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OPENING REMARKS BY THE MEC FOR FINANCE, ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT AND TOURISM, MR PV MKHATSHWA, MPL, DURING THE STRATEGIC PLANNING SESSION OF THE DEPARTMENT OF ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT AND TOURISM HELD AT SKUKUZA, KRUGER NATIONAL PARK

Thursday, 09 December 2021

Programme Facilitator, the acting Head of Department, Ms Gugu Mashiteng;
Chairpersons and CEOs of our Public Entities;
Acting DDG at the dtic, Mr Stephen Haneval;
DDG at the National Department of Tourism, Ms Mmaditonki Setwaba;
Programme Managers, other senior managers, and officials from our Department and Public Entities present;
Mr Ivan Galodikwe from the dtic;
The representative from the Department of Small Business Development;
Mr Sihle Ngcamu, who is representing Trade and Industry KZN;

Good Morning!

1. It is, indeed, my greatest honour and priviledge, to officially open the Strategic Planning Session of the Department of Economic Development and Tourism, which is taking place almost at the tail end of a very eventful year of 2021.

2. This has been a dramatic and challenging year for humanity, as a result of the shock of COVID-19 pandemic, and its persisting existence in our daily lives.
3. The coronavirus has now unfortunately mutated into a new variant, known as Omicron, which has now resulted in our country entering the fourth wave of the COVID-19 pandemic, with incredibly increasing numbers of daily infections. The discovery of this variant has worsen the existing challenges, our Province and the country, is facing from the economic point of view.

4. Consequently, we have since seen countries like the UK, listing South Africa and other countries in the region on the red list, and regrettably, this has severe impact on the tourism sector; a sector which was beginning to show positive signs before the emergence of the Omicron variant.

5. This will, unfortunately, have devastating impact on our provincial GDP, given that tourism is a key sector which contributes massively into the provincial economy. I have always maintained that tourism is our gold mine in this Province; it is the goose that lays the golden egg for us. Unfortunately, the red-listing of our country will thus affect this ‘goose’ of ours.

6. Therefore, it is opportune for us to utilise this strategic session, to reflect on these challenges and many others, affecting the growth of our economy. This gives us an opportunity to conduct a critical assessment of the Department, and its implementing agents – our Public Entities, with a view to devise new strategies on how to extricate the people of Mpumalanga from the destruction of the pandemic, and to further re-ignite the economy of the Province, and set it on a growth path under these circumstances.

7. I must emphasise that our key mandate over the next 2 and a half days, is to deeply reflect on how our new priorities, as I just articulated, will find sufficient expression in our Strategic Planning document. This, therefore, behoves this session to find that synthesis and put in place a clear Implementation Plan.

8. We cannot, therefore, behave as if things are normal. We need to devise new or alternative plans to turn things around. I am happy that we have invited our sister Departments from national, including a Public Entity from our sister Province of KZN, to learn from their experiences and their thinking.

9. We must, therefore, surely commit to work together, as a solid unit, to put in place concrete implementable plans in order to achieve our new set targets. As such, I expect everyone of us to pull in one direction; there is no time to postulate and theorise; our people continut to pin their hope on us. 

10. They expect us to find answers for the challenges before us; they want jobs now; they want us to assist their new and existing business ventures which continue to be affected by the existence of the COVID-19 pandemic. We cannot, therefore, fail them as the ANC-led government is their only hope.

11. Like Amilca Cabral once said and I qoute: “Always bear in mind that the people are not fighting for ideas, for the things in anyone’s head. They are fighting to win material benefits; to live better and in peace; to see their lives go forward, to guarantee the future of their children. . .” – unquote. 

12. Surely, we thus need to ensure that there is fundamental change in the lives of the people, through concrete and tangible programmes, in line with our Constitutional mandate.

13. To reinforce the statement from Cabral, when Frederick Engels spoke at the grave of Karl Marx in 1818, he posited that Marx ‘discovered the law of development of human society’. And, in that context, he went on to say that ‘mankind must first of all eat, drink, have shelter and clothing before it can pursue politics, science, art, religion, and so forth. 

14. Therefore, all the programmes of the Department and the strategic work being implemented on our behalf by our Public Entities, must uncompromisingly align to my strategic vision, as the political head of this Department. The vision I have as the MEC, is actually not mine personally, but that of our caring movement of the people – the African National Congress – which has deployed me to the Department to ensure that its vision of ‘Growing Mpumalanga’ is realised without failure. If you assist me to realise this Vision, you will be actually assisting our caring ANC government to deliver on its electoral promises and mandate.
15. Accordingly, there must be proper and well-structured political and administrative interface; I do not expect to work in an environment which is underpinned by conflicting programmes. And, it is in that context, that as we assess and deeply reflect on a plethora of issues during this Strategic Planning Session, we must look into replicating some of the best practices, and debunk elements which are not helpful to our area of work.

16. My overall expectation is that we execute our work with diligence, determination and commitment underpinned by ethics, transparency and accountability, in order to ensure good governance and uphold public interests.

17. In order for us, as the Department and our Public Entities, to achieve our the strategic targets in our Annual Performance Plans, we need to be ethical and incorruptible in our conduct. I emphasise this because people are fastly losing trust in us and the polity.

18. The outcomes of last month’s local government elections reinforce this view; the low voter turn-out at the polls is as the result of the growing proliferating mistrust between the people and their government; and pillaging of state resources and corruption was one of the issues which were on the spotlight.

