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MEDIA RELEASE

ARBOR WEEK 2000 – TREES HEAL OUR LAND

STATEMENT BY MINISTER RONNIE KASRILS, MP

MINISTER OF WATER AFFAIRS AND FORESTRY

Ronnie Kasrils, MP, Minister of Water Affairs and Forestry will launch Arbor Week at a ceremony in Atteridgeville, Pretoria on the 31 August 2000. The theme for Arbor Week 2000 is Trees Heal our Land. This theme draws our attention to various areas in which trees play an important role. These are:

· Urban greening

· Protection of indigenous forests

· Prevention of veld and forest fires 

"In the past, huge investments of time and money were made in greening the formerly white towns and suburbs of our country." Says Minister Kasrils. " And indeed we are gratified and 

indeed proud of the decades of tree planting that have produced the tree lined streets in many parts of our cities. We need to build on this marvellous heritage of the urban forests and extend these into the townships of our country. We are concerned that township areas have not generally enjoyed the benefits of tree planting. I am determined to encourage a culture of tree planting throughout the country. On the one hand, trees and parks are the responsibility of local government and they must be assisted to undertake vigorous tree planting campaigns. But we also need schools, communities, religious centres, families  and social groups to plant trees throughout the length and breadth of South Africa." 

One way to encourage tree planting and also contribute to reconciliation is by planting trees of remembrance. This is an initiative that was launched by Minister Kasrils last year. The trees for remembrance campaign has been boosted this year by the Remembrance Register which will be launched by Minister Kasrils later this week. This register will record the names of all those in whose honour trees have been planted. The Department of Water Affairs and Forestry will also provide plaques which can be placed near the tree. 

The second important area is to celebrate and protect our indigenous forests. "We must remember" says Minister Kasrils, "that only half of one percent of South Africa's land is covered by indigenous forests. These forests are a rare and important resource. They provide homes for animals, trees, plants and birds. They are also very important to rural communities because they provide medicinal plants, building materials and fuel. Indigenous forests are sacred to many rural communities and they provide spiritual and cultural homes for many of our people. We therefore appeal to all South Africans to help protect our natural forests."
Minister Kasrils has also called on all South Africans to help prevent veld and forest fires. Forests, particularly plantations, provide jobs and economic opportunities in rural areas. The economic benefits of these trees are however threatened by fires.  Wild fires also affect other kinds of agriculture and land use. "For the sake of our forests and all our rural areas I call on all South Africans to help us to prevent veld and forest fires."

Minister Kasrils will also announce the donation of R3,2m to a Non Governmental Organisation called Trees and Food for Africa. Of this, R1.2m will be provided to start an Urban greening fund to assist local government, NGOs and community based organisations to launch urban greening projects. R2m will be provided for the Eduplant project which assist schools to start and maintain food gardens and to undertake school greening projects.  "I firmly believe that NGOs can assist us in ensuring real delivery to all our people. These projects will assist communities throughout South Africa to use available resources not only to improve their own lives but also to invest in the future of our country as a whole. I am delighted to be able to create a partnership with Trees and Food for Africa and I look forward to the success of these projects."

Minister Kasrils has also launched a competition to search for a new name for Arbor Week. "I think we need a name in an indigenous African language which will reflect the diversity of our society. This name will then be used in conjunction with the name Arbor Week." The Minister has asked South Africa's school children to assist him in finding a name by entering the national name competition.  Entry forms are available in The Teacher newspaper. 

"I am sure that Arbor Week 2000 will not only draw attention to the value of trees but also enhance delivery of services throughout South Africa" says Minister Kasrils. 

Lael Bethlehem

Chief Director: Forestry

Tel:  012-336 8752

Fax:  012-3368942
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