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91.
Mr C J van Rooyen to ask the Minister of Water Affairs and Forestry:

To what extent have municipalities implemented the National Water Resource Strategy?
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REPLY:

Introduction

The National Water Resource Strategy, 2004 (NWRS), like the National Water Policy and National Water Act, 1998 (Act 36 of 1998) that preceded it, is based on an integrated approach to managing South Africa’s water resources. Integrated Water Resources Management (IWRM) has many dimensions and has been defined in a number of ways, but there is no doubt that its success depends on the existence of effective institutional arrangements. In this respect local government is one of my Department’s most important partners in the Water Sector.

Municipalities have a constitutional responsibility to ensure the provision of potable water and sanitation services in their areas of jurisdiction but, because social and economic development at the local level either depends on the availability of water, or has the potential to influence the condition of water resources, municipalities also have a vital role to play in managing water resources. 

The respective roles of my Department and Municipalities in the provision of water services is well-defined and our partnership is well-developed. Although we have made progress in developing a co-operative relationship with local government in some aspects of water resources management, there are other areas where further work is needed to clarify the role of municipalities and optimise our partnership.

In line with the requirements of the Constitution, we need to ensure that those matters that can most effectively be administered at local level become the responsibility of local government. It will be important to explore the use of bylaws in regulating certain aspects of water resources management, and see to it that there is coherence between local and national legislation. We must, however, be aware of the capacity constraints under which many municipalities are labouring at present, and ensure that we do not make unreasonable demands. My Department is, of course, committed to providing appropriate support to municipalities in all aspects of their water-related activities.

The National Water Resources Strategy is a wide ranging and far reaching document which covers all aspects of water resources management, development and protection the country. This response highlights some of the areas where local government have been most active, or where action from local government is envisaged.

Institutional matters

Local government is an important role player in the establishment and operation of the Catchment Management Agencies (CMA) that will ultimately be responsible for many aspects of the management of water resources throughout the country. Thus far, in those areas of the country where the process of CMA establishment has been progressed, the level of co-operation from and participation by local government has been very encouraging. Two members of the 12-member Governing Board of the Nkomati CMA represent local government in the water services and planning fields, and it is anticipated that the proportion of local government representation on boards of the other CMAs will be similar.

Similarly, local government has been involved in the establishment of Water User Associations (WUA) throughout the country, and in some cases is represented on the Management Committees. There is, however, a need for greater local government involvement in the work of WUAs to ensure integration with their Integrated Development Plans (IDPs) and my Department is taking steps to ensure that this is achieved.

Planning

The importance of co-ordinated planning among all institutions involved in managing water cannot be over-emphasised. My Department has been working with local government for some time to ensure coherence between the IDPs and the Water Services Development Plans (WSDP) required by the Water Services Act, 1997 (Act 108 of 1997). Work has commenced more recently to develop guidelines for CMAs to prepare their catchment management strategies to make sure that all plans adopt a consistent approach to water management.

Information on the availability of water resources to support social and economic development initiatives is provided in the NWRS, and also in the Department’s Internal Strategic Perspectives, which are forerunners of the Catchment Management Strategies (CMSs). Further studies are planned to provide more detailed information for use in individual municipalities.

My Department is also working on developing guidelines for the planning and implementation of multiple use systems, where water is provided for the complete water needs of a community (e.g. including for irrigation or small enterprise development), not just for domestic purposes. The role of local government in terms of provision of water services, local economic development and integrated development planning is crucial in this regard.

Water Use

Water Services Authorities (WSA) are required to register the volumes of water they abstract from water resources with the Department as existing lawful use in terms of the National Water Act, 1998, as a first step towards eventual formal licensing. Thus far the majority of the 170 WSAs have registered their water abstractions, and the very few remaining ones are in the process of doing so. In addition, the Department has received around 40 licence applications from WSAs to increase their registered water abstractions, and these are being processed.

The Department is in the process of verifying and validating registered water abstractions, after which WSAs will, progressively over time, be required to apply for licences for their abstractions under the umbrella of the Water Allocation Reform Programme.

Water Use Efficiency

My Department has been working very closely with local government on issues of water conservation and demand management, a key theme in the management of our water resources. There is a growing understanding and acceptance in WSAs of the importance of water conservation and demand management (WC/WDM) as a means to support efficient and sustainable use of water. My Department is currently assisting a number of municipalities throughout the country to undertake situation analyses, develop strategies and business plans for demand-side measures and identify appropriate funding mechanisms.  

Protection of Water Resources

Whilst WSAs’ performance in registering their water abstraction and their increasingly positive attitude towards water conservation and water demand management, is encouraging, the situation in respect of discharges from sewage treatment works into water resources is cause for considerable concern.

A recent study commissioned by the Water Research Commission has indicated that there are significant inadequacies in all aspects of the management - operation, maintenance, rehabilitation and upgrading or extending - at a considerable number of the more than 50 works studied. There is reason to expect that there is a large number of other works in the country with similar deficiencies. The result is that the effluent discharges are polluting the rivers into which they are discharged, with corresponding negative effects on the quality of water available to downstream users, including increased difficulties in treating water abstracted from the rivers for human consumption. 

There are many reasons for these failures, including lack of funding and technical capacity in local authorities, but it is clear that the situation must be addressed with some urgency if water resources are to retain their integrity, and therefore their continuing availability for human use.

Similarly, municipalities are expected to ensure that their on-site sanitation facilities and solid waste disposal sites are positioned, designed and constructed so that they do not negatively affect the quality of surface- and, especially, ground-water resources. There have been sufficient recent cases of the incidence of water-borne diseases to clearly illustrate the potential risks to, among other things, human health if these issues are not effectively dealt with.

Local government’s role in the management and use of urban rivers and their floodplains needs to be clarified. Properly planned and developed, they can become valuable social amenities, but they also need to be protected from pollution and degradation to maintain their social value, and also to safeguard the needs of downstream users. Local government have a key role to play in this regard. This role is being exercised to differing degrees in different municipalities.

Water Resources Monitoring and Information Management

Information on water resources is vital to facilitate its proper management. The National Water Act, 1998 requires all water users to monitor their water use and make the data available to the Department, and my Department is required to co-ordinate monitoring activities. Whilst we have achieved some successes in this respect, we need to put more effort into mobilising and increasing local government capacity to monitor water resources in their areas, such as the water quality in rivers into which treated sewage is discharged, and water levels in aquifers from which water is abstracted. This will not only facilitate proper management of water in municipal areas, but will also contribute to national databases and information management systems.

Disaster Management and Public Safety

Water-related disasters include floods, droughts, pollution incidents, and the incidence of water-borne diseases by microbial pollution of water used for drinking. All spheres of Government have responsibilities for managing both the risks and the effects of disasters in terms of the National Disaster Management Act, 2002 (Act 57 of 2002) and my Department is working to ensure that disaster planning is fully integrated with municipalities’ IDPs and WSDPs, and also properly taken into account in the catchment management strategies prepared by the CMAs and the business plans of WUAs.

An important role for municipalities in disaster risk management is to ensure that information is available, as soon as possible, to anyone who might be affected by an incident. This includes such things as developing early warning systems to inform consumers when water might not be safe to drink, when drought conditions are likely to necessitate restrictions on water use, and where residents living close to rivers might be affected by above-average flows, whether resulting naturally from heavy rainfall or releases or overflows from nearby dams.

We also need to clarify the role of local government in the management of the land surrounding state-owned dams, not only to ensure the safety of people living nearby, but also to optimise recreational opportunities.

