Marlene vd Merwe-Botha Presidential Inaugural Address

Delivered at the National AGM of WISA, held on the 1 July 2005 at ERWAT

WISA past presidents, executives, members, colleagues, friends, ladies and gentlemen:  I take with great pride and privilege the position of designated president of WISA in representing WISA during the 2005/2006 term.  WISA is in a transformation phase, a clicking phase, and the next term promises to be a momentous year in the life span of WISA.  Thank you for your trust, your support, your spirited presence.  These are qualities deserving the very best I am able to give, and I pledge to give with commitment, respect and courage where required.

Clicking in WISA:

In my address I want to deviate from the accepted norms of executing inaugural speeches.  I want to speak on “Clicking”.  I have borrowed from ‘The Popcorn Report’ and ‘Faith Popcorn’, to illustrate clicking in the WISA and Water Sector context.  One can describe clicking as a thunderbolt, a surge.  There is a powerful seismic word, “tsunami”, meaning a gigantic ocean wave caused by an underground earthquake or volcano.  To click means literally “to fit together”, to become suddenly clear or intelligible. In slang language it means “to succeed, or make a hit”.  Click, the very sound of the word, wakes people up, shakes people up – like snapping your fingers – and makes them aware and alert to the chance for a brave new future.  When considering the braveness of WISA in taking control of its future, positioning itself as a relevant body in the sector, growing under the able leadership of the past presidents, who shared and realized visions of Ubuntu, formulating a new strategic plan for a visionary future, leaving one thing to be done during my Presidential year, and that is to get the WISA-click this year.  

Clicking, in that sense, is about being ready to be in synch with what’s coming tomorrow, where is it coming from. Clicking is about timing, about flexibility to understand and meet the demands of tomorrow.  To click, one must understand the Trend – a clear profile of the marketplace, of what is starting to happen now and what we can expect in the future.  For 2005, we’ve already seen an appealing new WISA website, dual membership arrangement with IWA-SA, the distribution of the Handbook on Wastewater Treatment Works, a new face to the WISA Seminars with an accompanying popularity rise per event, and the sale of Thandanani Park to a consortium of businesspersons with subsequent financial strengthening of the WISA coffers and its reserve fund.  Keep in mind the 100% increase in membership over the past 4 years, with the median age lowered from 47 to 36.  And of course WISA was there, as part of a larger initiative by DWAF and the government, committing resources and expertise to try and alleviate the plight of the tsunami victims.  

It may be asked what is left after so much has already been achieved for 2005? Starting today, the 1st of July is a marked achievement in approval of the Articles of Association and new Operations Policy to reflect the approved structure; in August the Afriwater Exhibition and Conference takes place as endorsed by the WISA/IWA coalition; the distribution of the latest edition of the ‘WISA Directory’ by Brooke Patrick; publishing of the companion handbook to the waste water treatment works book - but dealing with potable water; a revision of all the WISA awards; pursuing a new partnership with our Dutch equivalent; and of course – preparing for the 2006 WISA Biennial Conference.  The Board and Council are devoting serious energy to the thought and implementation processes of the Strategic Plan, to ensure that the interest of WISA as an entity and of all its members is well protected.  So, most importantly, my presidential term will have a dedicated but simple focus point: implementation, implementation, implementation – the great CLICK.    My greatest regret of course is that I will not have the opportunity to experience these great implementation drives alongside Willie Lötz, who is now retiring after 5 years of visionary and intellectual leadership to WISA as CEO.  This again creating a most fortunate opportunity where I will have the pleasure to take on these implementation challenges with the new Chief Executive Wallace Mayne.

Clicking in South Africa:

South Africa is certainly recognized on the water front by the world, in more ways one can mention in a presidential opening.  We’ve seen many changes, achievements and successes as highlighted during our 2004 democracy celebrations.  Of course, WISA recognizes some of the missed opportunities and demands on a voluntary community-based organization such as ours.  We understand our challenges in the SA water sector, and we are constantly reevaluating and realigning accordingly.  We know the sector is not perfect.  But we recognize that there is the commitment, resolve and will to understand, change and improve.  We try to understand the changing nature and dynamics of the sector, and will continue to anchor WISA as the oasis for our members to better execute their daily tasks.  We understand the South African drive and need for true independence, at looking at local expertise and indigenous knowledge to find solutions.  We see WISA’s role in helping this to click.  Whilst the world’s eyes are on developing countries efforts to provide our population with access to safe water and sanitation, we are also facing same challenges as first world countries, being the balancing of the competing demands of sustainability with pleas for higher standards and at the same time, the maintenance and replacement of infrastructure assets on which societies depend and which are reaching the end of their useful lives.  

