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127.
Chief C J M Hlaneki (ANC) to ask the Minister of Water Affairs and Forestry:


Whether his department intends assisting community-based organisations and NGOs that are involved in developing the concept of volunteerism and the development of gardens for families in both rural and urban areas as a women empowerment programme;  if not, what is the position in this regard;  if so, how will this concept be conveyed to all provinces?
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REPLY:

In his State of the Nation Address in February this year, President Mbeki implored the nation to ask whether our collective efforts are helping “…to lift from the shoulders of our people, the intolerable burden of poverty and underdevelopment.”  Our reply to this question in respect of the poor living in the rural and urban areas of our country, is that we have a formidable task on our hands.  This is therefore an important question in relation to assistance to communities and individuals that are subjected to poverty and hunger.

Prior to the promulgation of the National Water Act, 1998 (Act 36 of 1998) the emphasis was on providing water for basic human needs to households in rural communities.  The National Water Act, 1998, however, also makes special provision for redressing the imbalances of the past regarding equitable access to water by individuals and communities for household food production as well as commercial purposes.

As contained in the National Water Act, 1998 and in the Department of Water Affairs and Forestry’s policy on financial assistance to Water User Associations, the Department puts a high premium on assisting historically disadvantaged communities to gain equitable access to irrigated agriculture.

My Department's scheme on financial assistance provides a very strong incentive for developing affordable and sustainable irrigation schemes and food gardens for historically disadvantaged farmers and families, especially women.  The most valuable results may be better nutrition, family food security and poverty alleviation on the one end of the scale, and the creation of financial and social prosperity on the other end.  Community development and empowerment of rural and urban communities are central to the whole programme.

During the previous financial year (2001/02) the following were delivered through a budget allocation of R21,4 million for approved capital cost subsidies for bulk water supply infrastructure supporting the development of:
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· 2 179 hectares(ha) for 306 farmers, farming on 7 to 10 ha farms, in seven different irrigation schemes;

· 76 ha community gardens allocated to seven woman's clubs who will produce vegetables under irrigation for household consumption, and

· one youth project of 25 ha under irrigation, developing skills and entrepreneurship amongst the youth of the Magudu Village in Mpumalanga.

The budget allocation for the current financial year (2002/03) is R24,4 million and the Department’s objective is to assist at least 500 farmers annually to get access to irrigated agriculture.

My Department is a major player in co-ordinating Government's efforts and has provided some of the crucial incentives for irrigation scheme development.  The Departments of Land Affairs and of Agriculture have an important role to play at ground level.  The very successful interdepartmental Co-ordinating Committee on Small-scale Irrigation Support, initiated and steered by my Department, is proof of my Department’s active involvement in the process.  A submission prepared by the members of this committee on streamlining government policy on State support for agricultural water, is at present in the process of being submitted to this House.  This will, when approved, put us another step closer to achieving our goal of sustainable development.  Furthermore, my Department promotes this policy countrywide through Irrigation Action Committees (composed mainly of provincial officials from the Departments of Water Affairs and Forestry, Agriculture and Land Affairs) that are held regularly in each of the provinces.

