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Garden Route Rebuild Initiative leads route to recovery

Cooperation and a shared dream to ‘Build Back Better’ are key ingredients as the Garden Route recovers from the destruction caused by wildfires that tore through the region in June this year.

That’s the message from Hildegarde Fast, chairperson of the Garden Route Rebuild Steering Committee, which is coordinating the Garden Route Rebuild Initiative. Dr. Fast[footnoteRef:1] has been temporarily deployed to the position by the Premier.  [1:  NOTE TO EDITORS: Dr. Fast also leads the Western Cape Government's Energy Security Game Changer programme (the Province has prioritised energy security as a foundation of economic growth), and has held senior management positions in the Department of Local Government and Human Settlements, and in the Financial and Fiscal Commission of South Africa. She holds a PhD in South African History from the University of Cape Town (1996), an MA in South African History from the University of Cape Town (1991), a Higher Diploma in Education from the University of British Columbia (1985), and a BA in History from the University of British Columbia.
] 


The Garden Route Rebuild Initiative was established by the premier of the Western Cape, Helen Zille, in July 2017, to coordinate the many relief and rebuild initiatives that sprang up almost overnight in the wake of the fires. Its steering committee - which meets weekly - includes representatives of the Province, the Eden District Municipality, the Knysna and Bitou Municipalities, non-government organisations, and major private donors. 

The Committee’s stated purpose is to develop a long-term strategy and a shared vision for the renewal and rebuilding of the Garden Route’s economy; to coordinate all resources and efforts to achieve maximum impact; and monitor the progress of the Rebuild Initiative’s seven work streams (reconstruction, infrastructure, humanitarian aid, skills development, business support, environmental management, and funding and resources).

Each work stream is responsible for the implementation of interventions specific to its area of concern, while a project management office - which reports to the Eden, Knysna, and Bitou municipal managers - has been established to support and monitor the short- and long-term projects. 

WORK STREAMS

Humanitarian assistance (Chair Marie Hendricks; Programme manager Kenneth Mazaleni - both from the Department of Social Development). Responsible for providing immediate and long-term relief; verifying affected communities; monitoring, coordinating, and communicating relief aid; and coordinating psychological support and counselling programmes. 

Besides providing funding to four organisations offering trauma counselling, the Department of Social Development has worked with relief organisations to determine stock levels and categories of stocks in order to determine what can and should still be distributed, and had (by 8 November) contacted 549 of 1,672 households who registered for assistance to ask what support they still need.

Reconstruction (Chair Hennie Smit, Knysna Municipality, Programme manager David Friedman, Bitou Municipality). Responsible for compiling a consolidated, centrally-managed database of beneficiaries; developing a framework for ensuring that new buildings are more resilient to disasters; accelerating the building approval processes; and developing solutions for temporary housing.

This work stream has thus far resolved the issue of planning approvals (owners may submit their original plans for approval, but are strongly encouraged to implement energy-efficient specifications); and identified, and sought to help resolve, the key issue of assistance for people who have to vacate their temporary accommodation in the December-January holiday period. 

Environmental management (Japie Buckle of the national Department of Environmental Affairs; Programme manager Paul Gerber, Southern Cape Fire Protection Association). Responsible for burn scar rehabilitation and erosion control; soft engineering initiatives; reduction of fire risk in non-burnt areas; and fire damage mitigation in buffer zones (where wildlands meet urban areas).

The Environmental Management Workstream received an initial R700,000.00 from the Eden District Municipality for erosion control in high-risk areas. This money covered the installation of about 7 kilometres of fibre rolls, and 10,000 square meters of fibre blankets in the period to September, 2017. Since existing sites require maintenance from time to time, and new erosion sites are identified after each rainfall event, this project will continue to run until the vegetation has re-established itself on the affected slopes. 

This work stream has also instituted an indigenous plant hydro-seeding programme and trains landowners in erosion control, and has applied for a grant of R36,87 million from the National Disaster Management Committee for soil erosion and invasive alien plant control, and for the management of fuel load in rural and urban areas. 

Business support (Chair Trix Holtzhausen, Eden District Municipality; Programme manager Ilse van Schalkwyk, Knysna Municipality). Responsible for defining the region’s economic status before the disaster, assessing the current feasibility of economic driver as they existed before the fires, and defining a new, post-disaster direction for the economy. 

This work stream has implemented a project to replace damaged tourism signage; has met with focus groups and representatives of various industries to gather information about the support they need; and is in the process of drafting a Business Relief proposal.

Infrastructure rehabilitation (Chair: Jacqui Pandaram, Western Cape Disaster Operations Directorate; Programme manager Sam du Preez, Department of Local Government). Responsible for restoration of basic services and telecoms, as well as the rehabilitation and reconstruction of infrastructure in the agriculture,  education, health, roads, human settlements, and environmental spaces.

This work stream has completed its preliminary assessments and has submitted an application to the National Disaster Management Centre for infrastructure damage incurred by the two Municipalities.   

Skills development (Chair Florus Prinsloo, Western Cape Government Department of Economic Development and Tourism; Programme manager Reggie Salmons, Eden District Municipality). Responsible for identifying sectors that require skills development; identifying specific projects to fulfill these needs; facilitating training opportunities for people affected by the fires; and ensuring the sustainability of skills development programmes. 

This work stream has identified thirteen areas of concern, but will initially concentrate on tourism (thirty people are currently receiving hospitality training), construction, business support, and the environment

The Garden Route Rebuild Initiative aims to position the area a place where local and international training providers will establish themselves. Eleven such service providers have submitted course proposals thus far (November, 2017). All have been referred to the relevant SETAs for consideration.

BEGINNING OF THE SECOND PHASE 

The Garden Route Rebuild Initiative entered the second phase of its work in October. 

“From July to September we focussed on short-term interventions to address areas of crisis like the risk of mud-slides, dealing with the disposal of asbestos, and the need for a planning framework,” said Dr. Fast.

“We’ve now secured bridging funding for environmental projects, completed our asbestos surveys and air quality surveys in both Knysna and Bitou, finalised various needs analyses, set up our project management office, and so on - and we’ve begun a process of acquiring information and ideas from businesses and members of the public - which means that we’re now well on the way to defining our shared vision for the future of the Garden Route,” she said. 

Dr. Fast paid tribute to the global management consulting firm, McKinsey, which has provided “invaluable help with the development of our strategies, and with the establishment of our project management office - all of which they’ve done at their own expense.” 

“The company is working pro bono for the good of the Garden Route as its contribution to the rebuild - and we’re very grateful for that,” she said. 

She pointed out that rebuilding is an issue that affects us all.

“Please share your comments and ideas with us via our social streams (info@gardenrouterebuild.co.za; @GRRebuild on Twitter; gardenrouterebuild on Facebook), and play your part as we build back better,” she said. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]The GRRI will release information about a strategy planning session - which took place on Monday and Tuesday - later this week.
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