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PEOPLE AND SYSTEMS FOR WATER, SANITATION AND HEALTH

Providing free basic water in South Africa
Hugh Sussens and Abri Vermeulen, South Africa

Much publicity, not all of it positive, has been given to the
announcement by our President to supply free basic water
to our poor. This announcement was precipitated by the
realisation that many local authorities, , many of whom are
newly established, were unable to provide basic water free
of charge to those who were unable to pay, something
required of them by our Water Services Act. In recognition
of the plight of the poor, national government thus undertook to assist local authorities to provide the poor with
their constitutional right.
Within South Africa, Durban Metro was an outstanding
exception. It was supplying free basic water, not just to the
poor, but to all. Prior to the announcement, the Durban
approach was tested on a variety of local authorities. This
showed that with adequate local government capacity,
infrastructure, systems, and the correct application of
national government subsidies, appropriate local crosssubsidisation, and cost recovery from higher consumers, it
was possible to supply free basic water to the poor. A task
team with representatives from many fields was established
and the programme commenced in December 2000.

Challenges
Through a comprehensive consultative process, pertinent
issues that would need to be addressed and clarified in a
strategy document were identified. These can be broadly
categorized under 4 headings.

Local government capacity
To build capacity and put systems in place requires a huge
initiative and support. In many cases it will be necessary to
appoint a Water Service Provider or Service Agent. Local
authorities will ultimately need to ensure that the subsidies
get to the correct beneficiaries, manage water demand and
conservation, undertake operation, maintenance and replacement, meter and bill consumers etc. Independent
community operated schemes must be brought within local
government’s ambit and receive a portion of their subsidy.
If not carefully managed this could lead to community
disempowerment.

Financial
Each local authority area is unique, there is no single
financial solution. What revenue sources are available?
What level of cross-subsidisation will be applied and who
will cross-subsidise? Where there is local cross-subsidisation,
will commerce and industry contribute and if so what
broader economic effects could this have? How will the

poor be identified? How will the subsidy be applied in
practice? At what level should cross-subsidisation be applied? The cost of infrastructure requirements both on new
and existing schemes needs to be addressed.

Technical
Some means of controlling or measuring the amount of
water supplied is required. This will usually have implications for the type of infrastructure provided, particularly in
terms of the dispensing technology. Implementing appropriate technology on new schemes is one thing, but existing
schemes could require retrofitting. Water losses through
vandalism, unauthorised connections or normal leakage
could have a radical effect on free basic water’s viability.
Linkages with sanitation must be considered. Those still
without infrastructure to receive free basic water, could be
further disadvantaged?

Communication of policy and process
Unless the announcement of free basic water goes hand-inhand with a comprehensive communication strategy, there
is a real risk that it might be construed as a “free for all, as
much as you want, immediately”, policy. Local politicians,
officials and community members in particular need to be
clear as to their rights and obligations. Failing this cost
recovery could collapse not only from higher consumers,
but also from the poor who must recognize that free basic
water cannot be implemented overnight. It is thus essential
not to create unrealistic expectations. In addition, consumers should not be allowed to lose awareness of the need for
water conservation or to lose the feeling of ownership and
accountability.
Following the above issue identification, a literature
survey, particularly in other developing countries, of poverty relief options was undertaken and 11 national case
studies done. Hereafter a draft strategy document was
produced, workshopped widely and refined.

