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Research findings and conclusions

The outcome of The Water Dialogues-South Africa is not the product of a typical research
endeavour, but of a research and dialogue process. After agreeing on research design and
the selection of researchers, its Working Group reviewed researchers’ findings in an extensive
dialogue process based on an agreed Code of Conduct. Drawing on a wide spectrum of data
gathered in the three initial case study areas of Ugu, iLembe, and Bushbuckridge, stakeholders
sifted through numerous empirical findings and agreed on three main focal areas.  When the
next five case studies were completed, namely Chris Hani, Maluti-a-Phofung, Johannesburg,
Cape Town and uThukela, the Working Group reviewed their findings to expand and strengthen
conclusions in the three initial areas.  For this report, they have been summarised under four
headings: public participation and politics; accountability and regulation; service levels, financing
and affordability; and institutional approach. The full reports on the eight case studies, as well
as the cross-cutting issues document, are available on the WD-SA website through
www.waterdialogues.org. A DVD on the findings and the case studies can also be viewed on
the website.

1. Public participation and politics

Having struggled through years of unequal power relations under apartheid, the new government
embedded consultation and participation throughout its legislation and policies. Yet evidence
from the case studies shows that consultation and public participation are not happening as they
should. Too often the emphasis is on consultation alone, a one-way communication that is used
as a mere rubber stamping of decisions already made. Again and again the inability to facilitate
meaningful participation is evidenced, which jeopardises appropriate decision-making and the
sustainability of services. As a result, levels of service-delivery protests have escalated.

On-going, two-way communication about tariffs, billing systems, repairs and maintenance, and
the rights of users is important. Case studies show not only the frustration that builds up if there is
poor or no communication with users, but also a growth in user despondency, apathy and distrust
of authorities. This can lead to unauthorised connections or the return to infected, “traditional”
water sources; non-reporting of broken infrastructure; increased conflict with neighbours; and a
resistance to metering and payment.

Effective participation means that all participants must be informed and must hear and respect
the viewpoints of others, so that together they can make decisions that meet the specific needs,
within the realities and constraints of the situation. Participation is the cornerstone of accountability,
in which officials, politicians and users all have a responsibility to ensure the decisions are sound,
workable and abided by.

1.1 Municipalities need to create space for ongoing processes of grassroots participation.

From all of the case studies, it is clear that existing mechanisms of participation are inadequate.
New initiatives that recognise that participation is an ongoing process, such as the Citizens’ Voice
project or regular local dialogues, should be supported with the aim of being instituted. While
ward councillors have an obligation to engage with and mobilise communities, municipalities
need to create space for people at the grassroots level to engage. It is evident that many ward
committees are not fulfilling the role envisaged for them, leaving citizens with inadequate fora for
local planning and communication with their elected representatives. All stakeholders are equally
important to the process and carry responsibility for ensuring sharing of information, adherence
to the rules of engagement, building consensus around agreed workable solutions and feeding
back to their respective constituents. In this way trust can be built, which is the basis for working
partnerships.

1.2 Participation needs to be embraced as a cornerstone of sustainability, not an
optional “extra”. Facilitating public participation is a skill that needs to be internalised.
Currently, participation is seen as delaying delivery, particularly by technicians and engineers.
However, not incorporating participation actually compromises service delivery. Users understand
the local complexities and bring local knowledge, which is critical to any
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7 WD-SA produced a Cross Cutting Issues Document that lists all cross-cutting issues and provides examples from each case study to
support them. Not only is this a useful resource document for practitioners and researchers looking at specific issues, but it also shows
how the WD-SA outcome is based on evidence.
 All of these points are summarised in a cross-cutting issues document and the dialogues are captured in formal proceedings. There
are a range of additional findings and data that were not used by the Working Group in this synthesis, but may be of interest to future
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informed decision-making. Their voices, concerns and ideas must
be heard. For example, infrastructure construction usually goes
ahead, but down the line, if not appropriate, service delivery falls
apart. Or inadequate discussion with users means that facilities
are poorly positioned or the financial expectations of the provider
are not supported. This calls for a shift in focus from immediate
delivery goals toward a longer-term perspective and a recognition
of all the factors that will ensure sustainability.
To improve participation, at the municipal level, it is necessary to
grapple with a range of reasons for inadequate participation,
including:

Poor facilitation of participatory processes can be disastrous,
resulting in false expectations, miscommunication and increased
frustration of participants.

Facilitation is a skill. It is vital to ensure that councillors, community
representatives and the responsible officials are committed to
participation and that they acquire these skills. To be able to
commit, they first need to fully understand the value of participation.

1.3 Public education on service provision and processes is essential
to improving users’ understanding of both their rights and
responsibilities.

The cases show that public education around service provision
and processes is needed in order for local stakeholders to build
their understanding of their rights and reciprocal responsibilities.
It is only when participants are well informed that any meaningful
agreements and decisions can be reached.

