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ELISSA Prior’s
phone started to
beep almost the
instant that she
realised her taps
were dry – again.

“Water out in our street,” con-
firmed a neighbour in her Observa-
tory WhatsApp group.

One by one, the messages
steadily flowed in. “No water pres-
sure,” read a second message. “No
water for two days at our house,”
revealed another, ominously.

In the past two weeks, some parts
of the hilly Joburg suburb, known
for its gracious old family homes,
have been hit by four successive
water outages, ostensibly because a
broken pipe cannot feed the local
reservoir.

Residents rallied together, as
they do. “We have water. Come fill
your bottles at our house if you need
to,” assured one resident.

Prior, a housewife, has been dip-
ping into her swimming pool to
wash dishes and flush toilets. Luck-
ily, she has a borehole for drinking
water – and is now, like many of her
neighbours, exploring how to con-
nect her underground water to her
plumbing system.

“Load shedding has almost pre-
pared us for emergencies,” she
offers. “We know our infrastructure
is creaky. People are not angry, but
more a little scared about this water
crisis. Even though we know there
are many communities that have
battled like this for years, to us it
almost feels like an apocalypse.”

Then, soberly, Prior adds: “It’s
not like load shedding. You can’t live
without water.”

Thirsty future

Like many South Africans, Prior
does have reason to be worried
about the country’s fragile water
future.

For years, water experts have
warned how a surging population,
economic growth and climate
change will bring severe water
shortages by 2025.

By then, the vital Limpopo River
Basin, for example, could face a
staggering 241 percent hike in
demand while the Department of
Water Affairs’ own reconciliation
strategies reveal how the demand
for water will “cause shortages over
time” in the threatened Vaal-
Olifants system within the next 30
years.

South Africa’s semi-arid climate
and its dramatic rainfall variability
don’t help – water is naturally scarce
with few freshwater sources.

And because more than 98 per-
cent of the country’s available water
has already been allocated to vari-
ous sectors, there’s little room left to
manoeuvre.

In many of South Africa’s water
systems, there are worrying signs of
dwindling flows and worsening
water quality, say experts.

“Deteriorating water quality is a
major threat and can render water
unfit for use,” explains Trevor
Balzer, a senior official at the depart-
ment.

Every year, the country loses
more than 800 million m3 because of
crumbling, inefficient infrastruc-
ture and poor water management.

To avert a catastrophic water dis-
aster, the government has acknowl-
edged it needs to spend R300bn over
the next few years, which is 100
times greater than the department’s
current budget.

South Africans must do
more. “My anecdotal evidence is
that we’re not preparing our lives as
if this water crisis wasn’t coming,”
says Lorenzo Fioramonti, a profes-
sor of political economy at the Uni-
versity of Pretoria. 

“We’re living under the illusion
that there will be water in the next
20 years. Water is our lifeblood – we
must stop squandering it.”

Dr Sharon Pollard, the executive
director of the Association for
Water and Rural Development, con-
curs. “South Africa does not – as a
collective – take water seriously
enough. It is our natural gold.”

Professor Anthony Turton, of
the Centre for Environmental Man-
agement at the University of the
Free State, believes the country is
facing a water crisis of “unprece-
dented proportions”.

Balzer says water managers have
successfully supported a strong
economy – and ongoing socio-eco-
nomic growth but to maintain the
water balance, “water needs to
remain high on the national
agenda”.

Crippling drought

“The fear that South Africa is vul-
nerable to water crisis (if not to one
major national crisis) is not unrea-
sonable,” Professor Mike Muller, of
the National Planning Commission
(NPC), told a gathering of the South
African Academy of Engineering
last year.

“There has been no major
drought for 20 years, much longer
than usual. We have extremely vari-
able weather and our cities depend
on extensive supply systems whose
vulnerabilities are not always well
understood.”

The epic drought has now struck
– leaving nearly 3 million people in
six provinces, including KwaZulu-
Natal, the Free State, North West
and Limpopo, parched, at least until
drought-busting rainfalls arrive
next autumn.

The dry spell, attributed to cli-
mate change and the El Niño
weather phenomenon, has also
“stressed” Gauteng’s water supplies,
says Balzer, but these are safe for the
“coming years”.

Droughts are not the culprit for
the country’s pressing water prob-
lems, argues Dr Chris Herold, fellow
of the South African Institute of
Civil Engineering.

“They are merely a fact of nature
that we need to plan for well in
advance and manage properly when
they occur.”

Its effects are blown out of pro-
portion by human failure. “The
implementation of essential infra-
structure was delayed until it was
too late. This was made worse by
poor drought management, often
simply by waiting too long to imple-
ment water restrictions.

