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I have had a great deal of difficulty preparing this talk. When I was asked to “say a few words reflecting on changes in environmental management that have occurred during your career”, it seemed easy enough.  But in trying to gather my thoughts into a coherent theme I have found myself unable to decide whether to claim that nothing much has changed or to say that there have been really significant changes.  The problem is that in some ways little has changed and in other ways there has been great movement.

Use of the term “environment” has changed.  Today the word occurs in everyday language.  When I first got to UCT the word was not common and I recall having an envelope redirected from the Medical School because it had been addressed to me “In Viro Mental Studies, Medical School, UCT”.  

The number of students taking environmental courses has certainly changed.  In the early 70s students wanting to formally study environmental topics could be counted on one’s fingers.  Today one has to count them using a computer.

In the 70s staff and students would end a day of fieldwork by skinny-dipping in a mountain stream.  Today students hardly know what fieldwork is and I would be surprised if they have been skinny-dipping with their lecturers–whether this change is for better or worse I will leave you to decide!

The number of universities with departments that have “environment” in their name has changed from two (Wits and UCT) to twenty.  Google hasn’t found for me another South African “Professor of Environmental Studies” but does locate several Professors of Environmental Law.  This I think reflects a change in perception that has occurred over the years.  In the 1970’s people thought that science held the answer to environmental woes, today the view is more that environmental problems need legal remedies. I am sure everyone here recognizes that solving environmental problems is not the prerogative of any one discipline and that multi-disciplinary team-work is required.

In 1973 the first Minister with responsibility for the environment was appointed.  We still have a Minister responsible for the Environment, still have an incumbent who is a political lightweight and unable to press for environmental considerations to take precedence over “developments”. [It is rather pathetic that our current Minister has made a long press release expounding the virtues of South Africa’s 13 small projects to garner Carbon Credits under the Kyoto protocol Clean Development Mechanism but has not expressed any dismay at Eskom selling 1360 megawatts per year of coal derived electricity to a foreign aluminium company.  We already have one of the world’s highest rates of emission of carbon dioxide per US$100 of GDP and adding the carbon dioxide that will be emitted to supply this single factory with power will take us close to number one on this dubious league table].  

Throughout my career South Africa has had a schizophrenic approach to the environment.  [I use this term deliberately as Schizophrenia is manifest by a disconnection between thoughts, feelings and actions; and that is precisely the situation that prevails in South Africa]. I have no doubt what so ever that South Africans have strong positive thoughts and feelings toward their environment: but we have a disconnect when it comes to actions to sustain it. We are proud of our country’s scenic beauty and living resources and are good at producing policies, discussion documents and legislation to protect these, but we have failed dismally in acting rather than talking. This applies at all levels, from National Government which has passed progressive environmental legislation but has not allocated the human and material resources to make the legislation work. Provincial and Local Authorities also suffer the same ailment. We are no better here at the University, and I suspect that there are people here who pay lip service but don’t themselves restrict consumption, conserve water and energy or recycle waste. As a nation we are complacent about environmental action.  

In my 1974 Inaugural lecture I identified complacency as the most serious threat facing the South African environment, and I am afraid this is still the case–in this respect nothing has changed! As a nation we are largely indifferent to the state of our environment. We are collectively unconcerned that our marine resources are being plundered, that we continue to dam rivers rather than reduce water consumption, that urban sprawl consumes fertile agricultural land, that private motor cars are choking our road systems, that the low-income residential areas of our cities are a disgrace.  We can’t find money for public transport systems or to improve low-cost housing, unless of course these are linked to the 2010 football extravaganza. The fact that spending to ensure a healthy environment takes second place to spending on sport also hasn’t changed in 30 years.

