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A DECADE OF DELIVERY

BY MR RONNIE KASRILS, MP

MINISTER OF WATER AFFAIRS AND FORESTRY

Next year in 2004 we will celebrate the delivery of clean water to the 10 millionth recipient in our country since 1994. We have as a Government began to create a better life for all our people, especially those that bore the brunt of apartheid.

Ten years ago all South Africans celebrated the joy of liberation in our country. After decades of exploitation and denigration, South Africans had for the first time a democratically elected government, a government for the people by the people.

Despite this achievement, the Government was faced with a massive task of addressing the legacy of a system that exploited and deprived most of its citizens of their human dignity.   

Indeed the Government of Nelson Mandela inherited a country of two worlds, a white South Africa that was equal to any first world country and a black South Africa facing all the challenges of the third world.

The magnitude of the task facing the Government was immense, especially given that delivery was to take place in an environment of rapid and fundamental change in the institutional and governmental structures required to give effect to South Africa’s new Constitution.

South Africa has one of the most advanced Constitutions in the world in terms of the protection of human rights and the promotion of human dignity. It provides explicitly for “access to sufficient food and water “as a social right. Water is, after all, a basic human right, fundamental to life. This was the basis that the Government began a major programme to bring water to its people. It began with the challenge of putting in place legislation, policies and programmes in order to give force to the Constitution.

Before 1994 and as a result of the Homeland system, which fragmented South Africa, no national institution was responsible for ensuring equitable and sustainable access to water supply or sanitation services and no structured national legislation existed regulating the provision of these services for South Africa as a whole. Water supply and sanitation services were dealt with in a fragmented and inconsistent manner in Provincial Ordinances. Rural water supply and sanitation was the responsibility of those Homeland Governments.

The Reconstruction and Development Programme identified the lack of adequate water supply and sanitation services as an important priority for the new democratic government’s intervention. It identified the void created by the absence of a national institution charged with providing these services as a critical obstacle to meeting community needs.

The Department of Water Affairs and Forestry was subsequently tasked with the responsibility of building competent local and provincial agencies capable of providing adequate water supply and sanitation services.

In 1994, around 14 million people did not have access to safe drinking water and some 21 million people did not have access to a basic level of sanitation. These were people, mainly in rural areas, who had to fetch their water from distant rivers, springs or if they were lucky from distant wells and boreholes. Women and children were condemned to spend many hours walking long distances to fetch water, often in very dangerous circumstances. Many faced the daily terror of fetching water from crocodile infested rivers.

Ten years later, we are reaching the milestone of 10 million people with access to clean water who had none in 1994. This is a remarkable achievement. South Africa has more than achieved the rate of delivery required to meet the millennium declaration set by the Heads of State at the United Nations in 2000. At that meeting our President, Thabo Mbeki, together with 100 other Heads of State, committed to halving the number of people lacking safe water in the world by 2015. At the present rate of delivery, we will eradicate the backlog of infrastructure for water by 2008 and sanitation by 2010.

This achievement in the first ten years of democracy has not just been about meeting international targets. It has been about creating a better life for all, especially for the rural disadvantaged. It has had a profound impact on the lives of women and children in rural areas. In providing water to rural households, we have liberated innumerable women and children from the drudgery and labour of fetching water over long distances. We have ensured that children attend school rather than being the carriers of water, and we have begun reducing illness from water borne diseases. 

Despite our success, we still have some 5 million people obtaining water from rivers and springs and some 16 million people without adequate sanitation facilities. Although our goal is to eradicate this backlog by 2008 and 2010 respectively, we will not stop there. We recognise that this is not enough. Our vision for the next ten years is to move our people up the Water Ladder, from communal taps to the convenience and dignity of water in people’s own yards with each household having its own toilet and even, in time hot and cold running water inside their homes. While we continuously improve the services we will ensure that those who cannot afford to pay, will receive access. This has become a priority.

Our pro-poor policy of Free Basic Water has been a realisation by Government that there are many South African’s that cannot afford to pay for services so essential for health and basic needs. Thus the policy ensures that when implemented by Local Government, households are entitled to up to 6 000 litres of clean water every month at no cost. Free Basic Water is Government’s commitment to pushing back the frontiers of poverty. Already more than 27,6 million people are benefiting from the policy. 

Our challenge of fulfilling the Constitutional mandate of guaranteeing the people of South Africa the right to access to sufficient water is immense considering that South Africa is a water stressed country. A United Nations report reveals that, out of 182 countries, only 30 have less water available per person than South Africa.

Our National Water Act, published in 1998, was written with this understanding. An understanding that water is probably the most fundamental and primary contributor to the well being of society. We need water to meet the basic needs of society and to drive the economy, which produces the wealth required to ensure a better life for all. We need water to quench our thirst, grow and prepare our food, for hygiene, for sustaining the natural environment, to generate power, support production processes, for recreation and for our spiritual needs. The Act was written with the understanding that we need to manage the rather limited water resources of the country to optimally serve these purposes.

