Minister Sonjica firm on forestry water charges

Media release by the Department of Water Affairs and Forestry
17 June 2004
Addressing Parliament during her Budget Vote today, 17 June, Minister of Water Affairs and Forestry Buyelwa Sonjica chided the forestry industry for its opposition to paying water charges and called on them to join in a review of the pricing strategy to achieve a consensus approach.

Here are extracts of her comments on the issue:

“Water users must contribute to the costs of secure water access. So I was concerned that a representative of Forestry South Africa should tell Parliament that they may refuse to pay the water resource management charges, which are essential for the Catchment Management Agencies’ (CMA) success. 

“When state forestry was restructured, we agreed to “cap” the water charge for forestry at R10 per hectare. This amounts to only R15 million for all plantation forests in the country. Since the turnover of the industry is over R20 billion and the profits of just one company’s local division were over R300 million, we do not believe that this is excessive.

“The charges are being phased in as we implement the new CMA functions and not imposed unilaterally. We have already invited forestry and other water users such as agriculture, industry and local government to join us to review the Pricing Strategy. A new strategy could be in place for the 2006/2007 season and I will be meeting with Forestry South Africa and other stakeholders to ensure that we reach a consensus. 

“Of course, DWAF’s role in commercial plantation forestry covers far more than environmental management, which is what the water charges and licenses are about. With direct management of both plantation and indigenous forests transferred to other agencies, the department is increasingly focusing on the regulation of the institutions, which actually manage our forests to ensure that forestry contributes more to the development of the Second Economy in rural areas.

“We have made progress as attested to by the R45 million rental income held in Trust for the communities in the Eastern Cape and KwaZulu-Natal from the first phase of forestry restructuring. However, we still need to keep our focus on practical results. So I have set specific targets for promoting plantation forestry in the Eastern Cape. And I want to see more poor rural communities benefit from forestry. 

“We must make sure that our rural families can cook their food at night and keep warm in winter. Wood is the principal source of energy for 25% of the population and we are not yet doing enough to help them meet their needs. So we will cooperate actively with the Department of Minerals and Energy to develop a rural energy policy to meet the needs of the poorest of the poor.”
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