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INSIDE STORY

Mexico is an
object lesson
for Africa

Clean up rivers ‘or else’
The city’s aging sewer system is a major source of pollution

Countries are very much on their own when it
comes to integrating into the global arena

HE harsh reality of modern economic life is that globalisation
makes no allowance for the
specific circumstances of any
company or nation. Business organisations are constantly having to vie for
competitive advantage, while being on
the lookout for lower cost locations for
their sourcing and production activities. This means that individual
investors seek out those locations that
add value to their businesses.
Competition therefore filters
through to nation states, with the successful ones best assisting global
investors to reach their competitive
potential. While individual nations may
broker specially negotiated trade deals
with one another, or members of trading agreements adopt best terms,
there is no globalisation ombudsman
to highlight individual cases for special
treatment. The globalisation process
makes no allowance for the fact that
South Africa endured decades of
apartheid, or that a despot has ruled
Zimbabwe for nearly 30 years. Despite
the existence of institutions such as
The World Bank and the International
Monetary Fund, both of which have a
particular interest in the welfare of
emerging economies, countries are
very much on their own when it comes
to integrating into the global arena.
Globalisation signals a nation’s true
competitive spirit within the world,
with economic performance being
commensurate with a country’s ability
and willingness to co-operate with the
globalisation process. Countries such
as Zimbabwe and Burma that spurn
the international community get left
behind, with little prospect of enjoying
what could well be a high standard of
economic prosperity.
One nation that is taking itself seriously in the competitiveness stakes is
Mexico. With a population of around
107 million, grouped into 26 million
households, Mexico is the 11th most
populous country in the world.
According to the Central Intelligence
Agency’s online World Factbook, it has
a per capita GDP of $10 700, in terms
of purchasing power parity. Listed
eight places below South Africa on the
World Economic Forum’s 2007 – 2008
Global Competitiveness Index, Mexico
has taken bold steps to encourage the
development of higher value-added
capabilities and products — and is
busy creating an infrastructure to take
itself to a new level of competitive
capability.
Despite the fact that its labour costs
are higher than in other rapidly developing economies such as India and
China, Mexico is still attracting foreign
direct investment. Why? Firstly it has a
privileged geographical position with
the United States, and exploits that as
best it can. Yet it also has an abun-

T

JULIA
DENNY-DIMITRIOU

OCAL authorities have been
warned to “get their house in
order” and prevent river pollution or face prosecution. Lin
Gravelet-Blondin, deputy
director: water quality management
for the Department of Water Affairs
and Forestry (Dwaf), issued this
warning to Msunduzi municipal staff
at a recent strategic management
workshop organised by Dwaf to
address the crisis in water quality in
local rivers and clarify the functions
of the role players involved. It was
attended by officials from Umgeni
Water, Msunduzi Municipality, Dwaf
and the Duzi-uMngeni Conservation
Trust (Duct). The problem of river
water quality caught public attention during this year’s Hansa Powerade Dusi Canoe Marathon when
45% of participants became ill.
Gravelet-Blondin said: “Sewage in
rivers and general water quality are
issues in the public eye now. The
message we want to send to municipalities is ‘Do what you are supposed to be doing’. The Department
is moving from a support mode to a
regulatory and compliance monitoring mode. We are drawing up protocols to enforce the requirements of
the Water Act.”
Speaking at the same workshop,
city manager Rob Haswell told participants that “the levels of E. coli [in
the Duzi river] are unacceptable
throughout the year and throughout
the municipal area”. He was
responding to an Umgeni Water presentation showing the results of
water quality monitoring done at 18
different monitoring points in the
Msunduzi catchment over the last
18 years. The test results presented
showed unacceptably high levels of
faecal pollution (measured as E. coli)
in certain “pollution hot spots” in the
river, particularly after heavy rain
storms. The city’s old and damaged
sewer system is recognised as the
major cause of this type of river pollution. The city is reportedly also
known to have the highest infiltration rate — the rate of water entering sewers — in the country.
River scientist and environmental
consultant Dr Mark Graham has
said that “what happens to the inad-
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It took about 10 days for municipal staff to find this sewage spill alongside the Slangspruit just before Easter last year. The repair took several days
to complete. Before the spill was stopped, about 80 million litres of sewage spilled into the Slangspruit, which joins the Duzi above Camps Drift.
equate sewage system when there is
a heavy storm is like expecting the
old R103 road to carry the traffic
that uses the N3 highway during
peak holiday season”.
Brenden Sivparsad, who manages
the municipality’s sewer maintenance teams, highlighted the work
the municipality is doing to maintain
and upgrade its sewer network
(which incorporates 1 500 km of
sewers and 14 pump stations).
About 60% or 900 km of the sewer
system is more than 40 years old.
Studies indicate that about 20% of

represents nearly 40% of its staff. He
also questioned whether 120 people
were enough to manage the city’s
current sewer infrastructure, which
is also growing by about 0,5% or
30 km per financial year.
Sivparsad’s presentation demonstrated that the sub-unit’s most
important specialised vehicles are
all 15 years old or older, including
the vacuum tankers or honeysuckers that empty sewage storage tanks
and the vehicle that houses the
CCTV system used to inspect sewer
pipes. He also said that the way the

the system needs to be replaced. The
municipality currently replaces
about two kilometres of old or damaged sewer pipes a year.
Sivparsad described the problems
the sub-unit faces in trying to do its
part in cleaning up local rivers. The
biggest of these are lack of skilled
personnel, inadequate and aging
equipment and budget constraints.
He explained that the department
has five sewer inspectors, making
them each responsible for about
300 km of sewer pipes. There are 46
vacancies in the sub-unit, which