Thus the National Water Act ensures that water resources are a public commodity, which must be regulated to meet the interests of all users, whether they get their water from rivers, the clouds, or underground. So no part of the water resources of South Africa will be regarded as private property. The Government, as the custodian of the water resources of South Africa must manage them so as to ensure that all South Africans have enough water not only to sustain life, but to sustain a life of dignity, a life in which their human potential can be fully developed.

The Act has been essential to ensuring Government’s vision of developing a better life for all. It is seen by the world as a first to ensure getting the right mix between economic growth, social equity and environmental sustainability. In a new radical approach to water resources management the Act sets aside sufficient water, as a guaranteed right in any catchment area, to meet the basic human needs of all the people in the area. 

The Act also sets aside sufficient water to meet the ecological needs of the rivers, streams, and wetlands of South Africa. This fulfils the Constitutional right of a healthy environment, which demands that we protect and nurture the environment. Our Constitution also obliges us, to ensure that all reasonable legislation and other measures are put in place by Government to ensure ecologically sustainable development and use of natural resources while promoting justifiable economic and social development. The measures contained in the water legislation and policies has ensured that the economy is protected, that water is freed to create new business and to provide more jobs.

Our “blueprint for survival”, the National Water Resource Strategy to be launched during March 2004 will ensure that the objectives of the Constitution and our Water Act are met. It describes the ways in which South Africa’s water resources will be protected, used, developed, conserved, managed and controlled. Put simply it will ensure that we use our water resources to meet the needs of our people, to create jobs and support sustained economic development while ensuring that aquatic ecosystems, on which all life depends, are protected.

The past ten years has also seen Government approach South Africa’s trees and forests as a truly national resource. A resource that requires protection and is used for the benefit of our people, especially those communities that need it the most - our rural communities. Our endeavours have been to ensure that forests can be utilised by communities, in conjunction with the State and private sector, for their economic advancement. 

We have made great efforts to ensure that there is greater participation, in all aspects of forestry and the forestry products industry, by persons disadvantaged by race discrimination. Success of sharing development can be illustrated by many examples.

Some exciting examples of this approach:

· With the support of the Department and donor agencies the Mineworkers Development Agency has developed a programme to use Marula trees as a source of valuable essential oils and other products. Some 2 400 women from 42 villages are involved in the project.

· In the Eastern Cape the Storms Rivers Adventures has initiated a Tree Canopy tourism project, which allows people to visit the Knysna’s Yellowwood forests from the tops of trees rather than from the ground. This project has created a number of jobs and has also given the area’s youth the opportunity to be trained in the tourism industry.

· Our approach, of handling the operations of State owned forests to commercial management, to the restructuring of State owned forests has proved very successful. This has greatly benefited rural communities by contributing to poverty reduction through jobs, business opportunities and income. The private companies concerned have recognised that they cannot operate without good relationships with their neighbouring communities. These restructuring processes have facilitated black empowerment and allowed the previously disadvantaged a share in the ownership and control of the forestry companies. All private sector bidders had to allocate at least 10% of shares to black empowerment interests, and up to 9% to the workers via employee stock ownership/option plans, subject to a limit of R10 000,00 per employee.

· The approach towards empowerment varies in various instances. Singisi Forest Products showed how a large private sector company could form a joint venture with community groups to take over and manage 70 000 hectares of commercial forests in the Easter Cape and KwaZulu–Natal. The consortium comprises the Hans Merensky Trust with 51% of the shares, Industrial Development Corporation with 14%, Community Trusts with 10% and Worker Trust 9%. Government retains 16% of which 10% was allocated to the National Empowerment Fund. The Community Trusts earn a share of profits and the company also supports the establishment of local contracting businesses, community based small-scale saw millers, agricultural projects and education and training programmes for workers and their families.

· The Siyaqhubeka Consortium was the first case where a black company, rather than a community trust, took shares in a forest company running the KwaZulu-Natal plantations previously managed by the South African Forestry Company Limited (Safcol). The consortium is between Mondi Ltd and Imbokodvo Lemabalabala Ltd with Mondi holding 55% of the shares, Imbokodvo 10%, Community and small growers 10,8 %, the National Empowerment Fund 10% while Government and the employee shares option took 14,2%. 

All these initiatives illustrate that Government has implemented policies and programmes that ensure that forests and trees can and are being protected and used for the benefit of our people.

Finally, Governments Working for Water Programme which aims to eradicate invasive alien plants is seen internationally as a model project embracing the goals of the World Summit on Sustainable Development. The work of clearing such plants is done in a labour intensive manner, and this has given the programme its particularly strong focus on social development. The project provides temporary employment for over 20 000 people. The social development focus of the work has led to policies that ensure that the programme reaches the poorest of the poor. This includes those living within the government defined poverty nodes, women, youth, the disabled, single households, those living with HIV/AIDS, those fostering orphans and other marginalised groups in society.

The past decade of freedom has seen a Government committed to delivering safe water and adequate sanitation to all our people. A Government that is focused on developing and managing our water and forestry resources in a manner that will secure the well–being of our economy and our people for all time. We are and continue to strive to build a better life for all our people. 

