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Mr S Simmons to ask the Minister of Water Affairs and Forestry: 

(1)
Whether there are any mechanisms or processes in place to ensure that all households receive six kilolitres of free clean drinking water in areas and settlements where no water meters have been installed; if not, why not; if so, what are the relevant details;

(2)
whether any local government authorities will not be able to implement the free provision of clean drinking water with effect from 1 July 2001; if so, which local government authorities in each specified province;

 (3)
whether any provision has been made in his department's budget to provide financial support to local government authorities which are unable to recover the costs incurred in this free provision of water and to those whose communities live in extreme poverty; if not, why not; if so, what amount has been budgeted for this purpose?  
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REPLY:

I think it is necessary to give a brief introduction, before I reply to the question, so that there can be a clear understanding of the role and responsibility vested in the Department of Water Affairs and Forestry regarding the provision of basic water services, such as potable water supply and sanitation and how it ties up with the free basic water initiative referred to in the question.

The provision of basic water services, is in the first instance the responsibility of local government and not that of the Department of Water Affairs and Forestry.  Where local government cannot perform this function, or can only do so to a limited extent due to, for instance, a lack of capacity, the National Department of Water Affairs and Forestry can and has been providing water services, as a transitional arrangement, until capacity has been developed at local government level for it to undertake its constitutional obligation. In an effort to assist and support local government the Department of Water Affairs and Forestry is looking at creative means of implementing not only water services, but it is also assisting in developing and implementing effective policies that will ensure just and equitable water services to persons and communities, including those who do not have the ability, or only have a limited ability to pay for basic water services.  The free basic water initiative is one of these policy developments that is being implemented at present.
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(1)
The problems created in areas where no water meters or any other type of volume control devices are installed, are not only those problems that can be linked to the policy of free basic water, but also to other problems such as substantial water losses and a system that becomes impossible to manage for the service provider.  As a matter of fact, in many areas without meters or any other type of volume control devices, consumers are currently using more than the six kilolitres per month free and thereby absorbing valuable resources.

Therefor, in order to reserve our water resources, to promote effective water supply systems and to implement free basic water successfully, it is essential that metering or volume control mechanisms be in place.  For this very reasons I plan to gazette a set of compulsory national standards during June 2001 as a set of regulations in terms of Section 9(1) of the Water Services Act, 1997 (Act 108 of 1997) that will, amongst other things, ensure that volume control mechanisms will be fitted within two years to all user connections.

The use of volume control devices means that conventional metering is not the only solution.  Yard tanks and other devices that control the volume of water and could only supply six kilolitres of water per month are another way to provide a basic water supply without the need to meter and bill consumers. 

(2)
On 14 February 2001, I stated in Parliament that 1 July 2001 will be the start of implementation. It is acknowledged that there will be local authorities which will not be in a position on that date to be fully providing free basic water throughout their municipal area. Therefore, a phased approach over a two year period commencing 1 July 2001 is being adopted. This implies that those local authorities, which will not be ready to implement by 1 July 2001, must start the process of planning for free basic water to be implemented in their area to ensure that, at the latest by end of June 2003, they are providing free basic water to the poor in their area.

From provincial workshops that are being held across the country since May 2001 by the Department of Water Affairs and Forestry, there is a positive indication from the municipalities that some are in the process of implementing the policy, whilst others are planning for it.  A preliminary survey is currently underway to have data available on the number of local authorities that will be implementing free basic water on 1 July 2001. This preliminary survey is a short term programme of action whereby each local authority is presently being contacted telephonically and by formal correspondence to enquire where it stands in terms of implementing free basic water.

However, a long term solution in the form of a monitoring and evaluation programme which slots in with the water services development planning process, will allow for accurate data to be made available. This system can ensure that I monitor the performance of municipalities and other water service institutions as required by the Water Services Act, 1997.

(3)
As mentioned in my introduction, the provision of basic services lies with local government. The equitable share and cross subsidisation from high volume users are the two main funding sources for implementing free basic water. Regarding the equitable share of revenue, I can remind honourable members that the Minister of Finance, in his budget speech of 21 February 2001, announced significant allocations to local government over the next three years. The increase in the equitable share allocation is the most direct contribution to the delivery of free basic services.

