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SYMPOSIUM ON WORLD COMMISSION ON DAMS REPORT :  DAMS AND DEVELOPMENT

IMPLICATIONS FOR SOUTH AFRICA

MIKE MULLER,

Department of Water Affairs and Forestry

“We, the people of South Africa … adopt this Constitution as the supreme law of the Republic so as to – 

· Heal the divisions of the past and establish a society based on democratic values, social justice and fundamental human rights

· Lay the foundations for a democratic and open society in which government is based on the will of the people and every citizen is equally protected by law

· Improve the quality of life of all citizens and free the potential of each person .... “

(Preamble to The Constitution of the Republic of South Africa, Act 108 of 1996)

*****

“Everyone has the right: 

· to an environment that is not harmful to their health or well-being

· to have the environment protected for the benefit of present and future generations through reasonable and legislative and other measures that:

· prevent pollution and environmental degradation;

· promote conservation; and

· secure ecologically sustainable development and use of natural resources while promoting justifiable economic and social development”

(The Constitution of South Africa Act 108 of 1996 s.24)

*****

INTRODUCTION : WATER AND DEVELOPMENT 

Dam construction and management is a water management option within much broader processes of socio-economic development.  Drawing from global experience, the World Commission on Dams has attempted to indicate, in generic terms, how best to pursue this option so that it contributes to sustainable development. Its mandate was however necessarily limited.

In South Africa, it is suggested that the key issues are not the design, construction and operation of dams but how we make and implement the social, environmental and political choices on which our national development and our society’s well-being depend. Dams may or may not be part of that. 

In his welcoming address the Minister of Water Affairs and Forestry has indicated that, in general, the SADC region is characterised by a significant potential – and need - for further development of its natural resources. We share an erratic rainfall pattern which obliges us to carry surpluses from one year to the next so that we can reliably maintain or increase existing levels of water use. We also share levels of evaporation which generally exceed rainfall. There are however some significant differences with the other countries of the region.

· We only have 1 400 m3 per person per annum of useable renewable water resource compared with a regional average of 5 000 m3.

· We already use a far larger proportion of our available water than our neighbours –  nearly 50% compared to a SADC average of 7%.

· South Africa already has storage capacity to capture 54% of the annually available surface water but, since the options for further storage and transfer are limited and unit costs will increase, other management approaches are becoming increasingly more important.

· Our economic activities are not located in areas with high rainfall and plentiful water resources obliging us to transport water across catchments and even between countries.

In summary, South Africa’s options for providing water to improve our peoples’ quality of life and achieving conservation of our natural environment are severely constrained. The challenge of finding an appropriate balance between different uses and interest groups is thus greater than elsewhere in the region.

However, one final difference with the rest of the region is that, while we may perceive South Africa to be cash strapped with many demands on the fiscus, we do have an economy which can generate the financial resources needed to enable us to develop and manage our water resources to meet the needs of our society and the people to do that.

Before we can talk intelligently about dams and their role or about the details of the processes by which we decide to build and operate dams, we need to answer some questions about the role of water in development.  The goal of government and, one must hope, of the broader social and political forces in the country, is to achieve a better life for all. How does water fit into that vision ?

We need water to meet our basic needs, to ensure the Constitutional right to sufficient food and water. We all want more than that and would like to have full internal household water supplies and water borne sanitation. To achieve higher living standards we need jobs and income. So we need water to support the economic activities, including agriculture and tourism, which sustain our society and provide the resources needed to make a better quality of life possible. We need to make that water available in ways which are consistent with the Constitutional requirement to balance justifiable social and economic development with ecological sustainability. 

If that is how water fits into our development vision, how does water management generally and  dams specifically enter into the equation ?

THE COMPLICATED CALCULUS OF WATER MANAGEMENT

To move from a resource development paradigm to a focus on water resource management, we must understand the issues. Water is a renewable resource but a variable and unpredictable one. We have to manage both stocks (the amount we have at any one time) and flows (the amount that passes over time). Often, simple arithmetical rules do not apply and 1 + 1 does not always equal 2.

As an example, it is sometimes suggested that we can provide additional water for services for our people by taking it from the farmers who still use the majority of the resource. This is often not the case. The water may simply be in the wrong place and it may not be cost-effective to bring it to where it is needed. Even on the Orange river, if farmers used less water, we could not necessarily use their savings upstream in Johannesburg.  We need more reliable supplies in cities than on the farms. If there is a dry season, the city dwellers cannot just hang up their implements and wait for next year’s rain which is why water for agriculture is made available at lower reliabilities than urban water. In this case, 1 + 1 is usually considerably less than 2.

