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Abstract
The Working for Water programme of the South African Department of Environmental Affairs has as its major objective
the eradication of invasive alien plant species. However, it also has a social development component, which aims at the
promotion of small business and entrepreneurship development. This paper explores the socio-economic rationale of one
component, the Contractor Development Model. It does so via an examination of the programme’s assumptions, and the
development of its impact theory. The study revealed a shortcoming in monitoring data for the programme, and a relative
lack of assessment of the effectiveness of its activities. It is suggested that the selection criteria for contractors be reexamined, and that consideration be given to two additional elements that may strengthen the effectiveness of the training:
mentoring and networking.
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defined as an individual (or in a few cases, small teams) who
has set up his/her own small business and conducts work for
WfW. They are not employees of WfW, but have commercial
contracts with WfW and are paid for completed quantities of
work. Contractors are responsible for completing contracts as
specified by WfW as well as recruiting and managing their
teams and equipment. Workers are employed by contractors
who enter into employment contracts with them.
At the time of this study, the CDM was in a period of flux.
It had expanded quite rapidly, a number of modifications had
been implemented in previous years, and several changes
were being considered for future implentation. Interviewees
reported that the initial conceptualisation (what can be seen
as the ‘programme theory’ in this study) of both WfW and the
CDM was done in a hurried manner. The evaluation conducted
by Common Ground Consulting explained that a ‘combination
of rapid expansion, technical and social complexity, a narrow
base of social development staff coupled with pressure to spend
large amounts of money in short periods of time have put the
attainment of its [WfW’s] social development goals under serious pressure’ (2003, p. 36). Mangoale (2009) argued that the
lack of strategic direction, social development expertise as well
as monitoring and evaluation has resulted in an unsustainable
effort towards poverty alleviation and social development.
Rather than see this period of relative programme instability as an obstacle for the present study, it presented an opportunity to re-examine the assumptions and expectations stakeholders have of the CDM. Initial discussions with programme staff
in the Western Cape revealed an awareness of certain gaps and
inefficiencies in the CDM. They expressed a desire to review
and assess the CDM in terms of assumptions regarding its
objectives and implementation, and these are the aspects that
this study focused upon.
The benefits of an exercise like this for a programme in
this position are not difficult to find. Weiss (1998, p. 67), for
example, argued that such studies would benefit several different individuals or groups. Programme designers, for example,
may benefit through a better understanding of the underlying
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Invasive alien plant species are a significant threat to South
Africa’s biodiversity, water security, and productive use of
land. In 1995 the Department of Water Affairs and Forestry
(which became the Department of Water Affairs in 2009) initiated the Working for Water (WfW) programme to address the
problem of invasive alien vegetation (DWA, 2010). At the same
time, the programme was thought to have significant social
benefits for the country’s poor (Magadlela and Mdzeke, 2004),
through the promotion of small business and entrepreneurship
development (Rogerson, 2008). On 1 April 2011 the National
Resources Management Programme (NRMP), of which
Working for Water was a sub-programme, was transferred from
the Department of Water Affairs (DWA) to the Department of
Environmental Affairs (DEA).
The WfW programme’s overarching goal is to alleviate
poverty by creating short- to medium-term jobs for unskilled
workers through clearing alien vegetation, as reported in the
2000/01 Annual Report. The reasoning is that the skills and
assets workers acquire by participating in the programme prepare them for longer-term employment outside of WfW (Sadan,
2008). At the same time, these efforts are expected to enhance
water security, improve ecological integrity, restore the productive potential of land, and promote sustainable use of natural
resources (Haigh, 2001).
WfW’s ecological aspects have been the main focus of prior
research (Common Ground Consulting, 2003). The present
study investigated its socio-economic rationale, and in particular one component, the Contractor Development Model (CDM).
In 2000 WfW drafted this model, proposing to use contractors
to manage and conduct work for its projects. A contractor is

