“Free Water” as Commodity:
The Paradoxes of Durban’s Water Service Transformabns

by Alex Loftus

In September 2002, an article in the Johannesbumg&y Times declared a “torrent
of praise for water man” Neil Macleod—the executilmector of eThekwini Water
Services (eTWS).The paper went on to extol his tremendous effamtsingenuity
“in turning around Durban’s water woes” (Horner 2DGThekwini Municipality’s
own publication, METRObeat, “saluted” Macleod ansl department for having
transformed the city’s crumbling water network da¥ing ensured that “Durban
leads the way in providing one of the most basaessities of life: water”
(METRObeat, October 2002). Both articles were meek@ponses to an award
presented to Macleod by the US National Geogramiaigazine, along with the
enormous praise he had received from both the S&futtan government and other
international agencies from around the world. Stsidiy the Water, Engineering and
Development Centre (WEDC) at Loughborough Univgr@®DG 2000), Palmer
Development Group (DWAF 2001) and the World BankO®) have also marvelled

at the municipal utility.

Praise is normally directed at the utility’s visiand dynamism in responding to the
needs of the urban poor whilst simultaneously baiolg to recover costs (Durban is

said to be 93% effective at full cost recovery (DW2001)) and reduce overall

! eThekwini Municipality came into being followinge amalgamation of former tribal land into the
Durban Metropolitan Area on December 5, 2000. Thtke functional name given to the entity many
people still refer to as Durban. Durban Metro W&ervices has thus become eThekwini Water
Services.



demand for water. To some extent there has becometking of a cult of the

Durban example and the individual at its helm. Bath seen to be offering hope to
other public sector providers around the worldnfany, they seem to provide
evidence that the state is not the unresponsivesdur talked of by neoliberal
analysts. Instead, it can innovate, modernise aspland to consumer concerns whilst
simultaneously being efficient, cost-conscious asehlly austere. To some, it has

become the ideal commercialised public utility.

Whilst accepting many of the positive gains thatehtaken place in Durban, this
chapter goes beneath the sheen to reveal the ésbulaiters below. | argue, in
particular, that the introduction of the free basater policy within the city has
paradoxically been a mixed blessing. While guamintea minimum amount of water
per month to all households, the free water pdiiay also resulted in a rise in the
surveillance of supplies and the imposition of sevestrictions to the amount a
family is able to consume. This situation has bgreatly exacerbated by the
structural constraints in which the municipalityds itself. On the one hand the
commercialisation of the city’s bulk supplier (Darbbuys all its supplies of water
from Umgeni Water—a former water board—which subeedly has an enormous
influence over the final costs of water in the tapnd on the other the haunting
spectre of privatisation have had a profound infieeon the shape and direction of
eThekwini Water Service’s policies. Thus, twin logi—one paternalistic, the other
commercial—run through all new developments withurban’s water services. As
these logics intertwine and diverge they threabetedr apart what seems on the

surface to be a step towards greater equity iistiage of a free basic water policy.



The research is based on in-depth case studibsai@ tontrasting but neighbouring
areas of the city—KwaMashu, Mzinyathi and InandaalKlashu is a large township
constructed from the early 1960s after the evictibfamilies from Cato Manor. Its
formal layout has been serviced with water fromtthie of construction. Inanda is a
large informal settlement, comprising 33 distinatrenunities. It brims with political
history and had a strong and autonomous anti-agidrifouth movement in the late
1980s which was targeted by both the Inkatha Freg@arty and the apartheid
authorities (see Hemson 1996). Here, water seraeebeing introduced at differing
levels of service, from standpipes to householdheotions. Mzinyathi lies on the
banks of the Inanda dam and consists of dispemewirmud huts. Individual ground
tanks (one of the municipality’s supposed innovaiaiscussed later) have been
introduced since 2001. All three areas have extiehigh levels of unemployment

and poverty.