Strategy and experience
The primary intention of the policy is to ensure that no one
is denied access to a basic water supply because they are
unable to pay for the service. Underlying this is the recognition that the supply of water at a ‘basic’ level assists in
alleviating poverty, improves community health and frees
women from drudgery. However a significant number of
South Africans still lack access to an adequate level of water
supply and clearly cannot receive free basic water. In this
case the continued extension of adequate water supplies to
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unserved households must remain at the core of the provision of free basic water.
The ‘basic’ level of water supply sufficient to promote
healthy living is based on the generally accepted minimum
level of supply of 25 litres per person per day. This amounts
to about 6 000 litres per household per month for a
household of eight people. However, local authorities
should still have some discretion over this amount. In some
areas they may choose to provide more, while in other areas
only a smaller amount may be possible. For example, in
some areas, it may not be feasible to provide this amount
of water. In such cases a ‘basic’ level could relate to what
is possible using the source and technology that best serves
the area.
Some local authorities may however be able to provide
free basic water to all their consumers. There are strong
arguments for this. It is equitable and does not require
targeting, (an expensive, ongoing process and an administrative burden). A free to all approach that applies a rising
block tariff to higher consumers and increases their higher
blocks, can still benefit the poor without the need for
targetting. Initially there is however a real danger that
,because in most cities middle and upper income households have the majority of private, metered connections,
they and not the poor will be in a position to receive free
basic water. A deeper concern is that this may simply not
be financially viable in areas with limited ability to crosssubsidise.
Local and international experience indicates that it is
appropriate that local authorities continue to have primary
responsibility for defining poverty thresholds and identifying such households. It is likely that due to cost differences
across the country and other local issues, (such as seasonal
unemployment), specific local poverty indicators will be
more appropriate.
The careful design and delivery of a targeting mechanism
is as important as the level of expenditure committed to it.
When poverty is widespread and administrative capacity
low, broad targeting is desirable. Self-targeting and geographical indicators should be used as filters to reduce the
need for individual assessments of who is poor. Since poor
local authorities are less able to mobilise additional local
revenue to support services, well designed intergovernmental transfers are particularly important. Monitoring is
always required so that the subsidies do not benefit the
affluent at the expense of the poor.
Targeting is never completely accurate and a balance has
to be found between errors of inclusion (of rich) and
exclusion (of poor). The more targeted one tries to make a
scheme the more likely that deserving households will be
excluded from receiving benefits. Income is often used as a
single targetting indicator, but is often difficult to measure.
Proxies for income such as housing quality, level of education of head of household and others can be used, but it has
been found difficult to identify a single variable that
correlates well with income level. An alternative approach
is the use of geographical criteria which target a particular

area based on the area’ s characteristics. The main advantage is that location is easy to observe and a cheap indicator
to administer. How well location correlates with underlying poverty measures is important.
The economic cost of raising revenue tends to be lowest
at the national level and to have lower distorting effects in
the economy. These are strong arguments for revenue
raising for a countrywide subsidy through the national tax
system. At the same time there continues to be a strong
reliance in the water sector internationally on local level
revenue raising through cross subsidisation between consumers. The reasons for this appear to be administrative
ease rather than economic efficiency. It must be emphasised
that cost recovery from higher consumers and good practices (eg. a demand responsive approach), remain important.
The supply of free basic water implies a need to either
measure or control the amount of water supplied. Certain
service level options address this by their nature. An
example is standpipes, where experience has shown that
consumers who have to carry their water do not consume
more than 6 000 litres per household per month. Unlawful
connection for irrigation etc, although not specific to free
basic water, can be overcome by the appropriate use of
technology. For example the regulated yard tank, which
uses distributed storage, cannot be bypassed. With adequate communication, people can be sensitised to the need
for community policing of resources and be made aware
that unauthorised connections could lose them their free
basic allocation. Other service levels allow unrestricted
consumption and these must be metered and managed by
the provider. In addition experience has shown that a range
of service levels, the ability to restrict flow, and appropriate
design standards are necessary.
The provision of free basic water should be seen as a
starting point for communities. Systems should thus, wherever possible be upgradeable. Through health benefits and
the removal of drudgery, poverty can be more effectively
addressed. Unless people are adequately informed of this,
they could lose any sense of responsibility, ownership and
self betterment.
Free basic water can be supplied in three ways and these
three basic approaches are suggested as the core of any free
basic water implementation strategy. Flexibility must remain at local level in the use of these options. It is also likely
that a mix of these options will be needed. The approaches
are:
• A rising block tariff (with a free basic amount )
• Targeted credits or subsidies
• Service level targeting

Conclusion
In a nutshell the broad implementation strategy is based on
a phased approach, the provision of national guidelines
with local flexibility and ongoing management support.
An interactive, user-friendly, guideline document and fi-
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Table 1. Water supply service levels and their applicability to free basic water

6HUYLFH'HVFULSWLRQ

$SSOLFDWLRQ

3UHSDLGFRPPXQDOVWUHHW
WDS

:KLOHPDLQO\XVHGLQXUEDQDUHDVWKHLU
ZLGHVWDSSOLFDWLRQKDVEHHQLQUXUDODUHDV
ZKHUHWKLVKDVEHHQWKHPRVWFRPPRQ
VHUYLFHOHYHOSURYLGHGXQGHUZDWHUVXSSO\
SURJUDPPHVRYHUWKHODVWGHFDGH
7KLVRSWLRQKDVEHHQLQWURGXFHGUHFHQWO\
LQDQXPEHURIDUHDVZLWKPL[HGUHVXOWV

