
country in response to a request by South Africa’s Minister of Transport, following appropriate
agreements with that country’. (South African National Roads Agency Ltd, 2003:7)

Knysna traffic volumes
Table 2 provides an overview of peak season traffic volumes in Knysna at various counting
stations in the town in 2001/2002 and 2003/2004.

Table 2: Peak season traffic volumes expressed as a percentage of off-peak season
traffic volumes at various traffic counting stations in 2001/2002 and 2003/2004,
disaggregated into peak hour and 24-hour traffic volumes

Counting stations Percentage difference between peak season traffic and off peak season traffic (%)
Peak hour traffic volumes 24-hour traffic volumes

2001/2002 2003/2004 2001/2002 2003/2004
Hospital 24.0 17.6 32.8 14.0
White Bridge 88.3 −9.9* 77.5 37.8
Main Road 0.4 10.8 -1.4* 15.3
Waterfront 19.1 39.1 20.8 20.8
N2 East 47.2 58.6 45.5 27.8
Sedgefield 93.5 74.3 90.5 66.0
Average 45.4 31.7 44.3 30.3

* Minus values indicate higher volumes recorded during off peak periods than during peak season. This is likely to be the
result of congestion, which slows down traffic flow and therefore reduces the number of vehicles counted when passing
the counting station.

(Coastal and Environmental Services, 2006:4)

Table 2 clearly illustrates that traffic volumes in Knysna are extremely high and have already
reached the maximum capacity for the town’s infrastructure.

Table 3: Trends in growth of 24-hour traffic volume at the Hospital counting station
in Knysna between 1992 and 2004

Year 24-hour traffic count (Hospital station) Traffic growth rates (%)
Peak season Off-peak season Peak season Off-peak season

1992/1993 28 320 19 262 4.8 7.4
1994/1995 30 550 21 859 3.9 6.7
1996/1997 33 012 24 774 4.0 6.7
1998/1999 39 740 27 985 10.2 6.5
2001/2002 37 559 28 282 −1.8 0.4
2003/2004 33 521 29 407 −5.4 2.0

(Coastal and Environmental Services, 2006:5)

Table 3 indicates that, ‘if off peak traffic volumes continue to grow at an average of 1.5% per
annum, the off peak traffic volumes will be the same as the 2003/2004 peak season traffic volumes
in 2012’ (Coastal and Environmental Services, 2006:5).

In an attempt to reduce traffic congestion on the main road, Waterfront Drive was developed to
divert traffic, but has been underutilised, as it is not possible for heavy vehicles to use because of
steep gradients and sharp turns.

In April 2004, Tollplan (Pty) Ltd undertook a study as part of a traffic and feasibility study,
handing out surveys to a sample of vehicles at the Buffelsvermaak counting station near Groenvlei
and at another one near Bracken Hill. Unfortunately, the Tollplan study did not consider traffic
moving in and around Knysna, and focuses only on traffic entering and leaving Knysna and on
bypassing traffic. The results of the Tollplan (Pty) Ltd study illustrated that traffic entering Knysna
from Sedgefield has increased by 44% in the low season, meaning a total of 5 570 more vehicles
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per day, and by 27% in the high season, which means a total of 250 more vehicles per day. Traffic
entering Knysna from Plettenberg Bay has increased by 31% in the low season, which means
3 820 more vehicles per day and by 39% in the high season, meaning 270 more vehicles per day
(Coastal and Environmental Services, 2006:6).

Bypass project description
Because of new transport policies, all new road developments need to be paid for by the users,
meaning that the new bypass highway would have to be a toll road. The Knysna N2 Toll Highway
Final Scoping Report (2006) states that the main objectives of the N2 toll bypass are to:
• Reduce the volume of traffic through the Knysna CBD;
• Reduce the volume of heavy vehicles through the Knysna CBD;
• Separate bypassing traffic from traffic destined for Knysna;
• Upgrade and further develop the three main intersections in the Knysna CBD;
• Improve the flow of traffic and road safety in Knysna;
• Accommodation for future increases in traffic volumes. (Coastal and Environmental Services,

2006:vii)
The project is an extremely challenging development because of the unique topography and
geography of the area and serious consideration has had to be taken in deciding the route, in order
to select the one with the least impact on the local environment and local residents.

According to the Knysna N2 Toll Highway Final Scoping Report, the two main routes which
have been proposed by SANRAL are:
The ‘proposed route’, or long route from Groenvlei to Bracken Hill, comprising 8.5km of the
existing N2 road and 22.8km of new road.
2. The ‘short route’ from Groenvlei to Bracken Hill via the White Bridge, comprising 14.1km of

the existing N2 road and 17.2km of new road. Other routes have been investigated by
SANRAL, but, based on available traffic data, which states that ‘75% of the light vehicles and
46% of the heavy vehicles travelling on the N2 are destined for Knysna’ (Coastal and
Environmental Services, 2006:viii), these were declared financially unviable.