Councillors have a particular role to play in ensuring informed
decision-making and bridging of the communication gap between
the municipality and the public. Too many councillors fail to engage
with their constituents or share information. Councillors are the
elected representatives of their people, but all too often see
themselves as more accountable to their political principals than
to the people who elected them. Equally, they are often the ones
responsible for raising false hopes and making decisions that are
technically unsustainable in order to curry favour.

the perception of government that civil society brings problems
not solutions;
the perception that participatory processes take too much
time and hold up delivery;
lack of skills to facilitate meaningful engagement with users;
time constraints and work pressures; the time and resources
required are not factored into the job, so it is seen as an
unwanted addition;
poorly functioning ward councils;
ill-informed councillors and lack of communication between
them and officials, resulting in mixed messages; and
lack of credibility of councillors.

“We do not believe
that anything will
change as a result
of the research;
nothing will happen
now or in the
near future.
When there are
problems, we make
sure that we report
them, but we do not
expect much.
Who are we to keep
on complaining?”

Etete community member,
Ilembe District Municipality

Community Voices



1.4 A new style and approach to managing water at the local level is key to identifying and
implementing sustainable solutions.

The WD-SA process illustrates how to create a forum for participation and learning amongst
stakeholders. A new style and approach to managing water services is needed: a style that draws
on the experience, expertise and perspectives of stakeholders, and is driven by agreed governance
values, making it possible to take into account the rights, economic realities and location of users,
as well as the geography and availability of water. This is particularly important in deciding on
workable solutions and the ongoing management of water services at the local level.

Proposed actions
Proposed action: New initiatives should be instituted that recognise that participation is an ongoing
process, such as the Citizens’ Voice project and regular local dialogues. These processes demonstrate
how to leverage participation for collaboration, improved delivery, conflict resolution and change:
what was done through WD-SA was comprehensively different from the typical approach of water
practitioners, and can be shared for replication, including identifying training in participatory
methods and facilitation. While ward councillors have an obligation to engage with and mobilise
communities, municipalities need to create space for people at the grassroots level to engage.
It is evident that many ward committees are not fulfilling the role envisaged for them, leaving
citizens with inadequate forums for local planning and communication with their elected
representatives.

Proposed action: Water Services Development Plans (WSDPs) should be required to incorporate
planning around public participation, and annual reports must describe how this is carried out on
an ongoing basis.

Proposed action:  Municipal Infrastructure Grant (MIG) funding to municipalities that require
capacity mobilisation should be conditional on ensuring civil society oversight of how MIG-related
projects are planned, implemented and maintained.

Proposed action: Training should be rolled out to councillors, community representatives and the
responsible officials. It is vital to ensure that they are committed to participation and acquire these
skills. To be able to commit, they first need to fully understand the value of participation. WD-SA
members (in particular civil society organisations) could assist in identifying, facilitating or undertaking
the training of public participation facilitators.

Proposed action: Initiatives should be supported that promote on-going awareness and provide
education on water services to councillors, users and the public at large.

2. Accountability and regulation
We need to consider “enhanced accountability”, which requires systemic changes including
contracts between WSAs and WSPs – or through alternative mechanisms when authority and the
provider are the same; adequate monitoring and flexibility to respond to a changing environment;
and an improved Section 78 process.

Enhanced accountability also requires that commonly-agreed values inform all practice and that
participation is maximised. Participation by communities in the service area, civil society organisations,
municipalities and other relevant stakeholders should happen in a transparent manner in pursuit
of common goals on water and sanitation provision, where the viewpoints of different stakeholders
are sought and respected.

2.1 All providers, regardless of whether they are internal or external, need to have defined
performance objectives, plans and targets specified in performance agreements. Performance
against these agreements must be monitored, and providers must be held to account. Existing
monitoring and reporting processes by different departments need to be streamlined.

Public sector arrangements are often characterised by a great degree of fluidity in planning and
attaining of delivery commitments. More formalised contracts tend to go to the other extreme,
in that they bind parties to precise commitments and deliverables which often lack flexibility (other
than set periods to renegotiate contractual terms). However, they do force people to establish
a baseline, which is useful in measuring progress.
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9Although WD-SA is not in the position to endorse any single initiative, CTGA may wish to consider insitutionalising the Councillor
Development Programme initiated by DWAF through Mvula, and localising it through SALGA. The materials could be shared and
training of educators undertaken. Those currently facilitating the programme could assist with awareness/education courses and
training of trainers to ensure local ability to take over.
See Appendix 2. Accountability, transparency, and the duty to consult or negotiate with communities and trade unions is not just
contained in this legislation but throughout South African legislation.

10

9

10



17

Whatever the institutional arrangement, it is important that WSPs
are held accountable by clear performance indicators, with roles,
responsibilities and resources clearly assigned. This forces providers
and regulating authorities to create a baseline that serves as a
transparent measure of service provision. Above all, it is essential
that regular performance assessments are carried out against that
baseline, to track progress in meeting defined objectives, targets
and goals.

In almost all areas, providers referred to WSDPs produced by
consultants years earlier. To be used effectively, WSDPs would need
to be a living and used plan, into which interested parties make
input and against which they hold municipalities accountable.
One of the reasons many municipal officials did not appear to use
WSDPs actively, was the demands placed on them to respond to
a plethora of reporting requirements. Annual reports against the
WSDPs are equally important to assess whether municipal year-to-
year roll-out of operations is in line with or has diverged from the
municipality’s strategic plans. Without this, five-year plans can too
easily become irrelevant to the day-to-day operations of service
delivery by municipal departments.