Despite Government Commissions of Enquiry, White Papers and Green Papers South Africa’s 40-year struggle to find a niche for environmental administration remains unresolved. Our much-vaunted Constitution splits responsibility for the environment between the three tiers of government and every province links “environment” to a different administrative function–tourism, agriculture, nature conservation etc. A quick review of the names of the national department responsible for environmental matters makes the point. “Environment” as a holistic concept appears to have been first used in South African official documents in 1972.  In May of 1972 a Cabinet Committee on Environmental Conservation was established. In 1973 the Department of Planning became the Department of Planning and the Environment and the name of Act 88 of 1967 was changed from the Physical Planning and Utilization of Resources Act, to the Environmental Planning Act.  In 1979 a national department of Environmental Planning and Energy was formed, this was short-lived and in 1980 it became the Department of Water Affairs, Forestry and Environmental Conservation, which became the Department of Environment Affairs (1981) and then the Department of Environment Affairs and Fisheries (1982. And now we have a Department of Environmental Affairs and Tourism.  The fact that we want a Department that has responsibility for the environment doesn’t seem to have changed but the partners that the department has been put to bed with certainly have. The fact that the department responsible for our environment has been kept weak and marginalized in government decision-making has not changed at all.

In my inaugural lecture of October 1974 I made a plea for the systematic collection and distribution of data on the state of the environment and for the development of environmental indices so that all levels of government and administrative decision taking could be properly informed.  I also made a plea for legislation to require the preparation of environmental impact assessments for all development projects. These are two areas in which South Africa has changed dramatically. Good State of the Environment reports are now regularly produced by the State and by our main cities. Hopefully in time they will also actually inform administrative decisions. Environmental journalism in South Africa is alive and well and doing an excellent job in exposing shenanigans and keeping the public informed.  This is a change, in the 1970s James Clarke was South Africa’s sole environmental journalist today most of the major newspapers have them and the electronic media have dedicated programmes. 

Although Environmental Impact Assessments were legislatively conceived in 1982 gestation took a full 15 years and the regulations that gave them effect appeared in 1997. The Environmental Conservation Act and later the Environmental Management Act provided good foundations for our environmental regulations, but unfortunately the regulations have never been properly nourished and supported by their caregivers. I think it is fair to say that they have been abused! The regulations are now being blamed for the fact that the national and provincial governments have failed to provide suitably qualified human resources to make the regulations work effectively. That we now have legislation to promote environmental management is certainly a change from the 1970s but the Cinderella status of the departments that administer the legislation unfortunately hasn’t. This is particularly worrying, as over the past 30 years a large number of highly competent environmental professionals have been trained in South Africa. The country now has a highly proficient group of environmental consultants; it is a great pity that they are not being recruited to bolster the competency and improve the status of departments administering the country’s environmental regulations.

Let me tell you of my greatest disappointment as an environmental professional in South Africa.  In 1994 I was filled with hope and optimism that South Africa was going to experience a “new deal” in environmental matters just as we were with our new Government and Constitution.  In 1993 the Tripartite Alliance (ANC, COSATU and the SACP) together with the South African National Civic Organization commissioned Canada’s International Development Research Centre to review and make recommendations on South African environmental programmes and policies. The investigation took most of 1994 and a report that was commended by President Mandela was published in 1995. This was not an Apartheid Era Commission and hopes were high that the ANC led Government was going to adopt and implement its recommendations thus giving new life and meaning to environmental management in South Africa. Sadly, this never happened.  The main recommendations emanating from the International Mission have never been acted on: the recommended restructuring of government departments has never taken place, the call for increased professionalism in the Department of Environmental Affairs was ignored, a Commissioner for the Environment has never been appointed.  I could go on and on.

My greatest disappointment is that the Government of the “New South Africa” has shown no more political will or farsightedness with respect to environmental matters than its Apartheid predecessor. It has ignored the blue-print that it commissioned and the Government continues to remain complacent to environmental issues, to make the right noises when appropriate in international forums, but takes no meaningful action.  It is a great disappointment that the ANCs pre-1994 commitment to environmental matters did not continue after they came to govern the country.

Finally, my greatest joy with respect to environmental matters.  Thirty-five years ago I was possibly the only person in the country that could be considered an environmental professional.  Today there are many hundred environmental professionals in South Africa and the vast majority are well-trained, honest and ethical.  That I have managed to play a part in bringing about this change–and change it surely is–gives me much joy.  

As I bow out I wish you all a sustainable future.
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