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WELCOME ADDRESS BY MARTHINUS VAN SCHALKWYK, MINISTER OF ENVIRONMENTAL AFFAIRS AND TOURISM AT THE FOURTH BIENNIAL INTERNATIONAL WATERS CONFERENCE IN CAPE TOWN, 31 JULY 2007

Honourable Ministers, 

Representatives and 

Guests of the Global Environment Facility, 

We extend our warmest welcome to you albeit, in the winter of our country. We are honoured that the GEF and its implementing agencies, the United Nations Development Program (UNDP), the United Nations Environment Program (UNEP) and the World Bank chose South Africa as its venue for the Fourth Biennial International Waters Conference.

Glancing at the conference literature I note that the express purpose of the conference is to bring together International Waters Projects to share experiences and innovative practices. The conference objectives of promoting learning and capacity building and developing strategies to enhance stakeholder collaboration are certainly supported as they are key in the success of large multinational programmes.

The success of International Waters Programmes and projects must lie in the ability of the implementers to work across state boundaries with various configurations of government agencies and portfolios. The value of such gatherings is that they allow the lessons learned across continents to be crystallised into basic universal good practice. We note that the GEF has made efforts to engage in Waters programmes across the globe including the developing world. We in the developing world, although having slightly more pristine habitats and ecosystems, acknowledge that the environment must be managed at the appropriate scales if we are going to have a measure of success that stands the test of time.  

An aspect which is gaining importance and is to be supported even further is the understanding of socio-economic impacts in managing ecosystems. The traditional uses of the oceans only to harvest marine living resources must further be diversified to include a wider range of activities. In South Africa, marine ecotourism is a growing industry especially with regard to viewing our top marine predators such as sharks, whales, seals and birds. 

South Africa, like other countries that are adjacent to large ocean spaces, is aware that we should be doing more to understand the impacts of large scale processes on our local habitats, marine industries and communities. Large scale and international waters programmes can focus on regional and global issues and will provide a basis to understand risk and vulnerability to large ecosystem shifts, such as climate change impacts.

With each coastal state exercising its right to use the ocean services at its disposal, we must acknowledge that there are threshold limits that exist at the ecosystem scale. The true value of International Waters Programmes, like those facilitated through the GEF, is that they engage management agencies on these large scale limits. These programmes encourage states to look at environmental impacts and influences outside their jurisdictional boundaries and across ecosystem scales.

The agenda of the conference is structured towards interaction. I notice that large portions of time are dedicated to focussed interactive dialogue sessions. It is a bold and commendable agenda that you have designed to maximise opportunities to exchange experiences and lessons from around the world and to move away from the less interactive traditional format of plenary sessions and presentations. The discussion session on a range of topics will also contribute to the overall objectives of better constructing and implementing large scale programmes. I note with particular interest that you have sessions devoted to issues on ground water, pollution, marine fisheries, which are very close to South Africans in general and to Cape Town in particular, and finally assessing and valuing ecosystems. This is an area where most of us can develop expertise. Such valuations provide a sound basis from which to make our management interventions and facilitate the motivation for resources to undertake such large scale work.

With such a learning orientated schedule I am sure that your conference objectives will be met. We hope you will take full advantage of your visit here to savour much of what Cape Town, the Western Cape and South Africa have on show, both on land and in the oceans.

I thank you