2.2 It is critically important to have effective oversight and regulatory
capacity to manage and monitor contracts and to ensure that
commitments are binding. Without this, any form of delegation or
outsourcing will be risky to the municipality, as it remains responsible
for ensuring effective service delivery.

While municipal officials may outsource to address an urgent
problem, WD-SA research showed the need for caution in how
outsourcing is handled. Using an external contractor may extend
municipal capacity, however the municipality must remain
responsible for monitoring performance and ensuring that services
are delivered effectively.

Unless there is monitoring and enforcement of contracts, they are
unlikely to hold the organisation contracted accountable in the
interest of society, but give a false perception of accountability.
A major concern is that the nominal existence of a regulator can
provide a formal cover for unregulated activity. Effective regulation
requires high-level political support but relative autonomy from
political interference; committed, high calibre staff; and authority
over providers. A common risk is that of a “captive regulator”, in
which the regulator is co-opted to serve other interests.

2.3 Innovative mechanisms are needed for municipal officials to
engage public participation. Government and civil society need
to develop shared expectations and commitments as a basis for
enhanced accountability.

Most municipal officials claim to be supportive of public
participation, but this often masks a dismissive attitude toward
public participation as complicating and slowing down a technical
mission. This stems from the tension between what the policy states
and what the government demands and holds them accountable
for. As a result, municipal communication and interaction with
communities is typically poor, contributing to unsustainable systems.
For example, in most study cases, responses to service breakdown
complaints were found to be very slow, if forthcoming at all. Lack
of municipal communication can also reflect a fear of admitting
that systems are not working and having to confront users’ frustration.
Where there is a lack of provider capacity to meet demands,
communication is even more critical.

Until there is some “social compact” on shared expectations and
commitments between government and civil society, municipal
officials may remain fearful or alienated and users may remain
frustrated, dissatisfied or angry. Users need to be part of the planning
and decision-making processes that affect them. Mechanisms
such as a delivery or “consumer charter”, negotiated with users

“We have decided
to live as we did in
the past life when
we did not have any
water, electricity.
We are not getting
anything from our
government and the
Municipality keeps
on promising
through the
Councillor. The
Izinduna calls only
Imbizos and no
service delivery
meetings.”

          Umthimude
           community member,
           Ugu District

Municipality:

Community Voices
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and then independently monitored, are a starting point for
accountability to take root. The challenge is that providers and
users must feel that expectations are fair in order to be willing
to accept their respective responsibilities. It is difficult to establish
accountability in cases where municipalities lack capacity to
deliver on their legislative responsibilities, and users do not have
an adequate level of service to accept the responsibility to
care for infrastructure.

Users’ willingness to embrace their own responsibility is directly
related to the history of the area and culture of participation.
In other words, if people feel involved in service-delivery priorities
and choices, implementation planning and oversight, ongoing
monitoring of the service provision and have a sense of agency,
there is a basis for such accountability. Users’ accountability is
often related to the degree to which they understand how
services work, what their rights and responsibilities are, level of
service provided, their expectations of government nationally
and locally, and how that engenders a sense of ownership and
responsibility in which people become accountable.

Proposed actions
Proposed action: Within the overall Water Services Regulation
Strategy, the work of the South African Local Government
Association’s (SALGA’s) benchmarking exercise needs to be
formalised and standards adopted. Participating WSAs need
to establish “independent” compliance units that have the
adequate size, skill, seniority of staff and political support to
operate effectively, whether the municipality is the provider or
not. Lesser capacitated WSAs must monitor their service provision
and be supported to fully take on the regulatory function, even
if incrementally.

Proposed action: Systems to ensure community-based monitoring
should be instituted, as those who are on the ground are best
placed to vigilantly watch and report on what is happening.
These systems must link into municipal oversight processes, in
order to facilitate critical verification processes.

Proposed Action:  DWA should explore and consider the
institutionalisation of water committees or other local groupings
such as user platforms when revising the Water Services Act.

Proposed action: Customer or service charters, or preferably
social compacts, should be drawn up between the municipality
and users, in which the rights and responsibilities, commitments
and obligations, of both parties should be spelled out. They
should be attainable and as specific as possible, recognising
that they can be re-negotiated as circumstances change.
Monitoring and regular communication on progress against
these agreements is essential. Mechanisms are also needed to
enforce such charters or social compacts. In particular, redress
mechanisms are critical to ensure municipal responsiveness to
non-compliance.

3. Service levels, financing, and affordability
3.1 The majority of officials and users agreed that operations
and maintenance were a growing problem in most cases.

The political emphasis nationally has been on the extension of
infrastructure for basic water services to meet ambitious targets,
which has been prioritised over ongoing functioning of quality
services.

Belfast community
member, Bushbuckridge
Local Municipality

“Many people died in
the cholera outbreak.
This outbreak cannot
be blamed on the
poor people coming
from neighbouring
countries - it was due
to lack of proper
water provision and
sanitation services.”

Community Voices






