“All this is overlaid by excessive
leaks that emptied our dams prema-
turely and continue to drain our
resources throughout the drought
years.”

The public is not innocent. “The
real damage is invisible – the
wastage before the drought that
forced us to start the drought with
reduced dam storage.”

Experts predict that severe
droughts will occur more often this
century. Christine Colvin, the head
of the Worldwide Fund for Nature
South Africa’s freshwater pro-
gramme, believes the drought could
signal the country’s new water

future.
“It’s kind of a testing ground for

us to learn – this is going to be the
new normal and we need to be able
to manage our way through this.

“We now have the opportunity to
reposition water at the centre of our
plans for economic development. 

“It’s about how we farm our land,
whether we set up a new coal mine
in Wakkerstroom, or frack the
Karoo… We can’t control our rain-
fall, but we can control what we do
in our catchments.”

The department’s National
Water Resources Strategy, released
in 2013, showed how 25 percent of
the country’s river ecosystems are
critically endangered while 48 per-
cent of wetlands are in danger of
being lost forever.

The document speaks of the need
to “stretch” available water, funding
and existing infrastructure “or the
country could face major social, eco-
nomic, environmental risks”.

“In many ways, South Africa is
simply not preparing itself collec-
tively to cope with a very different
future and this can be seen as a sys-
temic failure in many ways,” says
Pollard.

A hotter, drier future

Climate change and rising tempera-
tures could mean less water for irri-
gation and drinking.

And, as dry spells intensify, less
water is available to dilute waste-
water discharges and irrigation
return flows causing reduced water
quality and associated downstream
health risks to aquatic ecosystems,
notes the SA National Biodiversity
Institute.

Already, the department envis-

ages the dilution capacity of the
Vaal River to cease, depending on
rainfall levels, between this year
and 2019.

With climate change, dams may
effectively “lose” up to 50 percent of
their water, adds Pollard. “Let’s ask
ourselves if old-style approaches
such as storing water in a dam are
really the best intervention for a
very different future.”

Every South African is vulnera-
ble. “Not enough people imagine
the immense threat that increased
temperatures mean for agricultural
production and water security.”

Dr Mao Amis, who heads up the
African Centre for a Green Econ-
omy, agrees climate change will
worsen the country’s water prob-
lems. “But if we can fix the inade-
quacies in our systems, and monitor
them better, we’ll be more prepared
to address climate change.”

Fixing what’s broken

A staggering 37 percent. That’s how
much of South Africa’s high-value,
drinkable water is vanishing
through leaking pipes, dripping taps
and other infrastructure failures
every year, according to the depart-
ment’s National Water Resources
Strategy. It’s a R7 billion problem.

That’s why the department has
started to train the first of 15 000
plumbers and artisans in its ambi-
tious “war on leaks” programme.

Dr Marius Claasen, the principal
researcher for resource specific sci-
entific measures at the Council for
Scientific and Industrial Research,
says while South Africa has built the
infrastructure to get water where
it’s needed, it has not spent the same
money on maintaining water infra-

structure. “It’s in a poor state.
There’s significant risk of it failing
and causing interruptions to serv-
ice.”

Herold agrees: “We can easily
stretch our resources for decades,
simply by curtailing water leakage
and reducing wasteful usage.”

He wants the government to
“Eskom-proof” water supply sys-
tems, wondering how it will handle
a potential collapse of Eskom’s grid.

Eskom’s own estimates peg the
risk at 5-10 percent during the next
five years. “One such occurrence in
Gauteng could flatten our national
economy”.

Water, water, and not a drop
to drink
The country’s scarcity of water
is compounded by pollution and
waste of surface and groundwater,
warns an EU environmental outlook
report prepared in 2013.

“Many water resources are pol-
luted by industrial effluents, domes-
tic and commercial sewage, acid-
mine drainage (AMD), agricultural
run-off and litter. As many of these
pollution sources are spread out
across the country, it is difficult to
estimate the magnitude of the pollu-
tion problem.”

Pollard worries about the risks to
ecosystems as well as human
health. “Some of the most vulnera-
ble people are those that are directly
dependent on their surrounding
environment to make ends meet –
for water and heating.

“Just the deterioration in water
quality of the Olifants River, for
example, means that water contam-
inated by heavy metals – some 160
times higher than maximum allow-

able levels – is being used for drink-
ing and crop watering. It doesn’t
take much to imagine the impacts
on health and early childhood devel-
opment.”

Pollution comes at another
price. Mariette Liefferink, of the
Federation for a Sustainable Envi-
ronment, says the current treatment
of AMD flowing from abandoned
mines releases about 100 million
litres of neutralised water a day into
the Vaal and Crocodile river systems
that require 400 million litres of
expensive potable water from the
Lesotho Highlands Scheme to
reduce high salinity.

