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317.
Mrs D van der Walt (DA) to ask the Minister of Water Affairs and Forestry:

Whether, in light of the fact that the Bushbuckridge Water Board is still not in a financially viable position, and will remain as such in the foreseeable future, she will consider transferring the duties of this board to another entity; if not, what steps does she intend taking in this regard; is so, what are the relevant details?
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REPLY

Despite Bushbuckridge Water’s financial challenges, there are no viable alternatives to which the Department of Water Affairs and Forestry can transfer the duties of the Water Board in the short term.  There are, however, other processes (section 78 of the Municipal Systems Act, 2000 (Act 32 of 2000) and the Institutional Reform Process), which will, in the longer term, inform the service delivery arrangements in that region.  Should those processes recommend the transfer of Bushbuckridge Water’s duties to other institutions, then the Department will support the implementation of those recommendations.

The Bushbuckridge Water Board is a bulk water supplier and supplies water to Ehlanzeni District and Mbombela Local Municipalities, who in turn supply retail water to the end users. Bushbuckridge Water’s financial viability is, therefore, dependent on these municipalities paying for the water provided by the Board.  The Municipalities are in turn dependent on their ability to recoup the costs from the end consumers and their ability to allocate the relevant components of the equitable share funding for water services provision.  The Municipalities are grappling with service delivery within their own areas and the incorporation of the Water Board's functions would only serve to stretch the existing resources - to no benefit of their constituents.

Cost recovery in these areas is very low and any institutions undertaking the Water Board's functions are likely to encounter the same financial problems.
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The Department will continue to provide technical and financial support to Bushbuckridge Water in the short term to assist it achieve viability and, in addition, the Department will support the Board in discussions with the Water Services Authorities and the National Treasury to enable it to access the relevant component of the equitable share funding. 

As a parallel process, the Department has initiated the Institutional Reform Process based on initial assessments and the Bushbuckridge area has been identified as one of the priority areas for this process.  This process is still in its infancy and will be informed by the outcomes of the Section 78 assessments.  The Institutional Reform Process intends rationalising service delivery arrangements. 
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A draft reply to the above-mentioned question asked by Mrs D van der Walt, MP, is attached for your consideration, please. 

For your information I would like to mention that the supply area of Bushbuckridge Water is characterised by high levels of unemployment and poverty and as such there are serious issues around affordability and payment for services.  Apart from the social and economic challenges in that area there are serious institutional issues that have to be addressed.  There are severe capacity constraints within the Municipalities and as such most have not been able to execute their Water Services Authority functions effectively. The Bohlabela District Municipality, which fell within Bushbuckridge Water’s area, was recently dissolved, with the Maruleng Local Municipality going to Mopani District Municipality in the Limpopo Province and the Bushbuckridge Local Municipality going to Ehlanzeni District Municipality in the Mpumalanga Province.

There are also a number of associated initiatives that are seeking to improve service delivery in the affected municipal areas.  Both the Ehlanzeni District Municipality and Mbombela Local Municipality are embarking on section 78 of the Municipal Systems Act, 2000 (Act 32 of 2000) and the Institutional Reform Process assessments that are intended to assist municipalities to determine the most appropriate service delivery mechanisms.  In this regard, the municipalities would look at water services provision; both bulk and retail, and would determine the most effective arrangement for providing these services. Should the assessments provide strong indication that the incorporation of Bushbuckridge Water would best serve the interest of the region then the appropriate institutional arrangements will be pursued.  The Department is providing substantial support to municipalities in undertaking their Section 78 assessments. 

Despite Bushbuckridge Water’s financial challenges, there are no viable alternatives to which the Department can transfer the duties of the Water Board to in the short term.  The outcome of the Section 78 processes, which can be expected in the next 12 to 18 months, will determine the service delivery arrangements in that region in the longer term.
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