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Gabions, in their many forms, have been a part of the construction 
landscape for centuries, but the technologies, in terms of materials and 
applications, have seen major advancements, as Louis Cheyne, managing 
director of Gabion Baskets, explains. This is part one in a three-part 
editorial series.  By Alastair Currie

Marine and riverine en-

vironments are natu-

rally subjected to the 

elements, and erosion 

is the ensuing result, especially given the 

weather extremes experienced in recent 

years. A percentage of this erosion fac-

tor is the result of urban expansion, and 

ensuing pollution, which needs to be 

countered by interventions that promote 

sustainability and cope and counter the 

downstream pressure on eco-systems.

“Gabions are a natural and proven solu-

tion, and although the construction approach 

appears to lack complexity – since these are 

essentially wire mesh compositions filled 

with rocks – the design and application of 

these systems requires a highly experienced 

civil engineer specialising in environmental 

construction,” says Louis Cheyne, managing 

director of Gabion Baskets – which manu-

factures and offers in-house design services 

for its extensive product range to consulting 

engineers, architects and contractors.

River overload 
“When it comes to rivers, soil embankments 

are often eroded as a result of overloaded 

water passages, thereby exposing the bound-

ary wall foundations and forcing these walls 

to settle or fail due to a lack of a stable soil 

foundation: most in situ soils have a low clay 

content, which is easily washed away, becom-

ing dislodged and suspended in the river,” 

Cheyne expands. 

“This indication of imminent failure is fre-

quently overlooked, as the symptoms are 

often hidden beneath flowing water. We are 

frequently called out to sites where soil ero-

sion has led to the failure of a reinforced 

concrete boundary wall. These walls are not 

flexible and any movement from the soil below 

leads to cracking of the foundation, and sub-

sequently the wall above, ultimately resulting 

in its eventual collapse.”

In response, Gabion Baskets has a range of 

soil stabilisation solutions. Examples include 

river mattress linings on their own or together 

with a gabion wall, which provides lateral sta-

bility above the lining protection. “A well-built 

gabion wall structure is flexible, permeable 

and stable enough to support the soil founda-

tions,” explains Cheyne.

PVC evolution
Gabion Baskets is now in its 10th year and 

initially started off as a mono-product sup-

plier for gabions and river mattresses fabri-

cated using galvanised wire. A year or two after 

that, the company diversified by manufacturing 

PVC-coated systems in response to industry 

Rock baskets protect the environment

Booysens 
ReseRve

Client
Barnes Fencing
ContraCtor
Petron engineering

the project entailed the installation of 
two river walls, together with mattress 
aprons. Galvanised and grey-coloured 
PVC-coated wire was used for the con-
struction of the mattresses and the first 
level of gabion walls. the structure is 80 
m long, and features prefabricated con-
crete culverts for a bridge, which passes 
over the river. the works took approxi-
mately three months to complete.

LEFT  The existing site 
prior to remediation works 
at Booysens Reserve

ABOVE  The end result:  
a well-engineered structure, 
pictured here with  
Ronnie Dagnin from  
Petron Engineering
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demand for an intervention that would cope 

well with corrosive environments in mining, 

coastal and river applications.

The company’s next step has been to add 

the Galfan-coated mesh option. Consisting 

of a 95% zinc and 5% aluminium composi-

tion, this solution offers three to five times 

the corrosion life and resistance of conven-

tional zinc coatings.

Design aesthetics have been another 

element. Cheyne says, “We’ve developed 

House 
CoomBes

RiveRlodge, 
CRAigHAll

ContraCtor
Gabion Worx

the works were completed  
using a blue-shot granite  
stone with 75 mm x 75 mm x 
3.15 mm Class a glavanised 
weld mesh with 50 mm angle 
iron and flat bar. this structure 
acted as a gabion retaining wall 
and an architectural feature.

Client
riverlodge Homeowners  
association
ContraCtor
Gabion Guru

a river frontage had been 
eroded over the years to a point 
where it undermined the bound-
ary wall. Gabion Baskets and 
Gabion Guru worked together 
to provide a solution using a 
2 m high wall founded onto a 
170 mm thick mattress with 
geotextile behind and below 
the wall. the wall is 90 m long 
and entailed the installation of 
approximately 300 m3 of ga-
bion river work. the costing is 
normally split equally between 
rock, gabion and labour. the 
brown rock matches the in situ 
soil. the project took around 
three months to complete.

different colour options. Grey is a standard 

choice, but we’ve also introduced a tan tex-

tured PVC for regions like Cape Town, which 

require a gabion mesh colour system that 

matches the sandstone characteristic of the 

internal rock.”

The architectural sector is another grow-

ing niche market. Here, Gabion Baskets is 

supplying square welded-mesh materials for 

applications that include cladding and wall-

ing. “Welded mesh is ideal due the tighter 

tolerances achieved,” he adds.

All products meet the SABS 1580 speci-

fication. This means that Gabion Baskets 

complies in terms of manufacturing stand-

ards that include the withstanding of pre-

defined surcharge loads from the soil, high 

river water velocities, or traffic loads when 

gabions are packed next to a road.

Gabion Baskets also complies with  

SANS 1200 DK, which is the installation 

specification. Comments Cheyne, “This is 

ABOVE  The site condition prior 
to construction shows extensive 
environmental damage

ABOVE LEFT  An aesthetically 
appealing and environmentally 
sustainable solution has been achieved 
for this river section
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an essential one, since it guarantees expertise in 

correct construction practice.”

SMME and community
“Aside from the endless design flexibility, one of the 

key advantages of gabions, particularly for South 

Africa, and Africa, is their labour-intensive construc-

tion methodology. Over the years, we’ve trained 

and upskilled hundreds of community members in 

terms of the South African government’s Expanded 

Public Works Programme, as well as the Working 

for Wetlands programme. We have also been instru-

mental in assisting a number of SMME start-up 

companies in this sector,” Cheyne continues.

Gabion Baskets has a dedicated training 

team that provides on-site, practical instruction. 

Trainees receive key insights on rock-size selec-

tion, and rock quality. This five-day course includes 

an animated video.

“From our extensive experience, we know that the 

best gabion and allied structures appear so natural 

and beautiful because of their in-depth detailing. If 

the construction challenges and materials require-

ments are thoroughly interrogated at the design 

stage, the end result is an enduring solution. It may 

seem amazingly simple, but that’s thanks to the 

skill of our environmental engineers.” 
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A new inTeRvenTion  
AT ClAnsTHAl, KZn

an existing gabion wall needs an upgrade. the wall to be 
replaced on the beach at Clansthal in KwaZulu-natal is  
40 m long, and has been damaged by storms over the past  
25 years or so. this wall will be replaced with a new improved 
Galfan alloy coating (95% zinc and 5% aluminium coating 
composition) plus a 500 µm PVC coating. this will provide 
three to five times the corrosive protection compared to using a 
purely galvanised mesh material, which is characteristic of the 
existing installation.

the wall to be replaced is 2 m high and includes a flexible 
mattress apron to take the scour to the end of the mattress, 
which has an approximate volume of 150 m3 in total. 