In KwaMashu, three community workshops were heleravater issues in Section C
of the township. These were structured as focuspnaterviews with participants
discussing their ability to access water, how liais changed historically and how
they felt it could be transformed in the futureat@ was opened up for as much
participation as possible and the meetings endedtiupn by the issues highlighted
by participants. All responses were summarisedeaend of the workshops and they
were followed up with in-depth household interviewslnanda, community
workshops were held in Amaoti, Bhambayi and Amagék#gain these were
followed up with in-depth household interviews.Mizinyathi, households were
randomly sampled in an area recently targeted avilrge water project and in-depth

interviews conducted with members of the househloldsy there. The number of



participants in the community workshops ranged ffdty in KwaMashu to ten in
Bhambayi. In all five areas (including the thrednanda), at least twenty follow up
household interviews were conducted. | also inereid the councillors of all these
areas and when possible met with the ward comrsitiad civic organisations or
development forums currently operating in the ar@#so integrated some random
individual sampling in each area, conducting inmg at standpipes and interviews
with next-door neighbours of those who had begheatommunity workshops rather
than the actual participants in some cases. Suplry interviews were conducted
with senior managers at eThekwini Water Servicesveithin the municipal

bureaucracy.

This range of techniques gives a particularly dediapicture of what residents feel
about their water services. This is in marked @sttto much of the media spin which
relied on interviews with a few senior managersTa/'S. | begin, however, with the
media’s spin on Durban’s successes to provide #mewf what are, undeniably,

some of the important service delivery gains tlaatehbeen made in the city.

Durban’s “Spin”

Durban Metro Water Services is widely understooldaee been one of the pioneers,
if not the pioneer of the free basic water policy in Southigsf. In a press statement
issued on October 13, 2000, soon after PresideekNbannouncement of the
government’s intention of providing free water toheuseholds, the Minister for
Water Affairs, Ronnie Kasrils, highlighted Durbasi@ne of the best case examples,

offering hope to other municipalities throughoutu8oAfrica. Kasrils stated that



Durban proved the feasibility of Free Basic Watéilst simultaneously showing that
such a radical policy could make sound financiaksgKasrils 2000a).

The development of this policy in Durban now seémisave become a part of
international water folkloré having been recounted in several research reports
(Macleod 1997, PDG 2000, DWAF 2001, World Bank 20&dd having been told so
many times to budding researchers by the main goaoiats it is difficult to detach
real fact from embellished fact. In retrospectieEsleod and others are keen to
stress, one of the key moments in the beginnirigusban’s journey to a free water
policy was the development of a ground tank systemformal areas. This allowed a
fixed amount of water (200 litres per householdqsgy) to be delivered at a relatively
low cost to shack areas in the municipality. Ihlyiaresidents were charged for the
service but the municipality soon realised thatdbst of charging individual
households outweighed the revenue generated. Itheasfore cheaper to provide the

service for free.

Looking at the rest of the municipality and thetsasvolved in disconnecting
households, it was judged on both the grounds @i@uic efficiency and universal
fairness that the service should be extended mwpaBumers within the municipality
(interview, Reg Bailey, September 5, 2002; inteawi®om Magubane September 9,
2002). Thus, six kilolitres per household per mai2@0 litres per day), fixed by the
size of the ground tank (and based on an earlgnasti of the amount of water used
by the average household in an informal settlemsetame the fixed free water

figure in Durbart

2 At various water seminars in Oxford, | have fouinis to be one of the first points around which
others will engage, several already having camigdresearch on the free water story.

% It soon became the target for municipalities tigfmut South Africa. It is worth commenting at this
stage on the level of the free basic water allowaki¢hereas it has some bearing on an early



Durban has been keen to innovate medium- and lolwdptions for the provision of
water to poorer areas of the city. It has experie@dmwith water kiosks, water bailiffs,
ground tanks, semi-pressure systems, flow limitiagices, flow restricting devices
and free water standpipes. Not all of these arenrgrown” Durban developments;
however, the large number of technological expentsattest to the dynamism of
individuals within the company (many cite Macleodision, although Macleod
himself is keen to point to the “inventiveness'fafmer Director, Roy Pinkerton).
They are also, perhaps, a sign of the austereamagnt in which the utility is forced
to operate. | will discuss the constraints impdsgthe bulk supplier, Umgeni Water,
later in this paper but it is worth noting herettthee pressure to reduce costs, recover
costs, lower demand and extend the network to iogtlgreas has forced eTWS to

innovate.

