WELCOME ON BEHALF OF DEBSWANA

L. Makwinja, General Manager, 

Orapa and Letlhakane Mines, 

Debswana Ltd.

The Managing Director of Debswana was unable to be with you today due to other engagements. He sends his sincere apologies. He did however wish you a very fruitful conference.  Any aspect of the environment which mentions conservation is always something close the MD’s heart.  So I know he would have liked to have been here in person.

What a day this has been so far:  A solar eclipse, the presence of so many dignified guests, a lovely setting for this conference.  All are here to discuss and work towards protecting, monitoring and understanding a unique aspect of our environment---our wetlands.  Now I for one do not know too much about the science or biology of wetlands.  As you may or may not know I’m a mining engineer by profession.  I dig up the ground for a living.  However, what I do know of the Okavango, is that it is of a beauty unchallenged and is the true gem of this great nation of ours.  I have been to the Okavango on a number of occasions and every time I go I cannot but help to notice the apparent abundance of life. The birds, the insects, the animals, the fish.  The clearness of the slow flowing waters.  These waters being the veins of this beautiful inland delta.  It is truly an Eden that we must take care of.

Clearly, Harry Oppenheimer, the late chairman of De Beers, had a great passion to conserve the environment, thus his personal contribution to HOORC and its mission.  However, his love for the environment was not only a personal objective but also was one shared by De Beers and Debswana.  We at Debswana believe that we must ensure that we leave our environment in a sound state to allow our children and our children’s children to enjoy what we do today.  This is not an easy task, I know, but it is one we must all strive towards.  In 2000 we embarked on putting our words into action and started to prepare for an accreditation by SABS called ISO 14001.  This is an environmental accreditation that has been given to fewer than 200 hundred companies in the world.  To have it one must prove that you have environmental management systems in place (what we call EMS- we engineers love abbreviations).  Having EMS in place is not enough, for we are then audited by external auditors on the actual running and effectiveness of our EMS. It is a long process to get an accreditation.   I’m proud to say that all three of our mines, Jwaneng, Orapa and Letlhakane, comply with ISO 14001 and are all accredited.


What have we learnt so far in getting these accreditations?  We have gained a better understanding of what it takes to manage our environment. This has required a behavioural change.  Few people can say they have NEVER littered.  And in this country this is not a strange concept.  There are plastic bags floating around the Delta killing fish and birdlife.  I saw a few tin cans on the road driving down here.  My point is that we need to teach others about the importance of conservation.  Orapa town was recently voted the second cleanest small town in Botswana.  Last year it was the cleanest. We are trying to conserve the environment we live in by teaching our communities the virtues of doing so.

Wetlands are one such place we must conserve.  We must take care of.  Can you imagine what Botswana would be like without the Delta?  What about the tourism loss and resultant job losses?  What about the healthy source of food for those who live here?  What about the water they drink?  What will our children’s children think of us if we let this precious resource deteriorate?


I really must not go on forever on this, as I may bore you all to sleep and probably delay your proceedings today!

The message I would like to convey to you today is that what you are is of benefit to everyone in this nation.  That is an honour not many get.  You have the opportunity to save something that no other nation in the world has.  Our inland delta- the Okavango.  You also have the opportunity to teach the rest of the world how to better take care of their wetlands.  Today the wetlands are finally being given the attention they deserve.


I hope that lessons learnt today are shared world over so that these Edens of life may continue to take their place in the heart of romantics like myself!  We owe that to ourselves and we owe that to the future generations.


I am really honoured to be here to share such a beautiful morning with you and I hope to see you all the next time we have an eclipse.  I wish you all a very productive and edifying conference.


Thank you very much. 
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