ADDRESS BY THE PRESIDENT OF SOUTH AFRICA, THABO MBEKI, AT THE CELEBRATIONS OF THE 9 MILLIONTH SOUTH AFRICAN HOUSEHOLD TO RECEIVE WATER, Mzinyathi, 5 July 2003
Your Majesty, King Goodwill Zwelithini,
Premier of KwaZulu-Natal, Lionel Mtshali,
Minister of Water Affairs and Forestry, Ronnie Kasrils,
MEC Dumisani Makhaye,
Your Worship, Obed Mlaba,
Honoured Guests,
Fellow citizens and residents of Mzinyathi,
Ladies and Gentlemen: 

I am delighted to join you today to celebrate this historic milestone of having served 9 million disadvantaged South Africans with clean, fresh, potable, running tap water since 1994. 

It gives me great pride to see all our citizens joining hands with the government to redress the injustices of the past. This year, 2003, has been designated as the United Nations International Year of Fresh Water and we are happy to make real this global call to ensure that all the people of the world enjoy this basic yet critical fountain of health, vitality and life. 

Indeed, since 1994, we have, through delivery of clean water to our people, made every season a year of fresh water. It is because of this commitment that we are proud to celebrate this occasion today. 

The success that we have made in providing our people with clean water is a practical demonstration that we are still on course to pushing back the frontiers of poverty and opening access to a better life for all. 

I wish to congratulate the people of Mzinyathi, the eThekwini UniCity, the Department of Provincial Government and Traditional Affairs, the Consolidated Municipal Infrastructure Programme and Minister Kasrils and his department for having worked tirelessly together, to ensure that the people of Mzinyathi now have access to clean, fresh water and hygienic sanitation. 

In doing so, you have displayed the spirit of ubuntu. Through your collaboration, you have all showed by example that our vuk'unzenzele and letsema campaigns are bearing fruit. 

I would like to acknowledge and thank the donor community, especially the European Union for their generous support that has enabled us to make the progress that we have made. I am confident that our collaboration will continue and together we shall provide more South Africans with clean water and access to sanitation so that all our people can realise their dream of a better life. 

The people of Mzinyathi, like many other communities across South Africa, have together with government spoken in a unified voice and have issued a common message that we are determined to take charge of our own destiny and free ourselves from the legacy of apartheid, of poverty and marginalisation. 

Accordingly, today, in Mzinyathi we can reiterate the fact that the tide has turned! Again we repeat that, together we are committed to build a people's contract for a better tomorrow by eradicating poverty and underdevelopment. 

Earth is often referred to as the Blue Planet as 70% of our planet is made up of water. Yet, we cannot live off that same water, as much of it is the salt water. If you go down to the Durban beach, you cannot drink the seawater no matter how thirsty you are. What you need for cooking and drinking, is clean, fresh water, which through our joint work, we are able to deliver to our communities. 

In 1987, you also knew what it was like to have "water, water every where" but not "any drop to drink". Then, a huge water reservoir, the Inanda Dam, was built on your land. You were forced to move to make way for a dam while others, more privileged than you, could drink every running drop of that precious water. 

Factories, large-scale commercial farming and other industries too use vast quantities of water. Yet, it is from these same rivers and ground water that all our people (and even our domestic animals, wildlife and flora) seek their sustenance. 

For years, the resilient women and youth of Mzinyathi, were forced to trudge along to the Inanda Dam to collect a meagre can of water, which sometimes also had the occasional waterborne diseases. You did not have proper sanitation and nor did you have flush toilet facilities. As a result, few years ago, you suffered terribly from the cholera epidemic. 

For years the people of this area and other South Africans protested so that your living conditions could improve. It is because we have heard you that today the people of Mzinyathi and many others throughout our country, have begun to have access to basic amenities like clean water. 

We are proud that 36, 000 people in Mzinyathi now have access to clean, potable, running water. Indeed, as we celebrate with the 9 million recipient of clean water, we can say confidently that we will continue to see concrete progress of reconstruction and development programmes through the Urban Renewal Plan and the Integrated Sustainable Rural Development Programme. 

The achievement that we are celebrating today means that men, women and children who have for their entire lives struggled to find good, clean water, now have water security. 

It also means that women can spend more time with their families, children more time with their parents. The implementation of this water programme means that people, who were at risk of ill-health because of lack of clean water and inadequate sanitation, now have potable water for cooking, washing and personal hygiene as well as adequate sanitation. 