Another “technical” solution to water provision haesen the introduction of a more
progressive block tariff on water prices. The eatrtariff structure (calculated over a

30 day period) is outlined in Table 1.

calculation of the needs of residents in an infdree&tlement, it should in no way be assumed tiat t
needs of all residents in formal township are #mae. As Arrighi (1970, 211) writes, “the terms
‘necessities’ or ‘subsistence’ are not to be urtdersin an exclusively physiological sense: peage
used to what they consume and ‘discretionary’ cofgion items can, with the mere passage of time,
become necessities whose consumption is indispknsalyhether six kilolitres (KI) per month
provides sufficient water for the “physiologicaltads of many residents is itself debatable, but it
certainly does not fulfil the socially defined neeaf the majority of those interviewed.



Table 1: Charges in Rand/kl of water consumed as of July 2003

Monthly Ground tank. | Roof tank. Domestic. Industrial,

Consumption Low Semi-pressure Full commercial.
pressure. system. pressure. and other users

Okl to 6Kkl nil nil nil 5.72

from 6Kkl to 30kl n/a 3.81 5.72 5.72

more than 30k n/a 11.45 11.45 5.72

fixed charge nil nil 0-44.71 39.22-4,471.08

Partly through such a tariff mechanism, the citg haen able to reduce and stabilise
demand for water at 1995 levels. It has also béénta extend the network to
100,000 new households through both the groundaadksemi-pressure tank system
(Horner 2002, METRObeat 2003, interview, Neil MadeMarch 26, 2003). eTWS
also replaced much of the decaying network in ttyesdownships, thereby
dramatically reducing unaccounted for water. In seetion of KwaMashu, daily
consumption was reduced from 25,000 kilolitres Tg@0O0 kilolitres per day because
of the improvements to infrastructure and the tingeof illegal connections

(METRODbeat).

Macleod has likened the process to a “military apen” (Horner 2002), a metaphor
that seems particularly apt when one considers sdrtiee measures the municipality
has gone to in ensuring that all those who befrefih the improved service abide by
its payment plans. The municipality’'s METRObeat |mation referred to the
operation as “plugging the flow”—another pertinebservation for those who have

had their supplies “plugged” to a volume far lowean they were once receiving.



Interestingly, eTWS’ innovative approach has ameived the attention of private
sector providers. From 1998, French multinationafew provider Vivendi has been
engaged in two phases of a trisector partnership @liWsS, originally under the
Business Partners for Development KwaZulu Nataltgatoject (see Lumsden and
Loftus 2003). Although Vivendi’s initial hope of igeng a contract out of their
dealings with the municipality was clearly onelod imain motivations for the
partnership, the knowledge it is gaining from wackiwith eTWS in informal areas is
also now seen as a major commercial asset in lgddimcontracts in other cities in
the South. There is also clearly more than a smragtef good public relations to be

gained from such a “benevolent” venture.

Beneath the Spin—From Disconnections to Restrictian

Having outlined some of the progressive steps DuHzes been able to make in
improving water access for the urban poor, | tuwwmo some of the serious problems
being experienced by households in the case-stgdgalhe central theme running
through this discussion is the pressure being glacehouseholds to restrict their
water supply. In spite of the free water policy,nm&ouseholds have amassed large
water payment arrears and continue to receive laitigefrom the municipality. The
harsh response from the municipality towards thvase have consumed more than
they can afford is then couched in terms of “hapiamilies to regulate their own
household supplies by reducing their bills. Becqus® families tend to be those who
have problems paying their water bills, these i&ste measures have, almost

without exception, been targeted at the poor.



As with most other municipalities across South édyiwater disconnections have
provoked some of the greatest post-apartheid nesamtin the country (McDonald
and Pape 2002). In Durban, the problem of discdiomescame to light dramatically
in a court case between the Durban Transitionaldpetitan Council and Christina
Manquele. With assistance from the newly-formedc@oned Citizens Forum,
Manquele, a 35-year-old mother of seven from Chatdwargued that the Council’s
disconnection of her water supply was a breacheofight to water as enshrined in
the 1997 Water Services Act. The case went to ao@D01 and at first, with the
municipality being ordered to reinstate Manquele&er supply, it looked like she
would win her case. However, in its final judgemehé court argued that because
she had “chosen” not to limit herself to the Colisdree water allowance and,
moreover, had tried to reconnect illegally, Manguehd forgone any right to water.
Immediately after the case, the municipality stated even though it had won and
thereby ensured its right to be able to disconniatyuld not disconnect supplies any
more but would merely restrict individual houselsold the free basic allowance

through the installation of flow restrictors oritklers”.

