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516.
Mrs J A Semple (DA) to ask the Minister of Water Affairs and Forestry:

(1)
With reference to the role that Working for Water plays in the Expanded Public Works Programme, (a) how many temporary jobs have been created since the programme began and (b) what is the target;

(2)
whether the training provided by the programme has enabled the participants to gain meaningful employment after working in the programme; if not, why not; if so, what are the relevant details;

(3)
what has been the contribution of the programme in terms of public goods and services?
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REPLY:

(1)(a)
The Working for Water Programme provided employment opportunities to 29 470 people, drawn from marginalised sectors and groups in our country, in the past financial year.  However, the number of “person days” of work is considered to be a more meaningful measure of employment opportunities, owing to factors such as turnover of workers, and the Ministerial Determination that requires the exiting of workers after 460 days of work.  In 2005/6, the Programme provided just over two million “person days” of work.  Since its inception in October 1995, the Programme is estimated to have provided over 18 million “person days” of work.  

(1)(b)
The Programme does not have a target for either people or “person days”.  The number of each is a factor of the budget, the cost per “person day”, the “person days” per hectare cleared and the cost per hectare.  These are the key performance indicators that the Programme seeks to optimise.  Thus, within the Medium Term Expenditure Framework (MTEF) budget, and the nature of the work prioritised to be cleared in the Annual Plan of Operation, it is possible to set targets for “person days”.  The extent of the invasion by alien plants, and the manner in which they spread and grow, does mean that the Programme would be able to absorb greater funding, with the concomitant increase in “person days”.  The returns on investment for such funding must be weighed up against the opportunity cost of such funding. 

- 2 -

(2)
The training in the Working for Water Programme has improved significantly since partnering with the Department of Labour over the MTEF cycle.  Greater priority is being put on to accredited training, and a special focus is given to exit training that allows workers to seek a broader range of work opportunities.  The goal of the Programme is to ensure that an enabled environment is created whereby exited workers will find employment opportunities, utilising the skills that they have acquired in the Programme.  One of the factors that is key to this is the promulgation of the Regulations of the National Environmental Management: Biodiversity Act, 2004 (Act 10 of 2004) and the Conservation of Agricultural Resources Act, 1983 (Act 43 of 1983) which should promote timeous clearing by land-users.  Aligned to this is a focus on getting contract teams to work under the management of land-users, whilst they are in the Programme, to build relationships that can endure after exiting.  The Programme will also seek to provide “open contract” opportunities, for which the workers can compete.  Thus, although the level of attaining meaningful work after exiting the Programme is not at the level intended, it is believed that the planned approach will improve the situation in the future.  This has already been seen with the sibling Programme, Working on Fire, where the workers are in significant demand even before exiting the Programme.

(3)
The benefits of the Working for Water Programme are difficult to quantify.  I shall focus on four major contributions of the Programme – water, biological diversity, agriculture and tourism.

Invasive alien plants are estimated to be using 7% of the country’s average annual runoff of water.  One estimate of the value of the work done by the Programme by 2002, was that in terms of yield the water made available was equivalent to the amount of water that would be yielded by the Berg River Dam that is being built.  More importantly, if left to invade, the plants would use the equivalent of three to four times the yield of the Berg River Dam.  However, “yield” (availability for productive use) is only one measure of the value of the water saved by clearing invasive alien plants.  The importance of the work for meeting in-stream flow requirements, water for ecological functioning of natural systems, water quality, turbidity, thermal pollution, eutrophication, flooding, blockages in rivers, damage to bridges and other infrastructure, damage to river banks, soil erosion, siltation of dams (meaning less storage of water) and destruction of estuaries is very significant, albeit difficult to calculate in meaningful economic terms.
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The saving of water that would otherwise be lost to evapo-transpiration, and all of the other water benefits, is but one focal area of the key outputs of the Programme.  Invasive alien plants are the single biggest threat to the rich biological diversity of the country, and the Programme has been lauded internationally for its role in the conservation of this natural heritage – and life-support system.  This is again difficult to measure, for we understand so little about our biological diversity.  One example is that Professor Michael Samways of the University of Stellenbosch calculated that over half of the endemic (only found in South Africa) dragonflies and damselflies face extinction because of habitat destruction by the black wattle (Acacia mearnsii) and other invasive alien plants.  Working for Water is containing that threat.

The threat to the productive use of land is a third major area of concern; hence the close partnership with the Department of Agriculture.  The pompom weed (Campuloclinium macrocephalum) – the pretty pink flower one increasingly sees along the highways and in the fields in Gauteng – is one example.  It is poisonous to stock and game, and could drastically reduce the productivity of our grasslands, should Working for Water and the public not contain this threat.

Another significant threat is to tourism.  A prominent example is the invasion of the Hluhluwe-Imfolozi Park in KwaZulu-Natal by the triffid weed (Chromolaena odorata).  Animals do not eat this weed.  If left alone, it could blanket the Park – meaning no animals, no tourists, no jobs, and a loss to the local economy of over R100 million per annum.  And it can blanket far more than the Park.  The KwaZulu-Natal Provincial Department of Agriculture and Environment is partnering with the Working for Water Programme to address this threat.

Amongst many other impacts, the last I shall mention is the threat that many invasive alien plants pose in terms of the intensity of wild fires.  Working for Water has been pivotal in the building of capacity and structures to deal with wild fires, through the establishment of and support for the Working on Fire Programme.  