Again, it would seem obvious that if we save water in the city, we will not need to increase storage to provide improved services to more people ? In arithmetical terms 2 – 1 = 1, leaving an extra 1 for new services.  Wrong ! When there is a drought and a supply shortage, the first thing we restrict are the non-essential uses, the gardens, the car washes. If we have already curtailed those inessentials, what do we now restrict when there is a drought? We have to cut core consumption. We can no longer provide basic services. In this case, 2 – 1 = 0.

Yet there are also cases where 1 + 1 = 3. We use dams to store water to supply users during dry periods; the same dams can also reduce floods in wet periods; they even enable us to regulate water flow to generate a constant supply of clean hydro-electric power (the most effective source of solar power yet). Here 1 + 1 = 3.

PLANNING AND MANAGEMENT : THE POLICY FRAMEWORK 

Beyond the day-to-day arithmetic, perhaps the most serious problem we face is the complexity and long time horizons of our processes for planning to achieve optimal benefit from our water resources. Determining the most effective combination of management interventions, transfers, new storage and their environmental impact in the context of global uncertainties such as climate change is complicated enough. Yet our water management decisions must be based on assumptions about what the world and South Africa will be like five, ten, twenty years from now.

Do we plan on the basis of free basic services with additional services paid for at cost or all domestic services provided on a flat charge basis ? Do we assume that there will be jobs and incomes or will current levels of unemployment and inequality continue ? What will the financial and managerial capacity of local government be in ten years time ? The last thing we want is to plan for continued poverty, to plan for failure. Such pessimistic planning can be self-fulfilling if a collapse of services undermines social consensus or economic confidence. Nor, if we want to avoid excessive, wasteful, investment, can we afford to be over-optimistic about future trends.

This is already difficult. But in addition, we must also achieve adequate participation in these decisions in the fractured and unequal society that South Africa still is. This has particular challenges. Often, when we go out to consult about these long range water resource matters, we are met with great impatience by the majority of our people who have far more immediate problems – when will we get basic water, are we getting it free, how do we improve our basic supplies, why can’t we have water-borne sanitation like you do in the cities ?

Those who engage most actively in the planning process with the luxury of the long view are often concerned with keeping – or extending - their existing privileged access to the resource, preserving the environment they want, often to the exclusion of the majority of our people. They often have the resources to dominate consultative processes. 

If our decision processes are further confused by interventions which are simply innumerate, or by those which are promoting broader (and sometimes only peripherally related) international environmental campaigns or local political programmes, we will manage from crisis to crisis which is not in the national interest.

(Indeed, as the California energy crisis is demonstrating, it is often not even in the environmentalists’ interest to relentlessly oppose development since crises tend to create a political dynamic which overrides longer term considerations of sustainability; this is why we now see a resurgence of support for nuclear power, oil and gas drilling and production in the USA.

As the situation in many rural communities shows, such misguided campaigns are also not in the interests of the poor. Too often, the result of demanding more services than the system can deliver is that the first few communities in the line believe it is legitimate to take all the water they want and, as a result, the pipes at the end of the line run dry, a classic water management dilemma.)

THE WCD REPORT IN THE CONTEXT OF DWAF’S PROGRAMME

The introductory remarks of Minister Kasrils have already outlined Government’s general response to the WCD report. In our view, it outlines good practice and should be used as a checklist rather than a rigid directive. It must also be recognised that the report and guidelines simply address a specific example of generic infrastructure development for which there are already policies and processes in place.

We have begun to test our planning and environmental impact assessment procedures against these guidelines and will improve our procedures where appropriate. Specific instruments are being introduced in the water management system to promote a systematic, participative, approach to decision making. Most important is the production of a National Water Resource Strategy, the first  draft of which is being prepared as the starting point in a consultation process. This will provide the framework for the preparation of separate catchment management plans and strategies which will address the detailed requirements of each catchment area.

The WCD report identifies seven strategic priorities, each with a few proposed guidelines. We have already told the WCD that the respective guidelines are not pitched at the same strategic level.  Some are detail descriptions of tools rather than guidelines and the various guidelines cannot therefore be given equal weight.

· The Strategic Priority related to gaining Public Acceptance is supported.  Department Water Affairs and Forestry is currently developing a Public Participating Guideline that will be applied in future activities.  However the processes followed should not be seen as providing a veto right to the public especially with regard to “Free, Prior and informed Consent.”

· The whole concept of negotiation and consensus through binding and implementable agreements is essential in the successful implementation of these agreements.

