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44.
Mrs M S Maine (ANC) to ask the Minister of Water Affairs and Forestry:

Whether, with reference to the 2005-06 annual report (details furnished), any progress was made in filling scarce skills posts; if not, what are the challenges in this regard; if so, what are the relevant details?
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REPLY:

Yes progress has been made in the filling of scarce skills posts in the Department of Water Affairs and Forestry, and in response to this challenge of scarce skills we have short, medium, as well as long-term interventions. 

In the short-term, the Department has been fast-tracking its recruitment and selection processes as well as proactively head hunting for candidates to fill vacant positions.  This approach has yielded positive results and the details from April 2006 to February 2007:

	Total posts advertised
	Posts filled 
	Posts still vacant

	                 374
	                     115
	                  259


Another short-term intervention has been the implementation of a retention intervention strategy for salary levels 6 to 8.  This retention strategy started in November 2006, and has affected five hundred and forty-four (544) officials who fall into this category and includes engineers, technicians and scientists.  

An offer has also been made by the Minister of Defence to utilise engineering capacity that exists in that department for our short term needs so that we are able to meet our most pressing targets of bucket eradication, provision of universal access to water, eradication of backlogs of water and sanitation in schools and clinics, and universal access to sanitation.

Some of the factors to consider with regards to the challenge of filling positions for scarce skills occupational classes are the following:

· There is a critical shortage of skills needed by the department in the market, generally;

· The remuneration packages offered by government are outstripped by those offered by other competing sectors; 

· The turnover rate of technical staff, particularly at levels 6 to 8, is high;  and

· The imminent retirement of 60 professionals, 50% of whom will retire within the next 3 years.

Because of these factors is it necessary for the Department to look at medium as well as long term interventions.

Our medium term approach involves exploring bilateral agreements to have engineers seconded to South Africa for the purposes of building the necessary capacity in the sector. Already we have utilised Cuban engineers who have expertise in areas such as operations and maintenance; groundwater; and resource information management.
These interventions feed into our long term approach which is to train young engineers through the Water and Forestry Learning Academy we have established.  This academy is a proactive strategy and an incubator that will go a long way to ensure that the Department, and indeed the sector, is guaranteed of a reliable supply of critical skills in the long-term.   Partnerships have been forged with eight institutions of higher learning to increase the intake of undergraduate and graduate students in the fields of interest to the Departmental mandate.  These students are being supported financially by the Department and will be able to secure spaces for experiential learning in the future.  Thus the Academy’s professional and technical development tracks will foster the acquisition of appropriate skills, knowledge and attributes. We will also be exploring capacity building of these young engineers through international exchange programmes.
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