5XGLPHQWDU\V\VWHPV
+DQGSXPSVVSULQJ
SURWHFWLRQHWF
&RPPXQDOVWUHHWWDS
7DSVKDUHGE\DQXPEHU
RIFRQVXPHUV

/RZSUHVVXUHWULFNOHIHHG
\DUGWDQN7DQNW\SLFDOO\
OLWUHVORFDWHGLQ
\DUGZLWKIORZFRQWURO
GHYLFHLQWDQN
3HUPDQHQWO\FRQQHFWHG
WRQHWZRUN
/RZSUHVVXUHPDQXDOO\
RSHUDWHG\DUGWDQN$
WDQNILOOHGIURPD
PDQLIROGRQDGDLO\EDVLV
/RZSUHVVXUHUHJXODWHG
\DUGWDQN$WDQNZLWKD
UHJXODWRUDWDQRGHSRLQW
RQWKHUHWLFXODWLRQ
0HGLXPSUHVVXUH
PDQXDOO\RSHUDWHGURRI
WDQN8QUHJXODWHG
PHWHUHGIORZWRWDQNRQ
URRIGLUHFWO\IURP
UHWLFXODWLRQ
0HGLXPSUHVVXUH
UHJXODWHGURRIWDQN$
URRIWDQNYHUVLRQRIWKH
ORZSUHVVXUHUHJXODWHG
\DUGWDQN
)XOOSUHVVXUH
FRQYHQWLRQDOKRXVH
FRQQHFWLRQ

)XOOSUHVVXUHSUHSDLG
KRXVHFRQQHFWLRQ

5XUDODUHDVWKDWFDQQRWIHDVLEO\EH
SURYLGHGZLWKUHWLFXODWHGV\VWHPV

<DUGWDQNVKDYHDPDMRUEHQHILWLQWKDW
WKH\SURYLGHDUHVWULFWHGVXSSO\DWDIL[HG
PRQWKO\FKDUJH7KH\DOVRDOORZIRUDFRVW
HIIHFWLYHUHWLFXODWLRQGHVLJQ1REDLOLIIV
UHTXLUHGWRRSHQPDQLIROGVEXWWKHWDQN
FDQEHHDVLO\E\SDVVHG
+DVWKHVDPHEHQHILWVDVWKHWULFNOHIHHG
WDQNZLWKWKHIROORZLQJH[FHSWLRQWKH
GDLO\PDQLIROGRSHQLQJLVODERXULQWHQVLYH
+RZHYHUFDQWE\SDVVWDQN
6LPLODUWRD\DUGWDQNEXWGRHVQRW
UHTXLUHRSHQLQJRIDPDQLIROG%\SDVVLQJ
RIWKHWDQNEULQJVQREHQHILWWRWKH
FRQVXPHUDQGWKHUHIRUHLVQRWDSUREOHP
+DVOLPLWHGDSSOLFDWLRQDVDVHUYLFH
EHWZHHQQRUPDOPHWHUHGVXSSO\DQG\DUG
WDQNV0DLQEHQHILWVUHODWHWRVDYLQJRQ
UHWLFXODWLRQFRVWV0D\EHDJRRG
XSJUDGLQJRSWLRQ

6XLWDELOLW\IRU¶IUHHEDVLFZDWHU·

:LWKORZFDSLWDODQGRSHUDWLQJFRVWDQG
LQKHUHQWOLPLWDWLRQVRQWKHDPRXQWZKLFK
SHRSOHFDQXVHWKLVLVZHOOVXLWHG
$ORZFRVWRSWLRQZHOOVXLWHGWRSURYLGLQJ
ZDWHUWRSRRUHUFRQVXPHUV,WLVVHOGRPWKDW
FRQVXPHUVZRXOGXVHPRUHWKDQOSHU
KKROGPRQWKDQGWKHUHIRUHWKLVVHUYLFHOHYHO
LVZHOOVXLWHGWRVHUYLFHOHYHOWDUJHWLQJ
,IXSWRNOLVWREHSURYLGHGIUHHWKDQWKH
QHHGIRUDSUHSDLGPHWHUIDOOVDZD\DVQR
SD\PHQWLVWREHPDGH
)RUD¶IUHHEDVLFZDWHU·SROLF\\DUGWDQNVDUH
DQLPSRUWDQWVHUYLFHOHYHODVWKH\SURYLGHD
UHODWLYHO\KLJKUHVWULFWHGIORZVHUYLFHOHYHO
OHVVWKDQNOPRQWK 7\SLFDOO\WKHWDULII
IRUWKHWDQNZRXOGEHVHWDW]HUR7KLVILWV
ZHOOZLWKDOOWKHSRYHUW\UHOLHIRSWLRQV