“The loss of drinking water to
the public is due to the unwilling-
ness of the department to enforce its
own legislation and enforcement of
the polluter pays principle.”

The government, too, is a big pol-
luter. The most recent Green Drop
status report – the long-awaited 2013-
14 edition, along with the Blue Drop
report, was due for public release in
September – showed how nearly half
of the country wastewater treat-
ment works were in a critical state.

A DA parliamentary question
last month revealed 90 of the coun-
try’s wastewater treatment works
were high risk. 

Contamination from sewage,
says Turton, “is volumetrically the
largest risk with the biggest foot-
print likely to be worsened by high-
water temperatures and reduced
natural flows as the El Niño drought
intensifies across the country”.

Up to 75 percent of the country’s
dams are contaminated by sewage,
he says. “A staggering 4 292ml/d
(millilitres per day) of partially
treated sewage flows directly into
our rivers and dams.”

Water-shedding

In a Business Day article, Fioramonti
wrote earlier this year how
eThekwini municipality took the
unprecedented decision of asking
residents and holidaymakers to
drastically reduce their water
consumption to avoid systemic
cutbacks. In the catastrophic 4-year
drought in California, lawmakers
have cut water by 25 percent, telling
citizens that the “days of watering
your green lawn are in the past”.

How then can South Africa, with
its “frail economy” and “ageing
infrastructure”, escape the same
fate? Given the scale of the country’s
water problems, it’s to be expected,
says Pollard.

“Nearly 70 percent of our 19
catchments are either in water
deficit or approaching this situa-
tion. We’re in for a very dry season
certainly up until the end of the
year. Is this likely to mean water
shedding? In some form or other, it
does seem likely.”

Water and Sanitation Minister
Nomvula Mokonyane tells the Sat-
urday Star: “We will not reach water
shedding. It’s water restrictions
we’re having.”

Turton agrees. “With water we
don’t have a central national sup-
plier and series of blocks controlled
by single switches. It’s impossible to
switch one block off to balance
demand with supply. We cannot
switch off Sandton to give Randburg
water.” 

Jay Bhagwan, who heads the
water use division at the Water
Research Commission, doesn’t buy
it. “Terms such as water shedding
and water crisis are sensation-
driven. Tell me of 100 people that
died yesterday because of thirst?
Yes, we have concerns, such as how
demand is outstripping supply.”

Finding new ways of
managing water
Investing in ecological infrastruc-
ture, such as healing wetlands and
rehabilitating tainted rivers guaran-
tees future water supplies, says
Colvin. She explains how 8 percent
of the country’s land area receives
most of its rainfall, generating half
of river flow. “Some are threatened
by forestry and agriculture and the
proliferation of coal mines in
Mpumalanga.”

Fioramonti, who has invested in
a rainwater harvesting system for
his family – and believes such sys-
tems should be compulsory – says
South Africans must rally behind a
new water vision. “It’s not just about
people being without water, or the
wrong system of governance. 

“It’s about people creating new
models of water management that
could be an inspiration – at a house-
hold, community, and state level.”

Efficient water use should be
praised through lower tariffs and
tax breaks while water loss should
be punished, he argues.

The department agrees it needs
to “increase the water mix” by using
groundwater, rainwater harvesting,
return flows and packaged desalina-
tion plants. 

“All citizens,” says Balzer, “must
understand and appreciate the
importance of water.”

Changing consumer
behaviour
“We are among the most water-
stressed environments in the world
and there’s an inequitable distribu-
tion of water throughout our land,”
says Bhagwan. “But we continue to
consume water on the basis that
water is plentiful… that as long as
we build dams and pipe it to our
homes, the problem’s solved.

“Water is so cheap… people think
they can abuse it. Politically, water
tariffs were set up to protect the
rights of the poor to have access to
water, but the rich are benefiting.

“Average consumption in mid-
income households is between 350 to
400-plus litres per capita a day. 

“Some of the most efficient coun-
tries in the developed world sit at
about 180 litres per capita per day.”

Building more dams delays prob-
lems for 15 years. 

“If you want long-term security,
you have to bring behaviour change.
Now that gives you another 300
years of water security,” explains
Bhagwan.

● Read about rainwater harvest-
ing and how some South African
households are going off-the-water
grid in The Sunday Independ-
ent tomorrow.
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WATER RESOURCE-STRESSED TOWNS
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WHEN THE TAPS RUN DRY: We are heading for more droughts and a hotter, drier future, predict water experts. PICTURE: PABALLO THEKISO
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WATER CRISIS

‘We face a 
water crisis of
unprecedented
proportions’


