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Introduction

As a UNESCO (the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation) World Heritage site, RIM and South Africa find themselves in the esteemed company of many countries, ranging from developed and developing countries to ancient destinations, currently leading players in the tourism industry. These countries include: Argentina, Australia, Austria, Belgium, Brazil, Canada, China, Cuba, Egypt, Ethiopia, France, Greece, India, Italy, Japan, Mexico, the Netherlands, Spain, Sweden, the United Kingdom, and the United States of America.

Declared world heritage sites, in terms of UNESCO's definition, range from buildings, cities and monuments to lakes, deserts and mountains. The list of sites is updated by the International World Heritage Programme, administered by UNESCO's World Heritage Committee, made up of 21 state parties, and elected for a four-year period. Listed sites may even obtain funds from the World Heritage Fund, under certain conditions. This year, UNESCO listed 890 sites, the majority of which are cultural. Italy boasts the most prominent position on the world heritage list, with an amazing 44 sites. UNESCO regards each site as the property of the concerned country.1

The aforementioned information is provided in order to sensitise the reader to the vital importance of maintaining the status of world heritage sites because of the resulting benefits these sites offer to many countries. South Africa's troubled history provided a golden opportunity to do just that, and thanks to the status of RIM, this is an opportunity South Africa may never allow itself to miss. Apart from being placed in a position to plow back funds into improving South Africa's heritage icon, even more importantly, the island's role in never repeating a troubled past is at stake.

Apart from RIM, South Africa can proudly say that it hosts seven more Heritage sites: the Fossil Homonid sites, the Mapungubwe Cultural Landscape, the Richtersveld Cultural and Botanical Landscape, the UKhahlamba/Drakensberg Park, the Cape Floral Region Protection Areas, the Greater St. Lucia Wetland Park, and the Vredefort Dome. RIM received its heritage status in 1999.2

The significance of world heritage sites

Not many countries are privileged to boast world heritage sites. RIM, one of a few heritage sites that are known the world over, brought fame to South Africa and provided the country with a presence in the international arena. RIM is probably one of the leading vehicles of tourism income and branding South Africa as one of the most desirable destinations in the world.

Sadly, though, during the past number of years this icon on South Africa heritage landscape experienced serious financial and managerial challenges, exacerbated by allegations of corruption. Prior to the release of RIM's annual report, this brief purports to reflect on the reported incidents at RIM and the way forward to reviving this iconic site and the museum.

In May 2009 it was reported that RIM's entire board, including its chair, some prominent politicians (board members of the museum) and its interim head, resigned with immediate effect. Initially it was argued that the resignation of RIM's interim head should not be seen as a motion of no-confidence. Subsequently, however, Nehawu (the National Education, Health and Allied Workers Union) members voiced their approval of the resignation of RIM's interim head, allegedly due to insufficient consultation with fellow RIM management members.

In June 2009, reportedly, following a period of three weeks during which RIM had nobody in control of it, two appointments were made in an effort to restore calm at the museum. A new acting executive head was appointed. In the meantime, the executive deputy director-general (cultural heritage) from the Department of Arts and Culture was to be assisted by the current Iziko Museums director. These actions were of a temporary nature because a permanent appointment could only be done by the RIM board, which still has to be appointed. It is therefore unclear for what period of time the aforementioned appointees will serve the museum in an acting capacity. During the tenure of the previous acting executive head it was reported that his approach to the planned restructuring of RIM could result in up to 17 dismissals, which was met with a great deal of criticism.

It is important to note that RIM is one of a number of world heritage sites threatened with losing their heritage status, hence the concern of the international community and other stakeholders. For this reason it was argued that South Africa's Department of Arts and Culture should thoroughly investigate RIM's position and even intervene in order to restore RIM to its former status. As argued above, countries such as the DRC (the Democratic Republic of the Congo), the Galapagos Islands and Afghanistan currently run the risk of losing their UNESCO heritage status, all the more reason for South Africa to, at all costs, avoid this from happening to RIM.