The situation is now somewhat blurred. Several ébokls visited during the course
of this research (and a Primary School in Inandalephysically disconnected from

the water supply for non-payment at the time ofrdrearch (January to May 2003).
Repeatedly, however, when | followed these casesitlpeither the management at
eThekwini Water Services or with the internal dép@&nt responsible for “account

management”, they argued this was impossible—ti#fdaad been instructed to

* The case is well documented in Ashwin Des#s Are the Poor§2002). See also
http://www.communitylawcentre.org.za/localgov/btilR001/2001_1_manquele.php



insert restrictors and not disconnedto avoid undue criticism, however, | will
assume these disconnections are anomalies. Thialsalallow me to enter into a

more in depth discussion of the effects of ther&i@ipolicy of restricting supplies.

Since the development of a free water policy, eTWdS channelled much of its
efforts into ensuring poor households limit the&insumption to this free water
allowance (and sometimes a level somewhere belswétause of the unreliable
methods of measurement used) or to a level thadimids might regard as
affordable. In effect, the provision of this life¢ supply of free water has provided
something of a moral justification for disconnen8and restrictions and helped to
fend off criticisms and reduce the likelihood oframunity mobilisations. It was this
moral position that allowed the municipality to thee a victory in the Manquele case

and deflect criticisms that it was acting in an wigcharsh manner.

Flow restrictors, or “tricklers”, are the most commway of restricting water use.
They consist of a simple disc with a narrow hol¢he middle, which dramatically
reduces the diameter of pipes at the meter, thatsating the flow to a daily level
that approximates the free water allowance. Sudethod is notoriously unreliable,
however, being determined to a large extent byathbient water pressure (which is
often quite low in township areas). A prime examgfi¢his (and representative of
many other cases) is shown by a household in Kwh&s Here, the household
head had entered into an agreement with eTWS te hawvwater supply restricted
(after having received several threatening lefrers the municipality about her

payment arrears). She is now receiving less tivarkilolitres per month, despite the

® It should be noted that senior managers still isperstly referred to “disconnections”. This could
either be a sign of the relatively recent shifpalicy or a recognition that the outcome is quélily
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fact that her tap is left open for the vast mayooit the day in order to collect water.
She describes the situation:
It takes about one hour to fill 10-15 litres. Innse houses it’s a little better
but in others it’s just as bad. | just put a bigckat under the tap and hold
water in this. | flush the toilet with water fromymwashing. | did go to the
Metro about this but they took no notice. | appliedit [the restrictor] myself
but didn’t know it would be like this. Other peoplst open it in their own
way [through acts of vandalism] but I'm scared wttlis myself.
Such situations emphasise the contradictions oélkeWimi Water Services’ current
policy, whereby residents are forced to restrieirtivater supplies to a level that is
threatening to their own personal health. Communitykshops reported many
similar situations. Some residents noted how theyld/leave the house for an hour
and return to find the bucket they had left untiertap still not full. Others discussed
the difficulties of dividing such a small amountwéter between all household tasks.

Others noted the disparities between the levelsritider was meant to provide and

the actual amount received.

In an interview with Macleod in early 2003, he domied that 800 to 1000
“disconnections® were taking place across the municipality dailgpanting to
roughly 4-5,000 per week, affecting as many as@beople. Some of these
households have their flow restored, but the praldé under-consumption of water

due to water restrictors is clearly widespread umtian.

“Flow limiters” offer a more advanced (but oftereeMess reliable) alternative. These
operate electronically and shut the flow off toiasividual household after a certain

volume has been delivered. Several of the housshildrviewed understood this

similar
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device to be working on a timer, shutting off tlusly at 9:00 in the morning for
example (interviews, KwaMashu C). In fact, the teniwas restricting supplies to
200 litres per day and shutting water flow off attas has been consumed. The
breakdown in communication as to how the systemopasating was creating its
own set of problems for residents as they rushednsume what was actually a

volumetric measurement, creating any early cutiofé.