MUNICIPALITY HAS BUILT 8 000 TOILETS
In an update on the municipality’s efforts to clean up the Duzi
by sorting out the city’s storm
and waste water systems,
municipal strategic executive
manager: infrastructure services
and facilities, Philemon
Mashoko, said the programme
to extend sanitation services to
unserviced areas is going well
in Vulindlela and Edendale.
“Since 2005 we have constructed 8 000 ventilated
improved pit latrines (VIPs) and
we are currently constructing
about 700 a month at a cost of
R3 million. Consultants have

been appointed to design sewer
networks to connect 400 households in Vulindlela to the sewerage system. An application for
municipal infrastructure grant
(MIG) funding is under way.
“A business plan to apply for
MIG funding to provide waterborne sanitation in Ambleton is
also under way. This is a huge
project estimated to be worth
R100 million. Vehicles to meet
our critical needs are being procured and we have appointed
an assistant chief building
inspector responsible for building inspectors who inspect

properties to ensure proper
waste water management.”
The municipality is still trying
to find another sewer inspector,
after a prospective appointee
rejected its offer, and procurement problems have delayed an
MIG-funded programme to
assess the condition of the
city’s sewers. A contract for the
assessment was awarded some
months ago but an unsuccessful contractor objected, which
has caused the delay.
The municipality is obliged to
follow due processes to resolve
the matter.

department is currently structured
and managed is a challenge,
because it is very reactive and has
little flexibility or emphasis on
planned maintenance. It is also not
designed to cater for the existing
and future growth in the city’s sewer
infrastructure, as new areas are
developed and serviced.
Haswell said that municipalities
all over the world have difficulties
with procurement, or obtaining the
goods and services they require. He
challenged the municipal officials
present and said: “There’s no quick
fix to this problem, it has to be tackled on a systematic basis. Let’s do
the best we can to solve the problems we have. Hire the vehicles you
need or outsource. Come to me with
a plan to fill the empty posts.”
Dave Still, chairman of Duct, said:
“We are greatly encouraged that the
municipal manager has taken the
time to gain a deeper understanding
of the situation of Maritzburg’s
sewer maintenance. He seems willing to act. This willingness must be
translated into better resources for
the teams who do this task, without
which the current negative trend
will continue. We don’t expect miracles overnight, but we do want to
see a change for the better and a
positive trend in river water quality.
It will probably take 10 years really
to clean our rivers up — all the
more reason to start now.”

GLOBALLY
SPEAKING
PAUL DORRIAN

❝ MEXICO IS SETTING
OUT TO PROVE TO
MULTINATIONAL
INVESTORS THAT IT
CAN ASSIST THEM
TO ACHIEVE GLOBAL
ADVANTAGE. ❞

dance of skilled labour and managerial talent, with many years of doing
business in the Western hemisphere. It
also has a large and healthy domestic
market, but perhaps most important of
all, it has created an infrastructure
that foreign direct investors find
attractive. Its government has produced strong financial and social
incentives for global investors, and in
the process has created what is now
being referred to as Mexico’s “sweet
spot” in the globalisation landscape.
Put succinctly, Mexico is aggressively
setting out to prove to multinational
investors that it can assist them to
achieve global advantage.
Recent developments in South
Africa, on the other hand, continue to
rub salt into our international wounds,
dampening our ability to compete and
to be taken seriously by the world’s
investment community. The recent
burning of a defenceless victim by a
xenophobic mob, which appeared on
the front pages of many of the world’s
news publications, does little to instil
confidence in this country as a suitable
location for investors or visitors. Modern democracies are not supposed to
behave like this. With the 2010 Soccer
World Cup just around the corner, let’s
hope we can salvage something of the
African welcome we repeatedly tell the
world to expect.
• Paul Dorrian is a management
consultant specialising in business
strategy, and who has an interest in
global economics.
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FISHY
MATTERS
I KNOW of several really
deserving charities and
non-profit organisations
that have not received a
cent this year from
Gidani, the current operator of the national
lottery.
During the time of the
previous national lottery
operator, amounts were
fairly regularly received
by them.
Apart from the prize
money, where are the
other countless millions
going? Gidani is
licensed by the National
Lotteries Board — does
the board audit Gidani
and who audits the
National Lotteries
Board? I smell fish.
ROBIN KIRKPATRICK
Hilton

LETTERS POLICY

It is the policy of The Witness to
publish letters over the names
of their authors unless there is
very good reason not to.