In June 2009, the South African political leadership's response to this challenge was that the reported RIM crisis could have been sensationalised, and it was suggested that it was business as usual at RIM. In response to this, some role-players called upon the Department and RIM that the earlier audit report on the management of the island is made public. The Minister of Arts and Culture's response was that RIM is a world heritage project, and a national gem. The Minister argued that RIM's challenges are not insurmountable. She said that a group of heritage specialists from the Department will assist with the management at RIM in the interim. The Minister also alluded to the fact that staff restructuring would be proceeded with, but in a humane way, with a focus on protecting the number of positions at RIM.

Animal life and the environment on Robben Island

Upon the arrival of the Dutch in 1652, the only large animals on the island were seals and birds, especially penguins. In 1654, the Dutch released rabbits on the island in order to provide a source of meat for passing ships.

By 1960, or a little before, the warden of the island introduced a few antelope that were native to the coastal dunes nearby, as well as a few giant tortoises. The tortoises may have originated on the Galapagos Islands (a group of islands in the Pacific Ocean) or the Seychelles and came from the zoo on the slopes of Devil's Peak in Cape Town, where they have lived in captivity for approximately 150 years. It is not clear whether these animals still exist on the island.3

RIM's management has, in the recent past, been accused of neglecting the island ecologically. Central to this was the invasive wild rabbit, the way in which RIM's management allowed this to get out of control and the subsequent response of animal protection agencies to suggested methods of culling. RIM's solutions, reportedly, to the rabbit plague was driven by its interim head. At the heart of this challenge is the loss of bontebok and springbok as a result of insufficient grazing. It was also alleged that RIM did not intervene, despite warnings of a repeat of these challenges in the near future. Reportedly, a study by the University of Cape Town revealed that between 4 500 and 5 000 wild rabbits currently inhabit Robben Island.

The ferry

Delays caused by RIM's ferry are regarded as one of the major reasons for the island's dire challenges. Robben Island's new R26-million ferry has been released after the museum paid an outstanding amount of R2 million to vessel construction company Farocean Marine (Pty.) Ltd. The then chairman of RIM said R750 000 was still owed but had been withheld until some minor defects were fixed. The three-deck ferry Sikhululekile, (meaning "We are Free"), was subsequently attached under a court order and was berthed for a week. Earlier deputy chairman of the Museum Council said the museum was dissatisfied with the number of significant defects on the vessel. When the 300-seater ferry was launched in February, engineers discovered it had a leak and a week later it broke down with engine problems.4

Conclusion

It is important to note that the above remarks were neither contested nor confirmed by RIM. In the absence of a response by RIM it is common practice to allow the institution to, inter alia, by means of its annual report (due in a few months' time) to respond. Equally important, in fulfilling its oversight role the Portfolio Committee may wish to engage in a debate with RIM regarding the challenges and successes reported by the museum.

3 Reference.
 
Sources

Wikipedia, on www.wikipedia.org" www.wikipedia.org (Accessed 31 July 2009).

	South African Travel, on, http://www.sa-venues.com/unesco_world_heritage_sites.htm" http://www.sa-venues.com/unesco_world_heritage_sites.htm (Accessed 29 July 2009).


	Reference.com, on http://www.reference.com/browse/robben%20island. (Accessed 30 July 2009).


	IOl, on http://www.iol.co.za/index" http://www.iol.co.za/index . (Accessed 30 July 2009).


	South Africa Travel, on http://www.sa-venues.com/unesco_world_heritage_sites.htm" http://www.sa-venues.com/unesco_world_heritage_sites.htm (Accessed 29 July 2009).


	Extensively sourced from Die Burger. Prince, l, 9 March 2009; Schoeman, l, 22 May 2009; 27 May 2009, Cape Town; Schoeman, l, 11 June 2009; Wyngaard, H, 12 June 2009.