The Environmental Conservation Act (Act 73 of 1989) identifies various activities that may have a
substantial impact on the environment, and regulation 1182 lists the following activities that are
relevant to the Knysna N2 Toll highway development:

• ‘The construction, erection or upgrading of:
t Transportation routes and structures, and manufacturing, storage, handling or processing

facilities for any substance which is considered dangerous or hazardous and is controlled
by national legislation;

t Roads, railways, airfields and associated structures
• The change of land use from agriculture or zoned undetermined use or equivalent zoning to

any other land use
• The reclamation of land below the high water mark of the sea and in inland water including

wetlands’ (RSA, 1989, Environmental Conservation Act, No. 73 of 1989, in Coastal and
Environmental Services, 2006:ix)

As a result of this, an environmental impact assessment (EIA) has to be conducted, of which the
first phase is the scoping report, focusing on alternatives and consulting all interested and affected
parties (IAPs). Once the EIA is completed, it will be reviewed by the Department of
Environmental Affairs and Tourism, which will then issue a record of decision (RoD).

IMPACTS OF THE BYPASS DEVELOPMENT

The N2 highway is the only tarred road entering and leaving Knysna, causing high volumes of
traffic and sever congestion during the peak season. ‘The traffic data suggests that the peak season
traffic volumes may be somewhere between 60–90% higher than the off peak season volumes. The
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volume of traffic has been increasing at an average rate of 2.5% per annum during the peak season
and at a slightly higher rate of between 3–4% during the off peak season. Knysna has reached and
overrun its maximum peak traffic carrying capacity for its current infrastructure and traffic
congestion problems during the peak season also appear to be acting as a disincentive for holiday
makers and tourists to visit or pass by Knysna’ (Coastal and Environmental Services, 2006:x).

Economic growth and development in the area has also led to a rapidly growing population, and
being at the heart of the Garden Route, Knysna has become the main tourist attraction of the area,
drawing an estimated 843 000 tourists visit per year, of which half are overnight visitors and about
27% are foreign. (Coastal and Environmental Services, 2006:x).

IAPs in the Knysna N2 Toll highway development include road users, who will benefit from
faster access to the town, people living along the proposed route, property owners along the route,
informal traders, business owners in Knysna, residents of Knysna, the Knysna Municipality and
various environmental groups.

Economic impacts of the bypass development
Because of new transport policies, all new road developments need to be paid for by the users,
and, in order for the project to be financially viable, all road users, including local residents, will
be made to pay a toll. The toll may negatively impact on the economy of Knysna by allowing
potential customers and spenders to bypass the town, but may also increase the attractiveness of
the town for tourists by decreasing traffic congestion. The Knysna Spatial Development
Framework (SDF) states that the bypass development will encourage development opportunities
at key interchanges and along the urban edge of the town. Although this may benefit local
communities, it has to be carefully managed so that interchanges do not become prime sites for
shopping centres, which will detract from the Knysna central business district. To avoid this,
development at interchanges should only be in the form of filling stations serving passing traffic
(Burger & Madell, 2006:57).

Environmental impacts of the bypass development
Environmental impacts, which may occur as a result of the development of the bypass, are:
• The construction of a bridge over the estuary;
• The removal of the indigenous forest;
• The division of the nature reserve that lies west of the Knysna river (Coastal and

Environmental Services, 2006:6).
Because Knysna’s main attraction is its natural environment, all of these impacts may also
negatively affect the tourism industry in the area.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY AND RESULTS

In Knysna, a survey was undertaken in June 2007 using questionnaires relating to the tourism
industry and the bypass development. The target research population for this research project was
made up of all people in the population who are involved in tourism activities (Nancarrow, 2007).
This population is made up of a total of 21 000 people, which is 55.3% of the total population. The
sample that was selected consisted of the most popular and widely used tourism establishments
and service providers in Knysna. A total of 20 establishments were surveyed, of which all are
owned and managed by local residents. This was done as the bypass development will also have
an effect on local residents, on whom certain questions in the questionnaire were directly focused.
The tourism sector of respondents is illustrated in Figure 1.
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Figure 1: Tourism sector of respondents
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Strengths of tourism establishments in Knysna
More than one of the establishments that completed questionnaires also stated that they were made
stronger through connections and networks in the Knysna tourism industry, the high standard of
the tourism facilities in the area, the fact that they are not affected by weather conditions, the
wealth of support services provided by local authorities, the high volumes of tourists who visit
each year and excellent marketing activities.

Other factors that were mentioned by individual establishments included:
• ‘We cater for all ages’ (Smith, 2007);
• Value for money;
• Security;
• Conservation activities and facilities at the attraction, promoting environmental awareness;
• The natural environment providing an authentic and unstaged attraction;
• Popular eating facilities drawing tourists to the attraction;
• Low running costs because the attraction is part of the natural environment;
• Personalised service delivery;
• A wide product range;
• Accreditation from international and national authorities and grading systems (Knysna

Tourism);
• Sustainable use of resources.

