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1. Support to Local Government

Let me surprise some of you by stating that the role of the Department of Water Affairs and Forestry is not to provide water supply and sanitation services.  It is rather to ensure that such services are provided, equitably and efficiently, to all South Africans. The difficult bit, actually doing the job, is local government’s responsibility; our role is to help, support, monitor and, only where really necessary, to intervene. (In addition of course, we manage and protect the nations’ priceless natural water resources so that there is water in the rivers and dams to put into the taps.) 

We are still involved in running water schemes that supply over six million people. We are also still promoting capital projects to bring basic water supplies to those who don’t have them for which we will spend over R1000 million in the current financial year. And we are seeing an expansion of Government’s basic sanitation programme which is designed to end the unhygienic environments which lead to cholera and to restore the dignity of our people.

In all of this, however, we are acting in line with our Constitutional duty to support and strengthen the capacity of our municipalities to perform their functions and I would like to take this opportunity to explain how we are doing this.

2. Planning for Free Basic Water:

The introduction of free basic water for the poor is an integral part of this support. This policy is intended to help local government in the provision of services, specifically to assist them to meet their obligations to the poor.

To do this my department established a task team, under the chair of SALGA which tested and confirmed the feasibility of the free basic water policy.  Through a consultative process, they established policy, drafted strategy and guideline documents and set up a user-friendly financial model.  All these are available on the Department's web site and have also been put on CDs and sent to all local authorities. 

Extremely well attended workshops have been held in all provinces where all the aids were presented in detail and where local government councillors and officials could raise questions. Provincial Support Units have now been established and will be in place for at least 2 years to assist and capacitate local authorities in the implementation of free basic water. 

An important part of the free water implementation process is the planning of overall infrastructure investment and operations. In terms of the Water Services Act 1997 and municipal legislation, local governments are obliged to produce a Water Services Development Plan as part of their Integrated Development Plans. Properly prepared, these plans can play an important role in ensuring that services reach members of their community in a sustainable and equitable manner.

The planning process, for which we also provide support, is helping local governments to decide on the appropriate implementation strategy for free basic water in their areas. Although the policy is aimed at the poor, a viable option in many cases is to supply free basic water to all consumers.  This decision must be made at local level based on the resources available and the nature of the community.  

Sound financial management is critical to the implementation of the policy and it is important to note that the equitable share of revenue of local government has been increased substantially and is due to increase even more over the next two financial years. At the consumers’ end of the system, the free basic water strategy is an innovative approach that will enable us to separate the "can't pays" from the "won't pays".

I am glad to say that a good number of local authorities already have a free basic water strategy in place and 23 million people or 51% of people live in areas where the poor have access to free basic water.  But let’s not fool ourselves, the most difficult cases still lie ahead. We must all work to make this work for all. 

3. Sustainability:

As we roll out basic water supply infrastructure with more than a million new people served each year, the challenge for the future is not the installation of taps and the laying of pipes but management of the operations and maintenance needed to keep these systems running. This requires a new mindset, again one which our approach to service planning is helping to develop. Among the obstacles we have to overcome:

· Inadequate attention to operational cost of schemes during planning.

· Unrealistic population growth figures producing excessive capital investment which becomes a recurrent financial burden for municipalities. 

· A focus on system expansion with little attention to improving performance of existing infrastructure. 

· Finally, some so-called professionals still try to install big and more expensive systems to earn bigger fees with no thought to whether schemes are easy and economical to operate and maintain. 

We must rapidly move away from “just building projects” and focus on establishing sustainable water services businesses that are fully incorporated in the IDP and WSDP’s of local government.

4. Regulatory framework:

A final contribution to ensuring good management of water services is to provide a clear and supportive framework for service provision. In this regard, we have recently published regulations that deal with the provision of water services. 

These regulations include a set of compulsory technical standards as well as norms and standards for tariffs. All water service institutions - municipalities, water boards and other water service providers - should have these regulations and follow them systematically to improve service to the consumers. We hope that consumers will also use these regulations and demand the quality of service from providers to which they are entitled. We need to thank all the stakeholders who participated in the countrywide consultation processes for their valuable inputs. 

Our new local government authorities must ensure the provision of services and many are considering whether they are going to do this themselves or whether to use another organisation to act as a Water Services Provider on their behalf. Such providers – most of whom we expect will be public or community based organisations rather than private companies – should be appointed in terms of a clear written contract. 

We are in the process of developing regulations to outline matters which must be included in these contracts. These regulations should not however be confused with those governing procurement and selection of the providers which is clearly a function of local government and is dealt with adequately in the Municipal Systems Act, 2000. 

There is still much work to do in ensuring compliance by all water services institutions. Our focus will be to support them rather than to act as policeman. A full roll-out and communication plan will be implemented. We are also undertaking a policy review in order to ensure that the overall regulatory framework and policy on intervention is consistent with new local government framework. Again, we will consult with all stakeholders during this process.

I hope this provides you with a better idea of the approach taken by the Department and conclude by saluting all those present today, councillors and officials, suppliers and contractors, consultants and financiers who are helping to make the better life for all a reality in our country.

