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I am a researcher and lecturer at the University of KwaZulu-Natal, specialising in air pollution meteorology and environmental health. I am here today representing a group of atmospheric scientists based in Durban. We find some of the provisions of the Weather Service Amendment Bill alarming and are concerned about the limitations that will be placed on future research. Our concerns can be summarised under the following headings: 1) Access to data, 2) Restrictions on independent forecasts, and 3) Critique of the work of SAWS. 

ACCESS TO DATA

Weather data is a fundamental input for various climate and air quality models. The Bill clearly highlights a shift away from a public service to business model for SAWS. We are concerned that the commercialisation of weather data could stifle research and innovation. It certainly would limit opportunities for academic research where funding is often a concern – particularly with student research. Similar issues would be faced by private enterprises. No country, and certainly not South Africa, can afford to inhibit research and innovation in the field of climate science

Further, any limitation on the access to air quality data would conflict with SAWS requirements under the National Framework for Air Quality Management. It is stated in Section 5.2.1 of this document that “A central aim of the SAAQIS is that it will allow the public access to air quality information”. As SAWS is the custodian of SAAQIS, the general sale of ambient air quality data would conflict with its role and violate air quality policies. While perhaps some processed data ‘packages’ could be sold to commercial enterprises, SAWS needs to ensure that unprocessed air quality data remains freely available and is easily accessible to the public under the National Framework. The Amendment Bill in its current form fails to acknowledge these obligations.

RESTRICTIONS ON INDEPENDENT FORECASTS

Section 30A of the Bill makes it an offence for anyone to issue warnings about severe weather or air pollution without the written permission of the agency. Unfortunately the two critical terms in this section (‘severe’ and ‘warning’), are not defined and we recommend that clear definitions are provided. From my understanding of the section as it currently stands, nobody is permitted to issue a public statement on a destructive weather or dangerous pollution situation without permission from SAWS. There are various private companies and research institutions in South Africa that issue independent forecasts and make valuable contributions in the field. These research activities function to improve the accuracy and skill of weather and air quality forecasts across South Africa – including the forecasts issued by SAWS itself. 

My research at the University of KwaZulu-Natal focuses on model development to predict air pollution events. I have an MSc student currently working with an NGO in South Durban on a model to predict air pollution episodes so that precautions can be taken by sensitive individuals living adjacent to local industries. I am also working on an international collaboration that aims to assess local impacts of air pollution in the context of predicted climate changes over the next 50 years. I present my research results in lectures, at academic conferences and at community meetings on a regular basis. I also am contacted frequently by the media for comments on air quality or weather events – and possible events in the future. It concerns me that the provisions of Section 30A could jeopardise opportunities to publish and present my current research. 

In addition to work at research institutions, a number of private companies have developed to fulfill weather forecasting requirements that are not sufficiently addressed by SAWS. Some offer specialist services that SAWS lacks – such as the capacity to issue real-time warnings of tornadoes or dangerously high levels of UV radiation exposure. Further, SAWS does not have the capacity to competently warn communities of air pollution incidents in all polluted regions in the country. There are a number of private air quality forecasting companies situated strategically across the country collecting data and running models suited to local conditions. These companies should be considered the most competent authorities to issue warnings in their respective regions. Schedule 2 of the Bill needs to be reworded to reflect this understanding and to emphasise a more collaborative approach to forecasting and public warnings. 

Although we firmly believe that the South African public should have access to any weather or pollution warnings issued by any forecasting company that employ trained and accredited meteorologists, perhaps a compromise would be to distinguish between ‘warnings’ and ‘official warnings’. SAWS could be the sole agency permitted to make official warnings in the case of severe weather or pollution events, making use of inhouse research and resources, while there are no restrictions on other entities from making warnings as long as these are not announced as ‘official’.

CRITIQUE OF THE WORK OF SAWS

Section 30A(1)(c) states that it is an offence to ‘unlawfully, intentionally or negligently commit any act or omission which detrimentally affects or is likely to detrimentally affect the Weather Service’. Our concern with this section is that it suggests a limitation on any critique of SAWS data or research. Scientific knowledge develops through cycles of theorising, critique, reassessment and retheorising. While critique of SAWS research may be detrimental to its image in a sense, such critique is a natural and necessary mechanism for improving knowledge and encouraging innovation within the scientific model. It concerns us that it is possible that researchers could be penalised for questioning SAWS data or research - or merely presenting conflicting results. This section clearly needs some revision to reflect an understanding of these important issues.

FINAL COMMENTS

Fundamentally, as researchers, we find that the provisions of the Amendment Bill place limitation on our academic freedom, our freedom of opinion (section 15), and our freedom of expression (section 16 of the Constitution). We find it concerning that critical research in South African should require approval from a government agency before essential input data can be accessed and before results can be announced. This Bill echoes the provisions of the Secrecy Bill, with the State proclaiming the need for increased effectiveness and efficiency, while limiting public access to relevant information, and quietly closing the door on (and opportunities for) dissenting views. As stated above, a business model approach and monopolisation of the forecasting market by SAWS will limit research and innovation in the critical field of atmospheric science. The Bill requires further clarity and revisions to promote a more collaborative and supportive approach to address the concerns outlined here.

Finally, we feel it is important to state that the period allowed for comment on the document is insufficient. Many key stakeholders would have been on leave during the festive period. The extent to which the process has been participatory is open to challenge.



