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NATIONAL ARBOR WEEK

Statement by Minister Ronnie Kasrils

Date:  25 August 2003

South Africans celebrate National Arbor Week - Iviki Lezihlahla from September 1-7 this year. The week’s celebrations will be officially launched at a ceremony in Evaton, Johannesburg on 28 August 2003. With this year’s theme being “Trees are our Heritage”, a concerted effort is being made to educate South Africans about the value and role trees have played and continue to play, in our lives. 

This week long focus on trees and forests is much more than just an opportunity to celebrate the arrival of spring. It is a time for us to reflect on how forestry can, and is, contributing to a better life for all in South Africa. Since 1994, our approach to forests and trees has been to recognise trees as  national resources. Trees are a resource that requires protection and are to be used for the benefit of our people, not just for our urban communities but also for our rural communities.

This year’s celebrations will focus very much on highlighting the following messages:

· how forests and trees are being utilised by communities in conjunction with the state, for the eradication of poverty and promoting economic advancement

· the management of South Africa’s precious indigenous forests, especially their protection which form part of our rich heritage

· the need to build on the marvellous heritage of our urban forests by further extending greening initiatives to the townships and rural areas of our country

· The promotion of behavioural change through highlighting the destruction that veld and forest fires cause each year.

In the past, huge investments of time and money were made in greening the formerly white towns and suburbs of our country. 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. It is only recently that such activities have been introduced into other townships and rural areas. There is a need to build on this marvellous heritage of the urban forests and to place more emphasis and effort on greening our townships and rural areas.

Despite our efforts in the past few years our townships and rural areas have not generally enjoyed the benefits of tree planting. We need to vigorously encourage and promote a culture of tree planting in these areas. 

An important focus of this year’s National Arbor week is to promote a better understanding of trees, particularly indigenous trees. Our indigenous forests are rich in value despite only covering less than 1% of our total land area in South Africa. Indigenous forests such as the Nkandla of Shaka, the Amatola of Sandile and Maqoma, and Fundudzi –the Sacred Forest of the Venda people and their warrior king, Makhado, are revered as spiritual homes. These forests played an important roles as sites of resistance to colonial conquest and retain sacred remains of great ancestors. They also are the home of important herbs and medicines, utilized by many South Africans. 

The utilization of forests by rural communities for economic advancement and prosperity is crucial to achieving a better life and freeing themselves from the poverty many people find themselves in. Great efforts have been made in ensuring that there is greater participation in all of forestry and the forestry products industry, by rural communities. Processes such as the restructuring of state forests have resulted in innovative partnerships between rural communities and the private sector.

These have led to rural communities having a share in the ownership and control of the forest companies. This access to commercial forestry and exposure to the realities of large scale commercial forest management has contributed to poverty reduction through jobs, business opportunities and income. 

These economic, social and cultural benefits of our forests and trees are however constantly threatened by fires. The prevention of veld and forest fires are crucial if forestry is to continue contributing to the creation of a better life for all those who live in South Africa. 

Trees are important to many of us in different ways. Let us join together during this Arbor week, and in fact, during All weeks to celebrate the positive benefits and enrichment that trees offer us.
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