Both the flow limiters and flow restrictors are faore prevalent in formal township
areas than in the informal areas or new subsidiseding developments in the city.
But households in formal townships have receivpgad supply of water for far
longer than most others, so the anger and resehtsneften more forthright.
Community meetings were frequently more explosiié Wwouseholds in these areas,
demanding answers to their questions over billrictions and disconnections. The
following quotes capture some of this anger andiesig
They can’t put me in jail...can’t put me in jail. Jhwld me to pay 70
something. They will think we've been playing ki water. My pension is
R600 and the bill is R400. How can | pay this?
I’'m the only person who deals with it and I'm a pemer. Yes, we were
disconnected once for a long time and borrowed waben neighbours. |
have been to the Metro in KwaMashu to discuss. Ws're just washing
ourselves and flushing the toilet. Before it wasedlly an issue how much
you used. Now I'm trying to think of the 1,000doh’t know what I'll do
about the high bills.
Payment problems were some of the most common etimgs. Again, this is the
reason generally cited by the municipality for mavio restrict supplies. It is true,

from billing records, that some in KwaMashu C asasuming much more than the

average throughout Durban (and as a result muck than they can afford). This is

® Presumably, he meant by this that tricklers aiegoput in place.
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somewhat curious though, given the lack of garde@nsnming pools or cars. Much
of the higher consumption can be attributed todafgpusehold sizes. It should also
be noted that census data often fails to refleet lrousehold size because of the
highly mobile populations. Thus, some families fatkng into the 12-30Kl/month
tariff block and others are even falling into tf@8+ block. As a result, they find

that their bills get rapidly out of hand. One towipsfamily had amassed arrears of
R30,000 and many examples of arrears of over RO0M@de encountered. The large
increases in rates above 30KI hit these residantsdibly hard, and with many
lacking any income or relying on a meagre pendios situation becomes impossible.
To put this in context, 54% of households in Kwahla€ have an income of less
than R18,000 per year, 12% lack any income (Urlieate}yy 2001). Problems are
compounded by the leaky plumbing many have witheirtproperties. Although the
municipality offers the service of a plumber topast for leaks for R200, this is well
beyond the means of many households. The newlysegeestrictions are also
creating a strange catalytic effect on the billgtbers. Rather than simply creating an
atomised problem for individual households to hi@vdeal with, households have to
beg, borrow or steal water from others in orddndge any access. This pushes the
bills of other residents up and creates a spirakidars in which more and more find

themselves having to manage an escalating housdibtd

In an interview, Macleod argued that these problesnsained ones of “a culture of
entitlement in which people don’t respect the ecoicovalue of water” (interview,
March 26, 2003). There is little evidence to supgach claims and it is interesting to
note that Macleod bases many of his views on arnakdeidence such as the

prevalence of mobile phones in townships, sugggstirhim that residents can afford
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to pay for water but refuse to do so. More detaipatdticipatory-type research of the
sort carried out for this project reveals a différgicture—one in which poorer
residents are painfully aware of the economic valugater but unable to cope with

the rising arrears they have amassed.

For the moment, the greatest of these problemfelrey residents of formal
townships. The difference in most informal areas aew, subsidised housing
projects is that supplies are automatically “regpdabecause of the mode of delivery
being installed. Almost without exception, resideint these areas will get their water
from a free water standpipe, a groundtank or a-geessure tank. Although not
explicitly developed to provide a more limited gtignof water to poorer households,
the semi-pressure tank has this effect by redutiagressure of the water to
households and restricting the volume that candb@imed over a certain period. The
ground tank (when operating as intended) limitssetwld consumption to a fixed
200 litre per day allowance. Free water standplip@s consumption because of the

limited capacity of the human body to carry loatisater.

