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Mrs R M Southgate to ask the Minister of Water Affairs and Forestry: 

(1)
Whether his attention has been drawn to the health and environmental hazards threatening the community of Soweto-on-Sea and Veeplaas who are settled along the Chatty River; if so,

(2)
whether his department has taken any steps to prevent diseases like cholera from breaking out and spreading; if not, why not; if so, what steps;

(3)
what is the toxicity level of the water in the Chatty River;

(4)
whether the community has complained that a certain company (name furnished) is not doing the work it was contracted to do; if so, what steps is his department taking in this regard? 
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REPLY:

(1) Yes.  I am aware that Soweto-on-Sea and Veeplaas are high-density residential areas in the catchment of the Chatty River, between the Port Elizabeth and Uitenhage/Despatch components of the Nelson Mandela Metropolitan Municipality, which receive their services from the that Metropolitan Municipality.  Properties in the Soweto-on-Sea and Veeplaas residential areas that are not covered by on-site services, including water supply and sanitation services, are serviced with communal water supply and sanitation facilities.  Sanitation facilities are mainly flush toilets.  According to the Health Inspector of the aforementioned Metropolitan Municipality, health and environmental hazards do not threaten the Soweto-on-Sea and Veeplaas residential areas.

However, there are illegal informal housing communities adjacent to Soweto-on-Sea and Veeplaas, which are not serviced.  Some of these settlements are within the 1 in 50 year floodline, and even on the banks, of the Chatty River and people living here are periodically moved by the Metropolitan Municipality to safer areas, but settlements keep re-appearing.  The adjacent informal communities use the water from the Chatty River for laundry and bathing (swimming) purposes.  The Chatty River is a short tributary of the Swartkops River and is subject to contamination resulting from urban run-off and litter from these informal areas. 
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Since pollution of the river can only arise from informal settlements along the banks of the river and in order to improve the status of the river with regard to this contamination, the Department of Water Affairs and Forestry’s Port Elizabeth Office has established contact with a number of community based environmental groups.  These groups, which comprise the Chatty River community, namely the:

· Masithembele Environmental Group;
· Community Environmental Network; and
· Masivuke Environmental Group
are working together with my Department to educate the community regarding the status of the Chatty River, how the community affect the river and the way the river affects their lives.   Workshops and meetings are convened between the local authorities, my Department and the affected community groups to address problems relating to urban-based contamination.  On 2 October 2001 a successful workshop was held with the above-mentioned environmental groups during which a water pollution topic was presented to the communities to create awareness on major types of pollutants, sources of water pollutants, control and hygiene.  The groups were also informed of the pilot study in Grahamstown in which my Department is testing a strategy devised to manage the water quality problems associated with these settlements.  My Department is lobbying the local municipality to initiate a similar project in the Chatty River. It had also been proposed to construct wetlands in these areas to prevent informal settlement from taking place, an idea that may be implemented at a later stage by the Nelson Mandela Metropolitan Municipality.
(2) My Department has implemented various measures aimed at the prevention of waterborne diseases such as cholera.  These measures include the establishment of co-ordinating intergovernmental structures, capacitating water services authorities to ensure the provision of potable water and sanitation to previously disadvantaged communities, implementing a dedicated National Bacteriological Monitoring Network, as well as assisting with training and education of potential communities at risk, to mention but a few.

In the Eastern Cape Province, a Joint Operations Committee (JOC), has been established between the different authorities during August 2000, and is still operational. This Provincial or Regional JOC is located in Bisho, and the main role-players on this JOC are the Department of Health, the Department of Water Affairs and Forestry, the South African National Defence Force and the Provincial Department of Local Government and Housing.  No incidents of cholera had been reported in the Nelson Mandela Metropolitan Municipal area and only six cases occurred in the whole of the Eastern Cape, all during May 2001 and all in the Bizana area (far-eastern part of the province).  For this reason, there is also a JOC operational in Bizana since the last rainy season, and currently, JOCs are being established in all District Municipalities throughout the province for the coming wet season.  These JOCs are also responsible to co-ordinate health and hygiene education and training programmes in high-risk areas, and this is mainly done through publications, and radiobroadcasts.  Such education and training have also been done by the Metropolitan Municipality.

A further management measure taken to prevent the spreading of waterborne diseases is monitoring.  Since the Chatty River is within the boundaries of the local authority, the Metropolitan Municipality is responsible for the monitoring there-of.  However, my Department's office in Port Elizabeth has implemented a combined monitoring programme with the Metropolitan Municipality. The Chatty River is sampled on monthly basis at three locations: the Metropolitan Municipality monitors the bacteriological quality of the river, while my Department monitors for chemical contamination, although there are no industries who directly discharge into the river.  The cholera monitoring programme of my Department, furthermore, monitors the local sewage treatment works which discharges directly into the sea.
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(3) It is assumed that the question regarding the “toxicity level” of the water in the Chatty River refers to the quality of the water. The Chatty River, which is not a strong flowing river, has a natural high salinity, which causes it to be brackish, and not suitable for human consumption directly from the river. The river does not flow through an industrial area.  Pollution of the river can therefore only arise from informal settlements along the banks of the river. The high levels of faecal pollution in the river, as monitored by the Nelson Mandela Metropolitan Municipality indicated that the river water quality has not been suitable for recreational use.  Higher levels of service in the area have contributed considerably to improving the quality of the water, and during 2000 the quality of the water has been satisfactory in general, which is a substantial improvement over the preceding years.
(4) In accordance with the Constitution, the Nelson Mandela Metropolitan Municipality is responsible to render waste collection services in its area of jurisdiction.  Umzamo waste is a contract holder of the Metropolitan Municipality, who was contracted as part of a community-based cleansing project. All contracts of the Metropolitan Municipality are rolled out on month to month basis, until the Council goes out for tender. Certain complaints regarding non-collection of refuse and non-distribution of plastic bags for refuse have been received by the Metropolitan Municipality.  My Department was informed of the situation by the Metropolitan Municipality, and the Municipality’s Cleansing office has addressed the contractor (Umzamo waste) to rectify the situation.
