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Thank you very much Programme Director, Prof. Karim,

Ladies and Gentlemen.

I start with an apology from our new minister, Minister Sonjica, who is unable to attend the ceremony today.  She is detained today in Cabinet meetings, as tomorrow is Youth Day and Cabinet, which would have been held tomorrow, is being held today.  I know that nationally we call tomorrow Youth Day, but in this part of the world I know that we also often link the day with road running!

It is a pleasure for me to participate in today’s ceremonial opening of the Forestry Building at the University of KwaZulu-Natal.  A great part of my pleasure stems from the fact that this university is my original alma mater and that I in fact completed my first degree on the Pietermaritzburg campus, staying in ERH and Denison! I love to come back to KZN always, but it is a particular pleasure to come back to the University.  I feel both pleased and privileged to take part in the opening of a new building for Forestry.

The importance of this building should be acknowledged.  It is an expansion in both educational facilities and in addition, signifies an expanded interest in forestry and has therefore double importance for us.

Education is of key importance for our young nation since much of the development programme, outlined by the President in his recent Parliamentary address, depends on the qualifications of our people, their competence, experience, enthusiasm and dedicated engagement in professional activities.  

As South Africa is celebrating 10 years of Freedom this year, today we are celebrating an increase in forestry interest and recognising the need for more research in forestry for the benefit of all South Africans. Entering the second decade of our democracy, we can confidently say that the recent elections have reinforced the legitimacy of our national and provincial legislatures and political leadership.  However, countries are built by all their people, their engineers, farmers, doctors, teachers, workers, managers, business people, scientist, and also ... foresters, and they need to be well equipped to do that.  This building demonstrates advances in the equipping of people in the forestry sector.

There is no doubt in my mind that South African forestry achievements are internationally recognised: These include the following: 

· our indigenous forests are protected for their ecological, scientific and aesthetic values;

· timber plantations contribute significantly to the country’s economy and they provide financial security for about 3 million of our citizens; 

· we have set new global standards in the allocation of land to timber production based on our precious and scarce resource – water, and by becoming leaders in international certification of timber plantations;  

· we have also privatised state assets in the commercial forestry sector, and have promoted forestry-based economic development especially among our poorest rural communities, by involving them in commercial forestry activities through various BEE programmes, growth schemes and timber cooperatives; and

· South Africa is one of the two finalists for hosting the IUFRO World Congress in 2010, and the bid team, which includes your Professor Dyer I am pleased to note, has been invited to present their bid in person to IUFRO later this year. We seem to talk about bid committees often in this country, and let’s hope that this bid committee is as successful as that of Mr Jordaan and that 2010 is also a showcase for research and not only soccer in this country! This will be an excellent opportunity for our young forest researchers to demonstrate their research, and for us to draw attention to the forestry research needs of the country. 

Hosting the World Congress will also be an opportunity to capacitate young South African scientists, and to advance the transformation that is needed in the sector. The Congress, if bestowed upon our country, must be used as a platform to raise the profile and capacity of communities and small-scale growers who are often women and will also be an important occasion to aid the future of forestry growth. 

As much as we can thank and compliment all our stakeholders for their actions and successes, and I see many such stakeholders here today, it is obvious to all involved that forestry can and should mean much more to citizens of this country, and that there is therefore no time for complacency. I am honoured and pleased to note that the University considers the National Forests Advisory Council (NFAC) as an important stakeholder. The NFAC are important to the Minister because they offer her advice on any forestry related matter. I believe that their involvement in the University will further strengthen the relationship that the institution has with the Minister and the Department. 

The Minister of Water Affairs and Forestry has been tasked by the President (among many tasks, I assure you) to ensure that forestry contributes to job creation and poverty alleviation. As much as there has been recent development in forestry, the Minister is aware of the challenges that the sector is still facing. However, opportunities do abound. 

I would like to share some of those opportunities with you

· A study has been done to compare livelihoods in municipalities, which have forestry activity and those, which do not have forestry activity. The study indicates that in municipalities where there are forestry initiatives, the livelihoods are better than in municipalities, which have no forestry activity, i.e. there is less crime, higher standards of living and lower HIV/AIDS prevalence.  

· An afforestation map has recently been developed for KwaZulu-Natal that has identified areas of less-contentious potential land for afforestation.   This has been achieved through excellent co-operation between DWAF and our provincial counterparts in this province and is an example of the different spheres of government uniting to address issues of common interest

· In the Eastern Cape there is also land identified for possible afforestation which is conservatively estimated to be 60 000 ha.  This was referred to in the Budget Speech of the Minister of Water Affairs and Forestry to the National Council of Provinces on Wednesday of last week.  She has set a three month time period to obtain a coherent plan to address the obstacles, which are hindering our objective of expanding forestry in the Eastern Cape.  In this way Minister Sonjica has demonstrated that she intends to have new afforestation soon!

There is therefore, Ladies and Gentleman, potential for further afforestation in this country and this would represent an enormous potential for growth of the sector. The challenge is for the industry to be active in the realisation of this growth imperative. I believe that the industry has been waiting for this moment and we in Forestry in the Department of Water Affairs and Forestry will strive to do everything within the parameters of responsible forestry to unlock this potential. 

Government as a whole has already embarked on other aligned initiatives, which aim to unlock the many blockages, which hinder growth.  A good example of this is government’s resolve to improve infra-structure. I request the sector to work with the Minister and her Department to meet government’s objectives of job creation and poverty alleviation, through the realisation of the benefits of forestry. 

Today’s ceremonial opening of the Forestry Building is, as I understand, the nucleus of an ambitious plan to match academic investments with our society’s needs, and in particular by addressing the needs of the rural poor, whose suffering remains the legacy of an oppressive apartheid regime.  It is an important nucleus in this part of the country (which happens to be my home province) where forestry, timber processing and the export of timber products are among the leading elements of the economy.  

Forestry is a rural activity and many of our poorest people live in these areas. Government recognises forestry as one of the development vehicles. We must also acknowledge that the future growth of the industry lies with small-scale growers in mostly rural communities. These communities currently lack the necessary resources and skills to establish themselves in the sector in order to play a meaningful role. It is therefore incumbent upon us all to empower them, create the necessary enabling environment to acquire skills, financial resources, and even conduct research on their behalf so that they can be competitive in, and add value to, the sector. This is where the university through its research and training of our young foresters and scientists has an important role to play. 

I would like to stress that it is critical that the benefits of participating in forestry by these new entrants must be broadened to more than just growing trees. The benefits must be realised from all of the activities in the value chain. The forestry community must work with government to make this a reality for the rural poor who offer their land for afforestation.

Ladies and Gentleman, I have realised that this event is not a small celebration but the beginning of more celebrations in what forestry can do to improve livelihoods.   It is clear to me that your spontaneous participation is a demonstration of the involvement, support and strength of many stakeholders.  I would like to thank you for your interest and I would like to invite you to share with us your experiences and your wisdom.  

This is an important occasion for forestry, and I would congratulate all who have worked towards the opening of this fine building.  I trust that this development will grow through your combined competencies and dedication, your wisdom and co-operation, for the common benefit of better forests, better future and better humanity.

I thank you for your attention and I declare the Forestry Building at the University of KwaZulu-Natal as officially opened!