Relationships between eTWS and its Bulk Water Proder

People, Planet, Profitymgeni Water’s “Triple bottom line” ( Umgeni Water
2002, 1)
We turn now to look at the broader context withitlve TWS operates; specifically
its relationship with its bulk water supplier, Unmg&Vater. Here, | argue that the
structural constraints imposed by Umgeni ensureptagressive developments for

poorer residents will fail.
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Since 1983, Durban has been required to buy itervgaipplies from the Umgeni
Water Board. Ostensibly created to mediate betwl#ésrent users of the Umgeni
River basin, this water board has acquired subatgdwers in determining the tariff
Durban will be required to set for end users. Matthe bulk water infrastructure
managed by Umgeni Water is actually owned by th®mnal government which also
plays an important role in selecting the membeihefoard. A complicated
relationship has thus developed between the natzmthlocal governments with the
third party mediator causing many of these probldvtast recently, Umgeni Water
has appeared in the national papers owing to asseficorporate scandals and
financial mismanagements and its relationship withtwo large municipalities it
serves (Durban and Pietermaritzburg) has almosheshbreaking-point. Tariff
increases passed on to the municipalities arellasgen as unjustifiable and more a
result of Umgeni’s attempts to commercialise thay i@al increases in the

production costs of water.

Throughout much of the last century, the munictgahdvised by its City Engineer’'s
Department, fought the creation of a water boarsljaply its bulk water (see, for
example, Kinmont (1959)). When the Umgeni Waterr@oaas finally created in the
1970s (with Macleod's father the head of Durbanétex services at the time), the
entity seemed to have much more to do with thethe@l state’s need to justify its
Bantustan creations than it did with sound watenagament. As Macleod is still
keen to stress, the decision was clearly politigahird party was needed to intervene
in the sale of water to KwaZulu if the future staténdependence” was not to be
revealed as a hollow sham—a state, after all, coatde seen to be buying water

from a city. The Umgeni Water Board would fulfilighthird party function, in spite of
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the fact that Durban had built up its own bulk waterks over the previous
century—its water engineers being elevated to seimgbf local hero status (an
excellent example of this is in the City Engine@apartment centennial publication,

gloriously titledThey Built a City(Lynski 1982)).

After long, drawn-out negotiations, the water botmelly acquired all of Durban’s
bulk water infrastructure in 1983. The amount gaidthe works was high and
reflected not only the value Durban placed on it vater infrastructure but also the
bitterness and sense of victimisation it felt & liands of a National Party
government it claimed to reject. Initial governmamntestments of the value of
Durban’s infrastructure put the figure at R13 roitlibut the water board was to pay
R274 million (interview, Neil Macleod, March 26, @8). Not surprisingly, Umgeni

was soon in serious debt.

As Durban’s townships were then “handed over” KkwvaZulu administration in
1986, a bizarre system developed. The Umgeni Waadard would sell bulk water
supplies to Durban, this would be reticulated tigtothe municipality’s network and
then, at the newly defined border, water wouldddd back to the board so that it
could be sold on to the KwaZulu administrationKiwaZulu reticulation would take
place through a network that, only a few years iotesty, had been built and operated

by the local municipality.

The anomalous nature of Umgeni acquired even gresaning as its accounting

procedures and investment practices switched freimglomajor revenue earners to

huge loss generators. Essentially, the managevepthemselves to be skilled at
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raising finance but not so skilled at finding protive outlets for investments from
the capital they had raised. Periodic crises enteagat seemed that Umgeni might
not be able to keep up its long-term debt repaymdiite easiest way out of the
periodic slumps they found themselves in was toe@ee bulk water tariffs. The cost

of bulk water to Durban began to soar as a result.

Post apartheid, the 1998 Water Act has allowed mmtards to set up commercial
subsidiaries. Although these are required to begfanced”, so that risk is not passed
on to the parastatal, often the links are far nidwered. The losses incurred by either
the public or the private part can therefore haress effects on the partner
organisation. It is largely with this in mind tHatefer to the commercialisation of
Umgeni Water, although its continued ability to @sx cheap finance on the private
markets and its need to service debt repaymentisese should be seen as a closely-
related problem. Thus, still searching for goodaar®r investment in order to keep
up repayments on its long term debt, Umgeni Wates guick to set up a commercial
subsidiary, which—following Mbeki’s “African Renaance” vision—set about
expanding operations into Nigeria. Umgeni Watetddesl (and rather over ambitious
to say the least) aim is to become the “leadingenwservices provider in the South”
(Umgeni Water 2002, 4). By 2002, it had operatiplasned or functioning in

