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Local authorities need to promote efficient water use more aggressively says Minister Sonjica
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Water will always remain a scarce resource in South Africa, it is a semi-arid country with a national rainfall average of 450 mm well below the international average of 860 mm. Being a water scarce country and one of the 30 driest countries on earth we all have a responsibility to conserve our water resources. Local authorities are pivotal in the long-term management of our water resources. They have the scope to put in place comprehensive strategies to address our water use. 

My Department has been partnering with local authorities and water authorities to address unaccounted-for water.  Among the technical measures that have made significant differences have been a network of meters, and the reduction of pressure in the mains.  We have also had significant successes in pilot projects in Tembisa, Kayelitsha and other areas, where we have had teams of “community plumbers” addressing the fixing of leaks.

Many of the houses of our poor have what can be termed “apartheid plumbing” – metal pipes that are laid in cement, and corrode.  Where this happens on the user’s side of the meter, they are then being asked to pay for water that they have not used.  When you are poor, this can fuel a breakdown in civil obedience.  These leak-fixing projects not only create employment opportunities, but have been shown to have a considerable benefit in saving water.  Some of the pilots have also used the presence of the community plumbers to address other water-use practices in the home, including the changing of inefficient toilets.

There has been much progress since democracy in promoting equity, efficiency and sustainability in the setting of water tariffs.  The old practices of subsidising the big users (who are usually the rich) are fast fading.  The concept of free basic water is having a significant impact.  The escalating block-rate tariffs are still perhaps too lenient on the big users in many areas, and we have yet to formulate effective and equitable user-pays tariffs for agriculture and industry.  Much can be achieved through progressive tariffs.  

The pilot work done in Durban over the past decade, using “yard-tanks” as an alternative to stand-pipes, has yet to be mainstreamed.  Durban has achieved exceptional efficiencies in terms of capital costs, on-going operational and maintenance costs, health benefits, conservation of water, options for using water optimally and dignity for water users, by putting a 200-litre “yard-tank” in the homes of each family in settlements – rather than having them fetch water from a stand-pipe within 200 metres of their home.  In their studies, they also found that water fetched in buckets was unsafe for human consumption within a few hours of collection.

An area where local authorities could profitably considerably is the retrofitting of water-consumptive fittings.  This will require a national strategy developed by my Department, to get the economy of scale benefits.  This relates particularly to bathroom and toilet fittings, where the returns on investment may be many times greater than the costs of generating additional water.  In the USA, for example, the energy companies have found it profitable to give low-flow showerheads to consumers, for the energy savings alone.

During this Water Week I urge all local authorities to put in place the necessary programmes and projects to aggressively promote efficient water use.
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