$VIRUWKHWULFNOHIHHGWDQNWKHUHLVZLGH
DSSOLFDWLRQIRUWKLVW\SHRIVHUYLFHLQD¶IUHH
EDVLFZDWHU·FRQWH[W
$VIRURWKHU\DUGWDQNRSWLRQVWKLVLVZHOO
VXLWHGWRD¶IUHHEDVLFZDWHU·LQLWLDWLYH
1RSDUWLFXODUEHQHILWVQHHGVPHWHULQJ
ELOOLQJDQGFUHGLWFRQWUROV\VWHPV

7KLVRSWLRQLVDOVREDVHGRQKDYLQJD
UHJXODWRUDWWKHUHWLFXODWLRQQRGH
7KHUHIRUHLWDOORZVIRUUHVWULFWLRQRIIORZ
ZLWKRXWWKHULVNRIE\SDVVLQJ

7KLVLVZHOOVXLWHGWRD¶IUHHEDVLFZDWHU
LQLWLDWLYH·,WDOORZVDUHODWLYHO\KLJKVHUYLFH
OHYHOZLWKOLPLWHGIORZYROXPH

7KH¶\DUGWDS·LVDOVRLQFOXGHGXQGHUWKLV
FDWHJRU\7KLVLVWKHKLJKHVWOHYHORI
VHUYLFHEXWLWUHTXLUHVDQHIIHFWLYH
PHWHULQJDQGELOOLQJV\VWHPWRIXQFWLRQ
SURSHUO\

*HQHUDOO\KDVWREHLQWHJUDWHGZLWKD¶IUHH
EDVLFZDWHU·LQLWLDWLYH,IXVHGZLWKVHUYLFH
OHYHOWDUJHWLQJLWZRXOGEHDVVXPHGWKDW
WKRVHKDYLQJLWFDQSD\FRVWUHIOHFWLYHWDULIIV
,IWKHSRRUKDYHDFFHVVWRWKLVVHUYLFHOHYHO
DULVLQJEORFNWDULIIRUFUHGLWV\VWHPLV
UHTXLUHG
0RVWSUHSDLGPHWHUV\VWHPVSURYLGHIRU
ULVLQJEORFNWDULIIVZLWKD]HURILUVWEORFN,Q
WKLVFDVHWKH\DUHVXLWHGWRD¶IUHHEDVLF
ZDWHU·LQLWLDWLYH

3UHSDLGPHWHULQJDYRLGVWKHQHFHVVLW\RI
UHDGLQJPHWHUVDQGELOOLQJ1RQSD\PHQW
LVQRWDQLVVXHEXWWDPSHULQJFDQEHD
SUREOHP

nancial model were prepared, made available and explained to local authorities at a series of workshops
countrywide. Four pilot projects are underway to test these
products. A comprehensive communication campaign is
also underway. Finally Provincial Support Units have been
established to assist local authorities where necessary. The

result? After only 9 months over half of all people in S.A.
now receive free basic water, indicating to our detractors
that it is indeed possible. The challenge is to sustain this. We
believe that through a phased increase in the national
subsidy and the continuation of the local government
capacity building programme, we can and will succeed.
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Table 2. Three options for free basic water supply

'HVFULSWLRQ

7DUJHWLQJPHWKRG

$SSOLFDELOLW\

$GYDQWDJHV

'LVDGYDQWDJHV

5HVLGHQWLDO
IUHTXHQF\
GLVWULEXWLRQ
UHTXLUHPHQWV
,PSDFWRIQRQ
UHVLGHQWLDO
FRQVXPSWLRQ

2SWLRQ
5LVLQJEORFNWDULIIV

2SWLRQ
7DUJHWHGFUHGLWV

2SWLRQ
5LVLQJEORFNWDULIIV

2SWLRQ
7DUJHWHGFUHGLWV

5LVLQJEORFNWDULII
DSSOLHGWRUHVLGHQWLDO
FRQVXPHUVZLWKWKHILUVW
EORFN]HUR1RIL[HG
PRQWKO\FKDUJH
DSSOLFDEOHWRWKRVH
XVLQJEHORZEDVLF