· Having said this, public participation however raises expectations and has potential problems.  The level of public participation, if pitched at the right level and stated clearly, could become manageable.  The process of public education through participation at catchment management area level could assist the process considerably.  The Catchment Management Approach is a tool that will facilitate the democratisation of the development, management and utilisation of water resources in South Africa.

· When resources are developed jointly with other countries the relevant format and extent of public participation will have to be agreed.

· Most of the guidelines forming part of the strategic priority on comprehensive options assessment, i.e. “Multi-Criteria Analysis (6):, “Life Cycle Assessment (7)” “Valuation of Social and Environmental Impacts (10)” are tools and methods that could be used to assess the various options.  It is therefore difficult to evaluate the level of compliance to the strategic priority as a whole.  This strategic priority should be addressed by DWAF’s draft “Protocol for the Development of New Water Resources”, which takes into account improvement in efficiency in order to meet water resources requirements.  The National Water Resources Strategy (NWRS), as required by the National Water Act (1998), and Integrated Development Planning (IDP), as required by the Municipal Systems Act (2000) should also have a potential significant role to play in focussing on this priority.

· No ex post facto assessments (audits) have yet been performed at DWAF with regard to “Strategic Impact Assessment (SIA) for Environmental, Social, Health and Cultural Heritage Issues (4)”.  DWAF has however made this a strategic focus area for Water Resources Management.  The National Water Resources Strategy and the Catchment Management Strategies as prescribed by the National Water Act (1998) will address this requirement, once they are fully promulgated.

· The levels of investigation for cultural heritage and health issues with regard to “Project-Level Impact Assessment for Environmental, Social, Health and Cultural Heritage Issues (5)”, should be revisited and improved where required.

· It is also recommended that consideration be given for research on the relevance and applicability of the following guidelines, “Life Cycle Assessment (7)”, “Greenhouse Gas Emissions (8)“, “Distributional Analysis of Projects (9), “Valuation of Social and Environmental Impacts (10)” and “Improving Economic Risk Assessment (11)”

· Strategic priority 3 on addressing existing dams is perhaps the only area in which DWAF’s compliance falls short of what could reasonably be expected.  A process to ensure that “Ensuring Operational Rules Reflect Social and Environmental Concerns (12)” is only beginning in the context of dam zoning and “Improving Reservoir Operation (13)” has only begun to be addresses as a result of the National Water Act’s requirements for the ecological component of the Reserve.

· With regard to this strategic priority, it is recommended that there has to be a clear review and understanding, and identification of gaps, within policy, legislation and regulations that either facilitates or hinders implementation of this recommendation.  In addition, there exists a need to identify the water management institutions that will manage and operate dams in the future.

· To implement this priority it is important to note that resources (human as well as financial) needed will have to be developed and allocated. Presently these resources are not readily available.  It is recommended that a process of prioritisation be developed and implemented to overcome the limited resources available (now and in future).

· With respect to the strategic priority 7:  Sharing rivers for peace, Development and Security there is good progress within SADC.

· With regard to “Procedures for Shared Rivers (26)”, a SADC Protocol (2000) exists which is more extensive than the guideline.  In addition to this, there is also a document by a United Nations Convention (1997) called “Convention on the Law of the non-navigational uses of international watercourses: for use in this regard.  The only current shortcoming to compliance is the basin wide impact assessments that should be addressed.  DWAF, already on behalf of South Africa has good relations with neighbouring countries and are working towards joint development of shared resources.

CONCUSION – THE BROADER CONTEXT

Because the WCD’s mandate was only to look at dams, it was unable to address the broader challenges of development management. Just as dam development cannot be understood in isolation from the broader water management framework, even less can dams be addressed in isolation from broader management of social and economic development.

This is critical since it is often not possible for water managers to ensure that other agencies perform or to force affected people to utilise the opportunities offered to improve their way of life. It is therefore important to recognise the nature of and responsibilities for the various development processes and to identify symptoms of failure at an early stage in order to take remedial steps.

As a whole, DWAF’s assessment is that the majority of the WCD’s guidelines of strategic importance are already part of the policies in this country. Implementation of policies will remain a major challenge not least because of the need for the co-operation of all interested parties.  

Finally, it should be noted that South Africa is already moving from the phase of resource development to the resource management phase. A comprehensive set of instruments is in place not just sectorally (National Water Policy) but also more generally to promote sound planning and investment approaches, including environmental impact assessments. The challenge is to make our policies work. We look forward to doing that with all those represented here.
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