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Sustaining water reform in South Africa 

 

Outline: 

  

 South Africa’s reforms: why and what 

 Progress on many fronts 

 But growing challenges: can progress be sustained? 

  Political economy of (environmental) Kuznets curves 

 What they mean for strategies going forward 

 



South Africa’s reforms – why? 

Reforms were driven by: 
 

The coincidence of the  

 Hydrological transition 

 Reaching the limits of the resource 

 From infrastructure development to resource management 
 

Occurring with the  

 Political transition, prioritising  

 Equity and dignity 

 Jobs and addressing poverty 

 Social and administrative transformation 

 



South Africa’s reforms – what? 
Reforms included: 

 

 Basic water supply and sanitation services 

 “Some for all” 

 Free basic water, gave effect to “right to water” 

 National programme to build local autonomy 

 Water resources 

 “live within our means” 

 Priority to basic human needs, environmental flows 

 Financing and tariffs –users pay 

 User-based, catchment-related, management institutions 

 Adaptive approach; time limited allocations, regular review 

 

 



Progress – basic services  

Access expanded dramatically 1994 and 2010: 

 

 Water supply:   59% - 93%  

     (23 million to 46.3 million) 

 

 Sanitation:    48% - 79%   

     (18.5 – 39.4 million) 

 
(Source: DWA, 2010 Statistical overview of water sector) 

 



Progress: better services info 

Drinking water quality and 

reliability improving in most 

parts of the country 



Progress – resource 
 

 Major water users now “registered”  

 Most paying water use management charges  

 (verification still underway) 

 

 Management now balances 

 Infrastructure development  

 with  

 “Soft management” interventions 

 

 



Soft/hard balance in Vaal system 

SCENARIO A 
 

• High water requirement 

scenario, no further water 

loss reduction, no 

reduction in water use due 

to WC/WDM. 

 

• Increasing irrigation 

water use continues until 

2016.  

 

• Implement both Phase 2 

of the Lesotho Highlands 

Water Project (Polihali 

Dam) and the Thukela 

Water Project (Jana Dam 

and Mielietuin Dam ) 

 

SCENARIO B 
 

• Unlawful irrigation water 

use eradicated in 2011 and 

controlled thereafter 

 

SCENARIO C 
 

• 15% reduction in water 

use due to water 

conservation and demand 

management (WC/WDM) 

 

• Unlawful irrigation water 

use eradicated in 2011 and 

controlled thereafter 

 

• Phase 2 Lesotho 

Highlands Water Project 

(Polihali Dam) and Thukela 

Water Project (Jana Dam 

and Mielietuin Dam ) 



Progress – resource development 

 Major resource development funded from user income 
streams through TCTA, including: 

   

 Lesotho Highlands Water Project (LHWP) Phases 1a, 1b, 2 

 Berg Water Project (BWP) 

 Vaal River Eastern Subsystem Augmentation Project (VRESAP) 

 Mooi-Mgeni Transfer Scheme – Phase 2 (MMTS-2) 

 Olifants River Water Resource Development Project – Phase 2 (ORWRDP-2) 

 Komati Water Scheme Augmentation Project (KWSAP) 

 Mokolo Crocodile Water Augmentation Project (MCWAP) 

 





Progress – resource conservation 

 

 Environmental flows determined for majority of river basins 

 

 Within formal framework of resource quality objectives 

 



Environmental reserve status - 2010 

 



Progress – resource development 

 (Potentially) adaptive planning systems in place 
 

 Local Government Integrated Development Plans 

 (with Water Services Development chapter) 

 

 Provincial Growth and Development strategies 

 (inc. sectoral development, notably agriculture, conservation) 

 

 National Water Resources strategy (5 yearly, nominally) 

 (1st National Development Plan, will provide framework)  

 



Pathways for 
sustainability to 2030 
have been mapped 



But challenges are emerging 



Challenges – services 

 Long term reliability of supply 

 Non-revenue water increasing 

 Inadequate maintenance 

 Inadequate management 

 

 Appropriate sanitation solutions 

 Limitations of on-site 

 Social demands for water-borne 

 Resources inadequate 

 



The “toilet elections” of 2011 



Challenges: arguments about toilet 

shelters not wastewater treatment 

Even information about 

wastewater treatment is 

hard to come by 

 

What there is, is not 

encouraging .... 



Challenges – services/resources 

 

 

Wastewater treatment – systemic failure 

 Underinvested 

 Under-managed 

 Not prioritised 



“Wastewater treatment – Key Observations  
 

 
• 24% unaware of their “Green Drop” score 

• 38% have not registered on the Green Drop System 

• 33% have not tabled wastewater and environmental 
safety related issues to Council for action 

• 67% do not have sufficient funds to address wastewater 
/environmental issues 

• 62% have not implemented corrective actions relating 
to wastewater and environmental safety related issues” 

 



Wastewater treatment – inadequate staffing 



Challenges – financial resources  
to sustain the services 





Challenges – used-based institutions 

 

 Extensive user engagement in  

 Catchment planning committees 

 Local water user groups 

 Informal monitoring forums  

 But formal Catchment Management Agencies, 

 Only 2 / 19 established 

 Political tensions, 

 Administrative capacity .... 