19. We really need to deal with the dissipating trust of the people from their government, by being ethical and provide public goods consistent with the social contract we entered into with our people.
20. And I must hasten to clarify that our Public Entities are not independent from us; they are intrinsically part of us; they are our implementing agents, given that they perform certain functions we have legally delegated to them, to perform on our behalf. Essentially, when they fail, it is us who would have failed because they should take a cue from us. They cannot work in isolation.

21. We must remember that our Public Entities do not have their own Budget Votes; they belong under Budget Vote 6 whose Accounting Officer is the Head of Economic Development and Tourism. My expectation, moving forward, is for the acting HOD to establish an Adminstrative Forum, incorporating the four (4) CEOs of our Public Entities.

22. This Forum will be convened by the Head of Department, who will from time-to-time need to catch-up with the CEOs on the work of the Entities. I know that some of you the CEOs, would like to hide behind the legal prescripts which established your Entities, and giving you powers as stand-alone Accounting Officers. 

23. Even though legally you would be correct, the truth is your work is essentially the work of the Accounting Officer of your mother Department. We have just merely delegated it to you for faster implementation; nothing else. This, I say, in good faith, as we are here to re-build. Let us correct the wrongs of the past so that we, collectively, become the well-oiled economic growth and development machinery of the Province.
24. So, I implore you not to hide behind the law; I implore you to give the HOD the full cooperation she deserves at all times. When we put our differences aside and collectively work to deliver on the mandate of the Department, we will win; and when that happens, it is the people of our Province who will eventually win.

25. Just forget your Entities were established through specific Acts; what should pre-occupy your mind is why you were established; that being to perform certain functions on behalf of our Department.

26. That being said, my priority is for us to intensify the programmes aimed at uplifting the informal sector, through the creation of conducive environment, to enable the township and rural-based SMMEs to rise and thrive.

27. I am satisfied that there is progress being made in the context of the mobilising inputs for the implementation of the MERRP. We, however, need to move with speed in finalising outstanding agreements with industry partners, so as to firm-up and concretise our economic blueprint document before the hosting of the Economic Summit early next year.

28. Just yesterday, I met with the CEO of Eskom, Mr André de Ruyter, to present the MERRP to him and his team, and to get to understand what they can contribute in the implementation of the MERRP, as a State Entity. At the end of the engagement, we collectively agreed to finalise a cooperation MOA within the next two (2) months.
29. Our team, led by Mr Jomo Mnisi, is hard at work in their quest to finalise that Agreement.

30. Acting HOD, our Information Technology capacity or lack thereof, is a major concern to me. We need to address it as a matter urgency by establishing our own Unit within the Department, and staff if accordingly. And when we recruit personnel in this area, we really need to be biased to the youth who are the most affected section of the population, in terms of unemployment; we further need to be biased to women and people with disabilities.

31. I have noted with concerns some of the technical aspects which defines our recruitment processes, on the question of experience in particular, which in my view, disadvantages the youth to have access to senior management positions. Yes, experience is critically important, yet, it leaves young graduates out of the system due to lack of exuberant required experience.

32. We also need to make sure all our Public Entities sign the Shareholder’s Compact Agreements with the Department. Remember, I just indicated that they perform certain delegated functions on behalf of our Department; hence the signing of those Agreements is essential.

33. I maintain that our planning should be clearly synchronised with that of our Public Entities, and this must find sufficient expression in this strategic planning.
34. Acting HOD, since I assumed office, there has been a lingering turn-around strategy for MEGA, and till today, I have not seen that plan. I therefore direct the Board of MEGA to urgently elevate this matter and put it to finality, as this will help us to measure progress made in terms of the organisational re-engineering of MEGA.

35. The MTPA must improve on its stakeholder relations and management, especially with land-owners, CPAs and traditional councils in order to harmonise the environment in which our nature reserves and parks managed by the Entity exist. Some of our nature reserves are unable to function optimally because of tensions, and this affect revenue generation in some of these tourism operations.

36. We need to fast-track the full establishment of the Nkomazi Special Economic Zone (SEZ), as a Public Entity, so that it can be able to conduct its own affairs and be fully accountable on its operations.

37. Of significance to note in this Strategic Planning, is the need for us to collectively recommit ourselves to strive to meet our targets, as outlined in our Annual Performance Plans (APPs), and to achieve clean audit outcomes, to avoid the worrying picture painted by the Auditor General’s Report of yesterday.

38. In closing, I wish this Strategic Planning session a resounding success, and that everybody in attendance, contribute and participate fully. All managers and attendees must have a say in the crafting of the new priorities by this session.
39. The work ahead is ours collectively; hence collaboration is essential. I reiterate, let us put whatever differences we have with each other, for the sake of the success of the Department.

40. I truly appreciate your commitment in the work of the Department, which is shown by your attendance today. Thank you acting HOD, and your Strategic Planning team, for organising this all-significant session, which must serve as strategic platform to produce enduring solutions to the challenges faced by our people; the socio-economic problems of poverty, unempyment and inequality, and now the COVID-19 pandemic.

41. Like the Chinese say: “Let one hundred flowers bloom; let one hundred schools of thought contend!”

42. I now have the honour of declaring this Strategic Planning Session opened!

43. Let’s grow Mpumalanga together!

I thank you!
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