Together we have reduced the risk of waterborne diseases that were robbing our people and our children of their health and their lives. This successful programme means that the lives of all our people, and especially the lives of women, have been enhanced by this access to water allowing them more productive time freed from the arduous search for water. 

Nationally, our Government is determined to eradicate poverty and underdevelopment, and to building a society based on peace, stability, justice, human rights and indeed human security. Our Constitution is a clear testament to the nature of the society we are trying to build. The legacy of apartheid, however, means that, despite our best efforts since 1994, we still have a long way to go in this regard. 

People of this area are all too familiar with the devastating impacts of drought that worsen the plight of women and children. Many of you also suffered from the recent cholera epidemic here in our KwaZulu-Natal Province and live in fear of the disease returning to your families. 

Cholera and bilharzia are among the many diseases of poverty. Lack of clean water, lack of sanitation, and poor hygiene all contribute to the spread of these deadly diseases. The situation is made worse by poor nutrition and hunger among already vulnerable communities, especially the elderly, women and children. 

The Mzinyathi water project is an example of how we are collectively addressing the legacy of apartheid, and the poverty it created. I am pleased that at last all the families in the scheme will be able to improve their lives and no longer walk long distances across dangerous terrain to collect water from polluted stream and rivers. 

Since 1994, over two and a half thousand projects worth nearly R10 billion have been initiated by the Department of Water Affairs and Forestry across the country. More than 550 of these projects are in this province. It is therefore fitting that we are here at Mzinyathi in KwaZulu-Natal, to celebrate the milestone of having provided 9 million people across South Africa with safe, clean, running tap water. 

At this rate, we are confident that sooner rather than later, we would wipe out the apartheid backlog and reach the target of providing virtually all our people with clean water. We are also confident that we would be able to do whatever we can to meet the objectives of the Millennium Development Goals and those of the World Summit on Sustainable Development (WSSD). 

Government is also moving ahead in addressing the issue of sanitation. We have adopted a national implementation strategy to deal with the backlog in sanitation by 2010. This means that, by 2010, we will try very hard to ensure that every citizen of this country have access to proper sanitation facilities. Clearly, government would make available the necessary resources so as to progressively meet this objective. 

Already, our stated commitments are beginning to bear fruits with improved sanitation provided to an estimated 2 260 000 people last year by Government as a whole. Here in Mzinyathi, some 2 000 households have already received improved toilets and in the coming few months this programme will have reached the remaining 4 000 households in the area. 

To make water and sanitation accessible to the people of this Mzinyathi area, the government has invested R27m in the project, laying water pipes to each household in the area and building toilets. This has been a challenging task in the difficult topography that characterises parts of this province. 

Further, the provision of water has been considered by government as inextricably linked to the development of human resources and empowerment of the disadvantaged sections of our communities. 

In this regard, I am assured that optimal empowerment of the local community has at all times been a priority that has been achieved through involvement in each stage of the planning and implementation of the project. 

I am also informed that through the Mzinyathi project, labour intensive approaches have generated employment for at least 2 000 people, transferring skills to community members, creating jobs and putting money into the community. 

Development of the small businesses, brick and block yards for the sanitation project, and transfer of skills and experience are an investment in our people - an investment that puts you in a better position to ensure a better future. 

Today, we celebrate the success of bringing water to this community and 9 million disadvantaged South Africans. In this celebration, we must remember the remaining challenges. 

We must ensure too that this system of purification works, pumps, pipes, meters, taps and connections that brings water to your houses, continues to work without interruption and vandalism. We must jealously guard this project because it is a long-term investment that belongs not only to you, but to your children and your grant-children. 

This occasion is the fruit of long labour, cooperation and coordination between the stakeholders over a number of years. 

The Project Steering Committee, eThekwini Water Services, the Department of Water Affairs and the Department of Provincial and Local Government through its CMIP Programme have worked together to make this project a reality. 

The challenge is now for you, the community to work together with eThekwini UniCity to ensure each household continues to receive the first 6 thousand litres of water each month, free of charge. 

This Mzinyathi water scheme is a clear example of our government working to build a better life for all, a clear example of cooperative governance. It is an excellent example of what can be achieved when different government departments at national, provincial and local level work together with the people whom they serve. 

Amanzi ayimpilo! Water is life!
Sanitation is Dignity! 

I thank you. 

Issued by The Presidency 

5 July 2003 