Algeria, Botswana, Ethiopia, Ghana, Lesotho, Malamd Rwanda (although the vast
majority of these were subsequently cancelledragr loss to Umgeni (Umgeni
Water 2003)). Water Minister Ronnie Kasrils praisgdgeni for according so closely
with what he understands to be the African RenasséKasrils 2000b) and Umgeni
frequently cited the opportunities opened up byNkee Partnership for African

Development as a major driving force for their imgleambitions (Umgeni Water
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2002, 4). Under radically different national govaents, Umgeni Water has thus
come to be used as a tool for pursuing quite distia political agendas. On top of
the international ventures, Umgeni Water has bemajar player in the market for
rural water contracts in KwaZulu Natal. These hexacerbated its financial woes
still further and provided an additional sourceesfsions with the municipalities who
are now responsible for taking over the lossesrirecduon Umgeni’s highly inefficient

projects.

With a potentially loss-making commercial venturetop of the anomalous water
board, tensions with the municipality increasedeoagain. It began to look like high
tariffs at home would be financing the risky coman@rventures abroad. The Durban
consumer, some argued, would be held responsibtaiforisk. When, in 2001,
Umgeni Water tried to impose a 22% price increasbuk water supplies, Durban
and Pietermaritzburg rebelled. This, they arguedlavtead to a 28% increase to
households within their constituencies (Mhlangaljp8omething which neither
municipality was able or prepared to bear. The bekveen Umgeni’s faltering
investments outside of bulk supply and the incregsssed on to Durban is made
explicit in the 2001/2 Annual Report for Umgeni,ialinstated that “It is the costs
relating to these rural schemes that have resuidtdee 19.5% tariff increase (reduced
from the initial 22.3% due to Umgeni Water costtitigt and efficiency
achievements) for the 2001/2002 year. Without thst burden of these schemes,
Umgeni Water would have been able to pass on aaaee of 8%” (Umgeni Water

2002, 29).
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Part of the subsequent pressure on the municigalitgsist these increases came
from the threat (whether real or not) that a laxgeber of Durban’s textile
manufacturers would almost instantly relocate df tdwiff increase was imposed
(interview, Colin Butler April 17, 2003). Links beeen eTWS and the Chamber of
Commerce had traditionally not been confrontati@m in this instance they seemed
able to form an alliance against Umgeni (an alkawbich appeared not for the direct
benefit of the poorest of the city, it should béead). Their position was supported by
a Halcrow report prepared for eTWS, and mentioneguently in interviews, which

is said to have claimed that a 30% reduction inscosuld be passed onto the Durban
public if the system was rationalised into a sirtgde (interview, Neil Macleod March
26, 2003). The pressure worked and Umgeni wasdarde a retreat, lowering the
increase to 19.5% and then keeping it fixed tor#ite of inflation from then on. On
top of this, various threats seem to suggest thalays as a separate utility could be
numbered if such financial mismanagement contindésspers of a potential
rationalisation of Durban’s bulk water supply i@&ingle tier system began to
spread. The ears of Vivendi pricked up once agsnt seemed that a single entity
could offer a much more lucrative contract (intewj Eric Tranchent, November 5,

2002).

Nevertheless, eThekwini Water Services cannot llayf he blame for unaffordable
bills in townships on its bulk water provider. Whas average bills are undoubtedly
higher because of the presence of this semi-comahédk water provider (and
restrictions therefore more prevalent), thereilsggeater scope for redistributing the
burden of these increases away from the least ralfeewithin the municipality

through cross subsidisation. The presence of Umgenlimited the options available
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to the municipality, but given the acquiescence BN S to the demands of industry,
as opposed to the needs of poorer residents, Umagkssolution would unlikely

resolve the affordability crisis of low-income heh®lds in Durban.

Even though both eThekwini Municipality’s city maye and Neil Macleod stated in
interviews that they would be in favour of a singtgity providing both bulk water
and reticulation in the municipality, the fate afnideni Water is far from sealed. The
arrival of a more conciliatory head at Umgeni—Gidploi—may also mean a more

collaborative approach to operations.

