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

Whether his department intends to privatise the provision of water and sanitation services; if not, why not; if so, what are the relevant details?
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REPLY:

The question put by the honourable member can be interpreted in at least two ways.  Firstly, if the question was aimed to enquire whether I, as the Minister of Water Affairs and Forestry or any water board or municipality intends to sell water services works to the private sector the reply would be “No”.  Secondly, if the question had been phrased so as to determine whether the private sector would be involved in the provision of water services either through construction, funding or operation and maintenance – the reply will certainly be “Yes”.

Please allow me to explain the apparent contradiction in answers by re-emphasising the respective roles of local and national government in water services.

The responsibility to provide water and sanitation services to all consumers is the responsibility of local government.  That of course does not mean that a municipality must render such services itself, it can appoint another organisation to do the actual service provision and this water service provider can be another municipality, a water board, a community based organisation or even a private sector provider.  A municipality can never give away or sell the water services works to the provider so there can never be privatisation to the extent as happened in Britain for example.  The private sector can, however, by means of a contract use the works to perform its task as service provider.

The duty of National government is to provide the proper framework in which all municipalities can perform their functions.  It has a second duty, that is to monitor their performance, as well as support local government in the true spirit of co-operative governance.  In order to extend this function of monitoring and support, I intend to soon publish final regulations dealing with contracts between the water service authorities and water service providers.

Simultaneously, with the publication of these regulations in draft form last year, I also issued a policy statement dealing with service providers.  Due to its relevance I wish to quote from this statement:

“Government welcomes the participation of the private sector, which joins our public sector, in addressing the challenges we face to provide water services for our people.  Provision of water services in South Africa is a particularly formidable task.  The backlog and limits to financial and staffing capacity are significant.  Over and above this, there is a great diversity of situations in relation to water services that needs to be taken into account; from small rural communities to large metropolitan areas.  Government wishes to progress from a situation in which central government runs a significant proportion of services, to one in which this responsibility is placed under local government, with all municipalities ultimately assuming responsibility.  The means by which local government achieves itself; to a management contract for the operation of a single plant; to the large metropolitan area seeking to contract with a suitable company to build, operate and manage facilities under a 
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concession-type agreement.  Regulations need to ensure that all responsibilities are clearly allocated while being simultaneously comprehensive and reasonable.”

I trust that from the above it is clear to the honourable member that this is not simply a “yes” or “no” type of reply about privatisation but rather how the private sector can be allowed to play a meaningful role as one of the partners in service delivery.  The road we have chosen as Government is the systematically and careful development of a suitable regulatory framework for South Africa.  Through such a regulatory framework the Department of Water Affairs and Forestry and I strive to promote the best interests of customers and to ensure fair treatment of Water Services Providers.  This framework will simultaneously be flexible enough to allow municipalities to exercise their own choice that will suit their unique set of circumstances.

