
20 June 5 2022 - SUNDAY TIMES

Sunday Times

Opi n ion

Let there be light — the ANC has failed SA

M
any South Africans that I speak to on a
daily basis have been become numb about
Eskom .

It ’s hard to believe that we have had
load-shedding since 2008 and all three different
administrations of the ruling party have failed to
resolve the issue of energy in our country. We must
call a spade a spade: when it comes to energy the
people of SA have been failed by the ruling party.

When the current administration came to power in
2019 so much was promised — we were made to
believe that fixing Eskom and our energy problems

would be their No 1 priority. But according to reports
and analysis, this administration is doing very badly
on load-shedding and South Africans are very
disappointed by those empty promises.

In my view there is a lack of political will to deal
with this problem head-on; even the ministers
responsible for energy and Eskom are not convincing
when they speak. One does not get the sense that
these ministers are on top of the challenge the country
is facing.

They send mixed messages to the whole country.
The minister of mineral resources & energy, Gwede
Mantashe, criticised Eskom, saying he did not
understand why the power utility was resorting to
load-shedding because it had enough electricity in its
reserves. Mantashe and his counterpart at public
enterprises, Pravin Gordhan, sit in the same cabinet
under President Cyril Ramaphosa, so why do we hear
different voices from the same administration? If
Mantashe ’s statement is to be believed, why is the
country experiencing these rolling blackouts on a
daily basis?

South Africans deserve to know the truth about the
state of Eskom. The frequent power shortages that we
have seen in recent weeks, particularly stage 4 load-
shedding, are very disruptive to both business and

ordinary citizens’ lives. Eskom has reported a large
number of breakdowns at its coal-fired power
stations. That is a maintenance issue.

The truth is if we want our economy to thrive then
we need to invest in its backbone: infrastructure.

Instead we have allowed our country to live on
borrowed time and are now paying the price of wrong
decisions. I am not an engineer but I know enough
about the consequences of a lack of maintenance and
underinvestment in our infrastructure to see that
today we are experiencing these results in the energy
s ector.

Think about the small business owner in the
township who needs electricity to generate an income
to feed his or her family. I think about the hair salon,
eatery or meat seller. They all need electricity to
operate their businesses.

Stories are told about how customers have
deserted some of them because of the power cuts.
Most cannot afford alternative sources of power such
as generators.

Think about the families who have to wake up
early to prepare for work and school in a house with
no power, and come home in the evening to a dark
house again because of a second round of load-
shedding. These are the effects of power cuts on

ordinary citizens, especially the vulnerable and the
working class, who have no means to mitigate the
negative effects of power shortages.

Another issue that has disappeared from the public
eye is the separation of generation, transmission and
distribution into different entities to streamline
operations. This was supposed to improve efficiencies,
thus ensuring sustainable electricity supply in the
country. A lot of noise was made about it and how it
would save us from the rolling blackouts but to date
nothing has come of it and we have not been given
any updates.

In conclusion, here is our reality: if our government
cannot guarantee sustainable energy no-one in their
right mind will invest in our country.

If we don’t have investment flowing in we cannot
grow our economy. If we cannot grow our economy
we cannot create much-needed jobs — it is as simple
as that.

If our government does not wake up and take this
bull called Eskom by the horns and save SA from
being a failed state we will live to regret it.
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K
waZulu-Natal saw in the 72 hours between
April 11 and 13, four times the total expected
rain for the month of April.

While these astounding events should
not surprise us, the floods have exposed how
vulnerable our urban areas are to climate change.

No less than 448 lives were lost in April, countless
people were displaced, and property and
infrastructure worth billions of rands was destroyed.
Six weeks later, many families are homeless, bridges
remain non-functional, and some roads are still not
passable. Poor families have been disproportionately
affected. The full social and economic impact of the
May rains have not yet been calculated, but it is
estimated that the costs of rebuilding infrastructure
from the April disaster will be about R25bn for
government infrastructure alone.

The great tragedy is that much of these losses could
have been avoided or at least reduced. Our state of
preparedness has been put to the test, and this should
serve as a lesson to better resilience against similar
events in future. We need to be proactive and find
ways to adapt to climate change. This is vital if we are
to reduce the vulnerability of poor communities, build
our economy and reduce poverty.