We recognize that municipalities are experiencing increasing difficulties over a broader spectrum, with a reported 226 of 284 municipalities experiencing serious problems.  These challenges of course having serious impact of the national strategic plan for 2005 to 2010 water and sanitation service targets and the provision of free basic services.  Water losses between 30 and 40% for the agricultural sector and a national average water loss of 26% raise concerns on the economic value of water used and the expected growth in the water demand.  This brings along issues of cost recovery, payment and affordability of services in the commercial trade of water services.  All of these issues eventually boils down to user education and training and capacity enhancement of water sector practitioners, on a political, operational and management level.  The integrated approach and resolve to address these sectoral constraints and difficulties have been identified by the Department of Local Government’s focused strategy for water services, and the Gauteng Premier Mbhazima Shilowa highlighted a key principle (21/5/05), announcing that we need to “pool our combined resources on infrastructure projects”.  I believe that WISA certainly represent one of South Africa’s major resources, even if only considering the tremendous pool of water professionals and expertise in its membership, and our tremendous clicking abilities.  How will we know whether we’ve been successful in clicking?  According to an old Chinese proverb – “the beginning of wisdom is to call things by their right names….” 

……When everyone knows our name, then we’ve clicked.

WISA focus 2005/06:

WISA’s strategic intent is encapsulated by the following:  Building expertise, sharing knowledge, improving quality of life.  WISA is known for its ability to provide a forum for the exchange of information and views to improve water resource management in Southern Africa.  At the same time, WISA need to sustain its financial well-being, to be able to reduce overheads and improve the services and products to our members and the Water Sector, without unnecessary increase in membership fees.  WISA’s new strategic plan, therefore sectionalise its services into those that are primarily focused on its members and those that can be seen as benefit to the water sector as a whole.  In essence thus, we need to find a way to Click two perceived “contradictories” - the matter of cleanly reverting and redirecting WISA to its roots (information transfer and sharing) whilst integrating this demand with the need to be self-sufficient in the sense of business viability and income generation.  So I have adopted the theme “WISA: Marrying our roots to our sustainability” for my term of office.  In essence, getting the past and the future to Click.  My main focus has largely been predetermined by the activities scheduled for 2005 – 2006, which include the implementation of the new strategic plan and organizational structure, as reflected by the new Articles of Association and Operations Policy.  Hence, although WISA will be focused on working towards implementation of a sustainable organization, WISA will also be getting ‘back to basics’ through involvement and continuous engaging in issues of information sharing, technology transfer and inter/multi-disciplinary networking. 

The changing environment has been beneficial in many ways – one being the building of closer relationships between role-players in the Water Sector.  We see these realize in the form of partnerships with IWA-SA, representation on the Water SETA Task Team (now the Water and Energy SETA), the Water Sector Strategic Leadership Group, and the NEPAD Business Council for Water, and co-hosting the Water Sector Colloquium Initiative with DWAF, and for the CE to sit on the National Water Advisory Council.  These are significant steps forward in the ability of WISA to truly represent the concerns of its members and allow active involvement in future direction of the Water Sector in South Africa.  After all, WISA is proudly South African and share a collective goal of a transformed and sustainable water industry.  The ultimate transformation of the industry may come as result of a positive role by young water professionals, and I will call throughout my presidency for continued engagement and encouragement of young professionals to actively participate and contribute in the various WISA forums.  The WISA student membership package already allows for substantial free benefits to young water professionals and practitioners.

Above all, the most important remains the WISA customer – our members.  It is heartening to see the continued increase in WISA membership, currently at 1881, with 63 members taking up the dual membership option with IWA.  This at a time when volunteerism, increased membership and a commitment culture are experiencing a decline globally.  I feel comfortable in explaining and understanding this trend from an over-simplify and bias viewpoint - that the water industry in SA has an unequalled compliment of passionate, water-proud and deeply involved members, whose will and commitment rise above any personal or commercial interests.  Willie Lötz accurately described people in the water sector as “fanatics –, not necessarily choosing their field but rather chosen by the field.”  I feel at home in this family, and hope to contribute my energy, passion and excitement for the sector, and having fun whilst busy with these commitments.  

Conclusion:

During my term as President, I will strive to keep up the momentum set by my predecessors, to ensure implementation, to ensure that WISA continues to be a dynamic organization which will grow in stature so as to contribute to the sector and to the country’s vision and goals.  With your support, with the confidence bestowed on me, and with the commitment and able support of WISA management, we will realize our these predetermined objectives.

Finally, I wish to acknowledge the commitment of our ex-CEO Willie Lötz, our outgoing President Jay Bhagwan, the outstanding work by Tony Bowers on the Strategic Plan, our new CE Wallace Mayne, the WISA staff, the Board, the Council and so many people working unselfishly and hard in making WISA what it is.  As incoming president it will be an honor to serve WISA and our members with you all. 

