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The 4th International Conference on Filtration and Drainage in Geotechnical and 
Environmental Engineering, Geofilters 2004, was held at the Spier Estate near 
Stellenbosch in South Africa from 19th to 21st October 2004. The Spier Estate, which 
dates back to 1692, provided the perfect setting for relaxed but intensive discussion 
sessions. 
 
 
The conference was attended by 54 delegates, with representation from 13 countries. 
Although 44 abstracts were accepted for presentation, only 20 were presented, with 25 
appearing in the published conference proceedings. The theme of the conference was 
‘Proven performance’, with the intention being to concentrate discussion on aspects of 
proven success (or obvious failure in some cases) of both mineral and geosynthetic 
filtration and drainage systems. This theme was indeed followed through many of the 
presentations and discussions that followed throughout the 2½ days of the conference. 
An extremely high standard was set from the outset with the opening Keynote Lecture 
being given by Prof R Kerry Rowe of Queens University, Canada. As usual, Kerry 
produced a lecture (published in the Proceedings) that was simultaneously 
comprehensive and easily comprehended. Titled, ‘Filtering and Drainage of 
Contaminated Water’, it highlighted the many and various errors of understanding 
that currently prevail in the design of many landfill and waste disposal drainage 
systems. The lessons illustrated in this lecture highlighted common problems with 
both mineral and synthetic filters and drainage components and provided extremely 
useful suggestions on how to avoid many of the problems described. This paper will 
undoubtedly become widely read and cited over the years to come. 
 
 
Another unexpected delight was the Special Lecture given by Prof Jonathan Fannin of 
the University of British Columbia, Canada. It was unexpected because Jonathan 
agreed to prepare and present the lecture at very short notice. Having just completed a 
Terzaghi fellowship at the Norwegian Geotechnical Institute in Oslo during the 
northern summer of 2004 researching the origins of the Terzaghi filter criteria, he was 
coerced into giving a presentation on the topic at Geofilters 2004. The lecture 
provided fascinating glimpses behind the Terzaghi mystique as well as a truly forensic 
examination of the development of the Terzaghi filter criteria. An extended version of 
this lecture is currently being prepared by Jonathan and will appear in print in the 
fullness of time. 
 



A pleasing feature of the conference was that papers on mineral and sythetic filters 
were in equal proportion. The discussion sessions accordingly benefited from the 
insights provided by people with a range of expertise, with lessons learned from the 
failures of mineral filters providing useful lessons for the designers of synthetic filters 
and vice versa. A fascinating aspect of the conference was the range of applications in 
which filters and drainage systems are used and some of the extreme conditions in 
which they are required to perform satisfactorily, often for many decades. Examples 
included the retention of hydraulic backfill in underground mines at depths of 3500 
metres below ground, the protection of river banks in Bangladesh under flow 
conditions of over 150 000 cubic metres per second and applications in earth dams in 
Iran of over 170m in height. With the performance of the filtration and drainage 
components in these and other structures being of critical importance, it was perhaps 
surprising that attendance at the conference was not in fact higher. As shown in some 
of the papers, where significant and catastrophic failures of these components were 
the order of the day, and as confirmed in the discussion sessions that followed, our 
current understanding of these systems are far from complete and some of the 
decisions that need to be taken by designers of these systems are extremely complex 
and taxing. 
 
 
A theme that emerged clearly from the conference was the need to develop 
standardised methods of testing of filter materials and systems. This was considered 
to be particularly relevant to natural (or mineral) filters, where the tendency has been 
for researchers internationally to use a wide range of testing equipment and protocols. 
Unlike the field of synthetic filters, where standardised procedures are more common, 
this has led to difficulties in comparing results published by researchers from different 
countries. It was agreed that this topic was worth following up and methods for doing 
so agreed upon. Another recommendation arising from conference discussions was 
the need to collect, collate and publish measurements of long-term performance of 
filtration and drainage systems. Coupled with this debate was the acknowledged need 
to agree on standard sampling and storage procedures for these studies. These are all 
issues for future debates and will hopefully not be lost as everyone returns to their 
daily responsibilities. One mechanism for doing this may be to either establish a 
dedicated Technical Committee of the International Society for Soil Mechanics and 
Geotechnical Engineering dealing with Filtration and Drainage, or otherwise link 
these activities to those of another appropriate Technical Committee. 
 
 
After some debate, it was agreed that there is sufficient merit in continuing the current 
series of conferences, with the next one to take place in 2008. The venue and exact 
dates were not decided on and it was agreed that the current President of the IGS, Dr. 
Daniele Cazzuffi, would initiate a discussion that would include all the organisers of 
previous Geofilters conferences as well as other interested parties, to decide these 
issues. 
 
 
Despite the intensity of debates that occurred at the conference, social activities were 
not neglected. The first evening saw delegates treated to a feast of specialty foods 
from across the African continent, with delicacies including Kudu, crocodile, warthog 
and local game fish. A group of superbly athletic African dancers and drummers 



entertained us after that and some delegates joined in the ethnic celebrations by 
having their faces painted in traditional warrior fashion.  
 

 
 
The following evening saw dinner being taken at the Neethlingshof wine estate, 
preceded by a tour of the cellars and the all-important wine tasting session. 
 

 
 
Additional copies of the conference proceedings are available from the University of 
the Witwatersrand, South Africa, by contacting Lesley Stephenson on 
lstephenson@ee.wits.ac.za. 

 
reported by Andy Fourie, Chairman Geofilters 2004 

 