Strengths of the Knysna tourism industry
The most popular strengths of the tourism industry which were mentioned by the majority of
establishments who completed questionnaires were:
• Excellent location, which allows for the attraction of tourists visiting Knysna in particular, as

well as passing-through tourists;
• Spectacular natural beauty, attractions due to the ocean, the lagoon and the forest and unique

wildlife species including the Knysna seahorse and the Knysna elephants;
• A wide range of tourism products to cater for all types of tourist;
• Steady growth in tourist numbers;
• Well-known brand name and tourist destination both nationally and internationally;
• Because most of the town’s appeal is in its natural beauty, tourists do not need to pay

admission fees;
• The development of numerous golf courses;
• The development of adventure tourism;
• The moderate climate;
• The growing events industry which is centred on the Knysna Oyster Festival;
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• The high standard of the towns tourism services and facilities.
Other factors that were mentioned by individual establishments were the town’s good attitude
toward tourists and tourism development, the use of excellent advertising methods, political
stability, a mature tourism economy, low crime levels, the increasing use of technology in tourism
establishments, and a perfect balance between natural and man-made attractions.

Possible impacts of the bypass development on tourism in Knysna
The possible impacts of the bypass development on tourism in Knysna which were mentioned by
the majority of establishments that were surveyed were as follows:
• The loss of passing-through trade and tourism, especially for establishments on the Main Road

and in the Knysna Waterfront;
• Less traffic congestion and overcrowding, especially on the Main Road and on the lagoon road

entering Knysna, which is a popular road with tourists because of the views;
• Negative impacts of the toll on the bypass road on local residents who would need to use the

road to commute, and on tourists, who would rather pass through Knysna than pay on the toll
road;

• The relocation of businesses to the bypass road;
• A drastic decrease in air and noise pollution;
• Fewer heavy vehicles passing through the town, meaning less of a strain on the infrastructure

and less congestion;
• Easier access to facilities for tourists because of less congestion and traffic.
Individual establishments also mentioned that the bypass would degrade the natural environment
along the route where it will be developed and that the bypass would promote safety as
passing-through criminals might take the detour and heavy-load vehicles carrying dangerous
substances would not pass through the town. This is particularly important as if there were to be an
accident with one of these vehicles the natural environment and the lagoon would be drastically
damaged.

Possible impacts of the bypass development on residents of Knysna
Residents of Knysna who were surveyed all mentioned that the bypass development would result
in a decrease in traffic congestion and problems, which would result in faster travel for commuters.
They also mentioned that the bypass development would make for safer conditions in the town,
especially for pedestrians on the main road, and would decrease both noise and air pollution.

The most common concerns that were mentioned were the relocation of informal settlers along
the bypass route, and the toll fee, which they feel should be waived for commuters using the road
on a daily basis.

Other individual residents who were surveyed also mentioned that the bypass development
would eliminate various problems for residents living along the lagoon road and create
employment opportunities during the construction phase.

CONCLUSION

Over the past few years, the tourism industry in Knysna has shown consistent growth and
development potential, especially around the high tourist season in December and during the
Knysna Oyster Festival period in July. Despite its various positive impacts on the town, the
growth in tourist arrivals has resulted in traffic levels in the area reaching critical points, with
traffic backed up as far as ten kilometres out of the town in the high season. This problem is made
worse by the fact that the only road entering Knysna is also the N2 national road leading to the
Eastern Cape. After extensive research, the Knysna Municipality, along with the South African
National Roads Agency Ltd, has concluded that the only solution to this problem would be to
construct a bypass toll highway for traffic passing through and for heavy vehicles. The bypass
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development has been drastically delayed due to various factors such as the sensitive nature of the
natural environment of Knysna and its surrounding areas, the relocation of informal settlers along
the proposed route and the impact of the toll road on the town, its economic development and its
residents.

From the above research project, it can be concluded that there is an urgent need for the bypass
development and that, because Knysna has now established itself as a tourist destination and not
only as a thoroughfare town, it will not have a negative impact on tourism in the town. Although
there will be fewer people passing through the town on a daily basis, Knysna will still attract high
volumes of tourists, especially around the times of the various events that are held in the town. To
a certain extent, the bypass development will even benefit the tourism industry as the decrease in
traffic congestion will make the tourist experience more enjoyable and will place less strain on the
infrastructure of the town.

In answering the key questions that were posed, the extent of the negative impacts of the bypass
development on the tourism industry in Knysna will be minimal as the industry is already very
well established and has a strong and regular tourist base, and, with the development of the
bypass, traffic will be dramatically alleviated, increasing the quality of the tourism experience. The
socio-economic impacts of the bypass development on the residents of Knysna will be focused
mainly around a slight loss of business due to fewer tourists passing through the town, but this will
be made up for in high season, as more tourists will visit the town because of the decrease in traffic
congestion in the area. The biggest impact on the residents in Knysna will be an increase in quality
of life due to less pollution and congestion in everyday life, as trucks will no longer be passing
through the town.
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