There are a host of ways in which we can enhance
resilience and reduce vulnerability to natural and
other disasters and emergencies. We discuss four of
these below.

First, we need to address the gaps in information
and awareness around disaster risks and
management, which SA’s National Disaster
Management Framework calls for. This includes
providing information on what the risks are and how
they can be mitigated, especially in areas which are
more vulnerable to disasters. Traditional leaders and
ward councillors have an important role to play in this

regard. They must be aware of the specific risks in
their area and communicate how residents can
mitigate risks, stressing the importance of compliance
with legislation and bylaws that will reduce risk for
residents .

The knowledge and lessons gained through
previous disasters should be captured and risk
information and data consolidated.

Second, we need increased
integration and co-ordination
between existing structures
concerned with disaster management.
This requires greater communication
between national, provincial,
metropolitan and district disaster
management centres and local
municipalities, including the
community and community leaders,
with an emphasis on the prevention
and mitigation of disasters. This is a
responsibility of all spheres of
government, entailing engagement
among and commitment of citizens,
traditional leaders, organised civil
society, business, research institutions
and institutions of higher education.

The Disaster Management Act No
57 of 2002 and its 2015 amendments
emphasise the need for a cross-
sectoral approach through ensuring that disaster risk
reduction becomes an institutional requirement for all
sectors and spheres of government. Despite this, there
is still a lack of integrated and co-ordinated planning
and response to disasters.

Research by Salga [South African Local
Government Association] found that only 12% of local
municipalities had a clear understanding of roles and

responsibilities related to disaster management.
Disaster risk reduction is not seen as a cross-cutting,
interrelated issue which must be a key element of
built-environment functions, such as urban planning,
human settlements, engineering and infrastructure.
This interrelatedness requires a strong degree of co-
ordination within municipalities as well as between

municipalities and other role players.
In many cases the split
responsibilities for aspects of these
functions between local and district
municipalities, provinces and national
government make this co-ordination
complicated and cumbersome.

This problem is further
confounded by many role players not
placing sufficient emphasis on
disaster management, nor adequately
working to reduce the risk of
disasters .

Third, we have to improve our
planning and how we approach
infrastructure development or else
face dramatic increases in adverse
effects. The increasing agglomeration
of people, buildings and infrastructure
in urban areas makes us significantly
more vulnerable to climate change.
The built environment has a long

lifespan — as we well know cities are built to last. So,
we need to take into account the problems of today
plus those that are likely to arise in future.

There are many ways in which we can make our
urban areas more resilient, including water-sensitive
urban design, sustainable drainage systems, reducing
the area of hard surfaces and increasing green
ecological infrastructure, for example through

planting vegetation which can bind topsoil and hold it
in place to slow erosion.

The CSIR’s Green Book provides detailed
information on adaptation measures. All of these can
also contribute towards creating improved living
environments, where green spaces can be used for
recreational facilities, trees will provide protection
from sun and wind, and water tanks can improve
access to water.

The location of where building should take place
also matters. Housing and infrastructure must be kept
out of low-lying areas and floodplains, and steep
slopes must be avoided. But in KwaZulu-Natal — an d
in many other areas — the shortage of suitable land
means that many people have little option other than
to build on high-hazard areas — even where they are
aware of the risks.

Fourth, as the National Development Plan
emphasises, the most vulnerable members of society
such as women, children and the disabled should be
at the centre of our considerations — especially the
poor and those who live in informal, unplanned or
badly built structures and settlements. Most
importantly, through a bottom-up approach, it is
paramount that we involve communities in building
resilience. Building trust and ownership can improve
co-ordination of disaster management across
government agencies, helping to manage conflicts
that come from trade-offs and raise awareness on
flood risk.

There is no easy way out but that of taking a long-
term perspective of building resilience while ensuring
co-ordination in implementing some of the more
immediate measures.

✼ Magidimisha-Chipungu and Bannister are national planning
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The aftermath of floods in the eThekwini region of KwaZulu-Natal. The poor disaster-management response has been criticised by residents and experts in climate change and the built environment.
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SA risks more devastation if it doesn’t integrate and co-ordinate its disaster management response,
write Hope Magidimisha-Chipungu and Sue Bannister
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