 

 



Challenges – resource conservation 

 

 Environmental flows determined, but 

 Is there the motivation and capacity to reallocate water 
to give effect to them? 

 

 Waste discharge charges designed, but 

 Not implemented, capacity limitations 

 (although users already changing behaviour....) 



Challenges – resource conservation 

 

 Managing advocacy for new “hydraulic mission”:- 

 

 Wastewater treatment 

 Over-promoted? 

 Complicates regulatory process 

 Taxes limited capacity 

 Clear commercial interests driving 

 Often suboptimal outcomes 



Acid Mine Drainage: 
Liability, viability 

and subsidy 

Cyril 

Ramaphosa – 

 

negotiated SA’s 

Constitution, 

now in mining 

and business, 

an early 

applicant 

Late Brett 

Kebble –  

 

Would-be 

mining 

magnate, 

applied for 

subsidies; 

“assisted 

suicide” two 

weeks later 

http://secure.financialmail.co.za/08/0530/cover/40kebble.jpg


Conclusions ex: 
 Desktop assessment of the  
risk for basement structures of buildings of Standard Bank and ABSA in Central Johannesburg  
to be affected by rising mine water levels in the Central Basin 

 ... it becomes difficult to avoid the impression that the report is a pre-mature, 
somewhat hasty response to a largely media-and interest group-driven 
campaign that appears to have inflated, misrepresented and 
exaggerated possible risks associated with the filling of the mine void. 
It has been suggested, in public, that this may be aimed at creating a 
“knee jerk” reaction by Government where a sense of urgency prevents 
sound scientific analyses and streamlines approval for an expensive 
“solution” favoured by some role players from the private sector. 

 

 ... it needs to be stressed that the conclusion that the “do-nothing option” 
would not result in any flooding risk for the CBD, nor in much greater 
pollution of surface water should not be used as an excuse to continue 
avoiding the much needed rehabilitation of mining-affected environments in 
one of the most densely populated areas of South Africa. 



SA’s environmental Kuznet’s curve 

 

 Some of the challenges reflect low priority for policy 
objectives, particularly environmental objectives   

 

 South Africa provides empirical demonstration of the 
validity of the environmental Kuznet’s curve: 

 

 Preferences and priorities change with the income 
of the politically dominant group 



SA’s environmental Kuznet’s curve 

 

                         

               US$1900       SA hhld. inc.  US$14400 

US$8000 (2002) ?? 
Black 

majority 

White 

minority 



SA’s environmental Kuznet’s curve 
Priorities change over time 

 Democracy’s demands: 

 Water supply and sanitation 

 Action on WS provided mandate for water resource reform 

 Environmental protection not yet prioritised 
 

 Historically consistent 

 19th century:- Britain and Sweden 

 20th century:- Rhine and Great Lakes 

 21st century:- China and Korea 
 

 In South Africa’s polluted rivers but also around village 
taps and urban toilets, evidence of democracy at work, 
rebalancing preferences 



Strategies going forward 
 Understand, work with, political economy at all levels:- 

 Household/community, to 

 National/regional 
 

 Why should communities and their leaders worry about 
water management? 

 Practitioners must take advantage of periodic crises 

 (floods, droughts, disease ....) 
 

 Always remember that original mandate for resource 
reform derived from service access programme 



Mandate comes from problems that 
people are concerned about 

 



Strategies going forward 

 Link services to resource management 

 Address social & political (not water) priorities  

 Jobs  

 Support local growth and development 

 Protect recreational and tourism resources 

 Link water efficiency and agricultural development  

 Reliable services  

 Management of demand increases reliability 

 i.d. resource development needs before crisis 

 More resources for local government 

 Leak control releases resources for other purposes  

 Better river quality reduces drinking water treatment costs 

 



Complex challenges need  

nuanced responses 

Offtake for industry Downstream towns and 

neighbouring country 

Nature conservation 

Sugar plantations – large 

scale and small holder 

Flood 

protection 



Strategies going forward 

 Need national leadership, to 

 Plan and strategise 

 Monitor and guide 

 Facilitate local engagement 

 

 Leadership requires human capacity 

 Intensified water use = intensified challenges 

 Need strong national institutions to guide 

 

 South Africa’s challenge - leadership to sustain the gains
  



More generally, 
moving from 

WSSD, 2002 ... 

Rio+20,  
another 
chance  
to get it 
right? 