The Spectre of Privatisation?

Within South Africa’s current neoliberal climatethdJmgeni Water and eThekwini
Water Services are forced to be increasingly coitiyet\Whereas one strategy
available to Umgeni was to attempt to transforralitéito a sub-imperial water
multinational, Durban has found itself competinghngeparate municipalities for the
location of textile production and other water mg®/e industries (Durban also has a
large paper mill). eTWS also needs to prove itggHinst both Umgeni Water and
other multinational water providers who are themsgkeen to stress that they could
do the job of providing water for cheaper. Privatiisn is clearly a spectre that haunts.

But how real is the threat?

Certainly, in the late 1990s it looked like a magoncession contract with a large
multinational was a real possibility in the cityhd Business Partners for
Development pilot project in Inanda and Ntuzumauoein 1998, looked like a clear

testing of the waters in Durban by Vivendi. A wasdéer recycling plant was also
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constructed by a Vivendi subsidiary as part of ddBQperate Own and Transfer
contract signed in 1998. As late as 2002, reprasigas from Vivendi were still
talking of the possibility of a major concessiomtract in Durban (interview, Eric

Tranchent, November 5, 2002).

However, much of this threat now seems to havedemt,eboth because of the
insecure environment in which many large water mationals realise they are now
operating in countries in the south, and in viéihe real possibility that major
contracts might collapse in Buenos Aires, Jakarthaher major Third World cities.
Potential profits now seem far less secure. Intadto this, senior officials in the
private sector are quoted as citing apparent labolitancy in South Africa as a
reason for not wishing to enter into further majoncession contracts (World Bank
2001). A final, more subtle, factor is associatethuhe fact that many public service
providers have already learnt to act like privaetsr providers. As a result, for some
local councillors, the attraction of a multinatibosaming to run the water services of
Durban has lost much of its shine over the lastyears. Both the current city
manager and representatives from the water comgtatsd that they could see little
or no reason for a major concession contract whew fielt that the city’s engineers
could run the service better on their own (intemseReg Bailey, September 5, 2002,
February 14, 2003; interview, Mike Sutcliffe, Septeer 19, 2002). The stringent
cost-recovery measures implemented by eTWS prangae testimony to this.
Instead, corporatisation seems to have become bomedf a sought after Third Way
for the bureaucrats at eThekwini Water Servicesatyccouncil. Thus,

multinationals still act as something against whedWsS appears benchmarked, but

the reality of a large privatisation contract wstich a multinational is distant
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CONCLUSION
| pondered all these things, and how men fightlasd the battle, and the thing
that they fought for comes about in spite of thlefieat, and when it comes turns
out not to be what they meant, and other men havight for what they meant
under another namé&Villiam Morris.
Durban led the way in South Africa in developinfye®e basic water policy. The
manner in which this has been introduced and tkermal pressures exerted on the
municipality have produced paradoxical results. $@ne, it has meant the ability to
access a free supply of clean water for the fins¢ in their lives. For others, it has

meant the escalation of bills, a closer surveidaaotthe amount consumed and the

restriction of supplies to a level barely enouglsuovive on.

Commercialisation has been taking place most gvirtihe city’s bulk water
provision. Here, Umgeni Water has entered into isdvisky commercial ventures
and has fallen back on its bulk water sales to mgkany short-term losses. The
spectre of privatisation and the competitive enuinent in which both Umgeni Water
and eTWS are now having to operate has fosterediadss-minded logic that
provides little space for the isolated and poordetwld unable to pay its bill. Within
the local state, the need to be both developmanthcheap—whilst at the same time
fostering an environment conducive to industriaestment—has produced its own
set of contradictions. The paradoxical effectsheffree water policy can thus be seen
as an outcome of this particular choreography efeyaelations. A right to water is
thus accompanied with a clampdown on many housshattess to water. To some
extent, the recognition of this has helped to régare the direction in which some

are taking a struggle to ensure their access tenisaguaranteed. This implies a shift

22



away from a struggle that fetishises water yetierriand urges a transformation of the

social relations that daily reproduce inequalityarban.
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