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Managing our uncertain water future 

Last week, Pietermaritzburg in Msunduzi Municipality in KwaZulu-Natal (KZN) experienced its hottest October Day on record. At 40oC it was the fourth time in ten years that the record had been broken, this time by a full 2 oC.

Similar things happened in Europe in the previous summer – indeed, it is reported that many people died as a result. Something is clearly happening to the climate. There is a general consensus (except for one or two American politicians with interests in the oil industry) that we are experiencing a period of climate change world wide.

This will not just affect the temperature but, much more important, it is likely to affect our rainfall.   How it will affect it is not yet clear but it is possible that we will have more extreme events, more floods, more droughts. The weather will not be the same in future years as it was in the past.

This is not cause for panic. But it does mean that we must pay careful attention to how we manage and use our water. And to do that we need to monitor how much we have.  We need to know how big next year’s flood may be; just as important, how long could the following year’s drought last?   Fortunately, South Africa is in a good position to answer those questions.

The HYDRO100 (Hydrological Monitoring Centenary celebration) concentrates on the history of monitoring in SA and displays the current status of instrumentation and knowledge. However, I would like to focus on the future.

What we are celebrating here at HYDRO100 is not just the fact that South Africa is already well equipped with water measuring and monitoring systems but also that we have the tools to deal with the challenges that lie ahead.

So you should know that independent experts have rated the flow gauging network in South Africa as one of the three best networks in the world.

We already use satellite technology extensively, both in South Africa and in SADC. The expansion of cell phone networks provided a golden opportunity for us; where it is available, GSM technology allows data transmission to be done at one tenth the cost of satellite systems. 

We are thus already able to provide extensive flood warning systems both on the Vaal as well as on shared rivers like the Limpopo which have helped to avoid damage and reduce loss of life.

And we are continuing to cooperate with our neighbours to improve our networks and theirs – though collaborative programmes such as the SADC Hycos, funded by the European Union where South Africa will lead the implementation.

Against this background, the National Water Act of 1998 is a beacon of hope for us. It provides the framework within which we will be able to meet the challenges that face us. And already, the way ahead is charted in the National Water Resource Strategy, which was approved by Cabinet just last month.

Not just does the National Water Act provide for stronger organisations, such as the Catchment Management Agencies, but it also provides the tools to make sure that water gets to those who need it most.

But for all the plans to work, we come back again to the need to monitor the water that is available. We must monitor need not just how much there is at any one time but how it changes from day to day as well as its quality; and it is not just the water supply that we will monitor, but also the water that is used. And we will monitor how water use affects the quality of the water environment.

The importance of monitoring our water resources is well recognised. Indeed, some countries have declared next Monday to be World Water Monitoring Day and our event today also commemorates South Africa’s commitment to this important activity.

The unknowns of climate change will require continued, indeed more intensive, monitoring to keep track of its effects. It will make our life more difficult and less predictable. But we are committed to maintaining and building on the strong foundations that have already been laid.

We are prepared for the challenges that lie ahead, and the painstaking work of building and maintaining weirs and measuring stations, of taking the samples and processing the data, will continue to pay dividends. And it will continue to offer rewarding careers for young people.

This work will enable us to spot quickly important trends and to respond to them. It is hard to think of more vital work for South Africa today. So let’s celebrate the forethought of those people who built station C2H001 100 years ago; and the work of those who, ever since, have faithfully kept the records on which we depend today. 

Thank you.

