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884.
Mrs C Dudley to ask the Minister of Water Affairs and Forestry:

(1)
Whether, in light of his statement that ground water may be a viable source of water, he will communicate through the media a basic understanding of what ground water is, how it occurs and how it can be utilised so that it can be better understood by the public; if not, why not; if so, what are the relevant details;

(2)
whether his department will undertake research into ground water and its potential to yield sustainable amounts of water; if not, why not; if so, what are the relevant details;

(3)
whether the Water Research Commission will undertake research into the rock of the Table Mountain group stretching from the Western Cape to Port Elizabeth in which aquifers reside; if not, why not; if so, what are the relevant details?
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REPLY:

(1) Yes, I agree with the need to communicate widely regarding groundwater so that it can be better understood by the public.  The Department of Water Affairs and Forestry’s strategy in this regard is mainly on three fronts.  Firstly, we need appropriate information to communicate.  For this reason my Department undertook a major initiative in the early nineties to map the groundwater conditions throughout the country based on best available knowledge.  The last of the 23 maps covering the whole country will be completed this year.  To address the layperson, each map will be accompanied by a brochure, explaining groundwater in general and the conditions in the map area by means of photos, figures and tables.  This series is advertised widely in the media of different water user sectors, e.g. Farmers Weekly, as well as on the Departmental website.  Secondly, my Department tries to reach the wider public through events of which the press will take notice, e.g. the opening of a water scheme from groundwater or the opening of an international conference on groundwater, such as the one that was held in Cape Town in 1999.  Thirdly, my Department tries to produce high quality information material, which can be utilised through many different networks, campaigns and programmes, very often through non-governmental organisations.  An example of this is the highly successful three poster series " Groundwater-our Hidden Treasure".

Looking into the future, we recognise that a highly localised resource like groundwater can not be managed effectively from a national level only.  Even the 19, still to be established Catchment Management Agencies, will be too far removed for effective groundwater management.  That is why my Department is strongly advocating the establishment of Water User Associations for situations where different users use a common groundwater resource.  These are particular institutions we would like to support with appropriate information.
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(2) My Department has a Directorate Geohydrology, which is responsible to monitor and assess the groundwater resources country-wide.  The map series mentioned above is a key output of this group.  Their main source of information is the National Groundwater Data Bank.  Here the data from about 200 000 boreholes drilled is stored for use by anybody inside and outside the Department.

Furthermore, the group does its own groundwater survey and exploration work in areas where the knowledge of groundwater potential is still inadequate for decision-making.  The group does not undertake research itself, but works closely with the Water Research Commission, both in a project steering and a specialist support role.

(3) Yes, the Water Research Commission has been involved in research into the Table Mountain Group groundwater and is continuing to do so.  In fact, the Commission has just brought out an excellent synthesis of the hydrogeology research work conducted to date in the area you mention, from the Western Cape to Port Elizabeth.  I am also aware that the Commission has initiated new research focused on the Table Mountain Group rock, this time with emphasis on quantification of recharge and on the possible ecological impact of large-scale abstraction of this groundwater.

I appreciate the questions raised by the honourable Member and realise that there is still much room for improvement in communicating scientific matters to the public.