1RWDUJHWLQJ+RZHYHU
WDUJHWHGIL[HGPRQWKO\
FKDUJHPD\EH
QHFHVVDU\IRUKROLGD\
DUHDV
8QVXLWHGZKHUHDKLJK
KROLGD\KRPHVXQOHVV
VXSSOHPHQWHGZLWKD
WDUJHWHGIL[HGPRQWKO\
FKDUJH
&RQVLVWHQWZLWKFXUUHQW
DSSURDFKWRXVHULVLQJ
EORFNWDULIIV'RHVQRW
UHTXLUHWDUJHWLQJ$OORZV
¶IUHHEDVLFZDWHUWRDOO·
$SSOLFDEOHZLWKD
UHODWLYHO\KLJKRI
ODUJHUFRQVXPHUV
5HTXLUHVHIIHFWLYH
PHWHULQJELOOLQJDQG
FUHGLWFRQWUROV\VWHP
7\SLFDOO\UHTXLUHVRI
UHVLGHQWLDOFRQVXPHUV
SXUFKDVLQJPRUHWKDQ
NOPRQWK
7\SLFDOO\UHTXLUHVPRUH
WKDQRIZDWHUVDOHV
WREHWRQRQUHVLGHQWLDO
FRQVXPHUV

(DFKFRQVXPHUZKRLVVHOHFWHG
IRUSRYHUW\UHOLHIJHWVDFUHGLWRQ
WKHLUZDWHUDFFRXQWZKLFKZRXOG
W\SLFDOO\EHVXIILFLHQWWRFRYHUWKH
FKDUJHIRUWKHSRYHUW\UHOLHI
DPRXQW

2SWLRQ
6HUYLFHOHYHOWDUJHWLQJ

6HUYLFHOHYHOVZKLFKSURYLGHD
UHVWULFWHGIORZEHORZWKHEDVLFOHYHO
DUHSURYLGHGDWQRFKDUJH7KRVHZLWK
KLJKHUVHUYLFHOHYHOVSD\WKHQRUPDO
WDULIIVH[FHSWIRUSRRUFRQVXPHUV
ZKRKLVWRULFDOO\KDYHKLJKVHUYLFH
OHYHOV

2SWLRQ
6HUYLFHOHYHOWDUJHWLQJ

5HTXLUHVDV\VWHPIRULGHQWLI\LQJ
WKRVHZKRUHTXLUHSRYHUW\UHOLHI

7DUJHWLQJWDNHVSODFHWKURXJK
VHOHFWLRQRIVHUYLFHOHYHOE\WKH
FRQVXPHU RUDXWKRULW\LQVRPH
FDVHV 

5HTXLUHVDELOOLQJV\VWHPWREHLQ
SODFHIRUDOOFRQVXPHUV

%HVWVXLWHGWROHVVFDSDFLWDWHG
PXQLFLSDOLWLHV

6XLWHGWRVLWXDWLRQVZLWKIHZHU
ODUJHUFRQVXPHUV6LPSOHWRDSSO\
IURPDQDFFRXQWLQJSRLQWRIYLHZ
(DV\WRLQWHJUDWHZLWKRWKHU
VHUYLFHVZKHUHD¶IUHHEDVLF
VHUYLFH·SROLF\LVEHLQJXVHG
5HTXLUHVDV\VWHPWRVHOHFWWKRVH
ZKRDUHWREHQHILWIURPSRYHUW\
UHOLHIPHDVXUHV5HTXLUHVDQ
HIIHFWLYHPHWHULQJELOOLQJDQG
FUHGLWFRQWUROV\VWHP

6XLWHGWRPXQLFLSDOLWLHVZLWKORZHU
FDSDFLW\DQGODUJHSURSRUWLRQRI
SRRUHUFRQVXPHUV7\SLFDOO\GRHVQRW
UHTXLUHDPHWHULQJDQGELOOLQJV\VWHP
IRUUHVWULFWHGIORZVHUYLFHOHYHOV

2QO\GHSHQGHQWRQIUHTXHQF\
GLVWULEXWLRQLISRYHUW\UHOLHILVWR
EHSDUWO\RUZKROO\IXQGHGIURP
ZDWHUDFFRXQW
2QO\UHOHYDQWLISRYHUW\UHOLHILVWR
EHIXQGHGIURPQRQUHVLGHQWLDO
FRQVXPHUV
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