Not impossible
JOHAN de Haan (The Witness, May 27)
clearly indicates that “the buck stops
with the government”.
At the time of the next election the
significance of party struggle loyalty
will have considerably diminished. The
youngest voters at the next election
were only three years of age when the
old struggle ended. During the intervening years they have experienced
education which may have left something to be desired; and suffered from
crime which we now recognise as civil
war between the country’s law
enforcement agencies and otherwise
unemployed criminals.

It is highly probable that those voters
who were between the ages of three
and 13 in 1994 will assess current
events for themselves when election
time comes.
Many seek employment and those
who read well may be influenced by
the media. They recognise that work
means money and when there is more
money than is spent weekly, that is
profit. Conversely they will also recognise that when a country earns less
than it spends, it is being run at a loss.
In the last two months, the difference between what the country spends
and earns rose by 29,2%. In the light of

the export-favourable rand, a 22%
quarter-on-quarter fall in mining output is very depressing.
South Africa could feed itself better.
The party that puts Africa first as an
overseas investment haven has a real
chance of becoming the party in power.
Employment will increase significantly,
food prices could fall as a result of
domestic production, hospitals and
education may improve, crime may fall
(and elephants fly). Well, the 2010 Fifa
World Cup advertisement on television
clearly states, “It’s possible”.
The McGILLYCUDDY OF THE REEKS
Himeville

Swiss-type recycling
I RECENTLY had a very interesting
visit to a recycling depot in Zug,
Switzerland. The facility was set up
about 15 years ago and attracted
worldwide attention for its effectiveness and economy.
The Zug municipality requisitioned
an old goods shed at the railway station and added some loading platforms
and suitable bin-handling systems.
The recycling depot is a drivethrough facility: a friend took me on his
weekly delivery of recyclable items.
You just park temporarily and dump

cardboard, paper, cans, differentcoloured glass and toxic waste such as
batteries. The whole operation took
about 15 minutes.
It obviously depends on the diligence
of the citizens to separate and deliver
the garbage, an easy matter. The manpower requirements are not excessive
and I had the impression that the bins
were mechanically removed.
There is also a separate counter for
old computers: buyers in Switzerland
pay a deposit on new computers,
which are compulsorily recycled. At

one end of the building is a Brockenhaus, a sort of charity shop where reusable items, such as books, baby
clothes, prams and utensils are handed
in to be sold for charity. That section is
run by volunteers.
I was impressed, and feel that this
type of operation could be implemented by any town with the will to
make it work as it does not necessarily
require a large capital investment.
IAN BUCHAN
Freiberg
Germany

LACKING
OBJECTIVITY
I REFER to the letter headed
“Adults Only at Royal Show?”
(The Witness, June 2). We have
been in touch with the writer
to determine what aspect of
the display caused offence
and learnt that he had not
even visited the show.
Surely, an objective assessment cannot be based on
hearsay?
T. STRACHAN
General manager, Royal
Agricultural Society
Pietermaritzburg

MONEY FOR JAM
I WAS really enjoying the latest
South African soapie — All My Millions — and am wondering what’s
happening. It’s the one set in the
posher parts of Durban about the
policeman who is somehow a millionaire despite being paid a (fairly)
modest salary. Hopefully in later
instalments the viewers will be
shown how to achieve the same
monetary feats accomplished with
seemingly little effort by the cheerful and amoral lead character.
A.C.Q. VALENTINE
Hilton

Persistent stench
ABOUT two and a half years ago the
children of some of my staff were
refusing to go to school at Indala
High because the toilets were
blocked and overflowing.
There was no running water at the
school because the borehole was not
functioning.
After a considerable run-around
on the telephone, with no one wanting to admit it was their department,
I finally got hold of the receptionist in
the office of the MEC for Education,
Ina Cronjé.
The receptionist assured me that
the information would be handed on
to the right people.
Now we have the exact same
problem at the school. The borehole
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should now have no bearing as
Indaleni has piped water. This school
is situated in the centre of the township on a hill. I am amazed that we
haven’t had an outbreak of dysentery
or even cholera during this past wet
and extra hot summer.
Who should be responsible for the
building maintenance of these
schools?
Whoever it is, is not doing his or
her job and is certainly putting the
health of the population at risk. I
hope The Witness will keep this
stinky matter in the headlines until
the stench reaches the noses of Ina
Cronjé and her sidekicks.
JULIA EVANS
Richmond

A reader has responded on our website
www.witness.co.za to the story “Calls for Judge
Hlophe’s suspension”.

Why suspend him? He gets full
pay on suspension — rather
simply fire him. He has long
been a pimple on the face of
the judiciary and has demonstrated a clear lack of integrity
and morality.

If he manages to weasel out
of this one, then if necessary
he can be reinstated. But in the
meantime, let him go so he can
see what it feels like to be an
ordinary South African without
special privileges (J).

