
Environmental Service Delivery in South Africa 
 
 

Introduction to Basic Concepts   
 
 
What is a service? 

 

A service is an activity or action that satisfies a person’s wants. It’s different from a 

good in that it is intangible -- it’s not an object you can touch. If you buy a haircut, 

you are buying a service. You don’t get an object but you pay for the hairdresser’s 

time. She has provided you a service. There are two main types of services – those 

that are provided by the government (called government services) and those that are 

provided by private individuals or companies. Government services include 

everything from street-cleaning to police protection. Most services provided by the 

government could be provided privately. For instance, the government tends to 

provide water to households for drinking and cooking and washing. Instead, the 

government could sell the water services to a private company or several companies 

and have them provide water to the people by charging for it. This is called 

privatisation. The government continues to provide services rather than “privatise” 

them because most people believe that the government will provide better or cheaper 

services to all than private corporations would.  There are some, however, including 

some government officials, who believe that services like water should be privatised, 

and water services in a few locations in South Africa have been privatised. 

 

Within the broad category of services there is a specific type called environmental 

services. Environmental services are those that provide environmental protection in 

different areas -- water, solid waste, noise, air, soil, natural resources -- or that give 

the benefit of the environment to the people (like housing and electricity). 

Environmental services can either be provided by the government (like rubbish 

removal), provided by private companies (like bottled water) or provided by nature 

(like the way a wetland naturally purifies water of toxins).  

 

How are government services delivered in South Africa? 

The South African Constitution goes further than the Constitutions of many other 

democracies in guaranteeing the right to many basic services for all South Africans.  

“Everyone has the right to have access to health care services, including reproductive 

health care; sufficient food and water; and social security, including, if they are 

unable to support themselves and their dependants, appropriate social assistance.”  

• “Everyone has the right to have access to adequate housing.”  

• “Everyone has the right to an environment that is not harmful to their health.”  

• “The state must take reasonable legislative and other measures, within its available 

resources, to achieve the progressive realisation of each of these rights.” 

This is what the Bill of Rights, found in the South African Constitution, has to say 

about our rights to services.  



South Africa’s Constitution also sets out principles for co-operative governance 

between national, provincial and local government. According to the Constitution, all 

three spheres of government (national, provincial and local), as well as the private 

sector and communities, have a role to play in service delivery (IDASA). While all 

levels of government in South Africa are involved in service delivery, they each have 

a specific role to play.  

 

The local sphere of government is responsible for the delivery of basic services, such 

as water and sanitation services and electricity.  Local governments are also 

responsible for a variety of municipal functions, some of which are shared with 

provincial government.  These typically include municipal planning, building 

regulations, municipal public transport, local tourism, the regulation of harbours and 

airports, fire-fighting services, amongst others.  

 

The provincial sphere of government has the primary responsibility for social service 

delivery.  As such, provincial governments plan, budget for and implement 

programmes aimed at delivering a broad range of services directly to people.   These 

include, for example, the provision of health services, education, housing and social 

development. Provincial governments also develop policy on issues where there are 

regional differences that make different policies appropriate for different parts of the 

country. 

 

The national sphere of government is responsible for several functions that affect the 

country as a whole and/or require uniformity.  National government's responsibilities 

include, among other things, safety and security (the police function), foreign affairs, 

defence and home affairs.  The national sphere also develops policies that guide 

service delivery in the other two spheres. For example, broad education policies – 

such as the school curriculum and school admissions age – are developed at national 

level for implementation at provincial level. National government monitors and 

supports the implementation of these policies.  It also has the duty to deal with issues 

arising between provinces.  

 

(IDASA) 

 

What’s the problem? 

 

South Africa has many years of service delivery backlog inherited from apartheid 

discrimination and politics of degradation.  Almost 10 million historically 

disadvantaged South Africans still live in communities, in the rural areas or informal 

settlements, that lack basic shelter, drinking water, sanitation, solid waste disposal, 

electricity, and safe and affordable transportation (USAID). 

Safe Drinking Water 

According to the Constitution of South Africa every person has the right to clean 

water. The Department of Water Affairs and Forestry’s Community Water Supply and 

Sanitation Programme (CWSS) was established in 1994 to achieve this.  



Since then about 6,5 million people have been given a basic water supply. By mid-

2002 27 million people had access to clean water. A policy giving poor families 6 000 

litres of free water every month was implemented in late 2000.  

According to a survey conducted by the department, 51 percent of the country’s 

population live in areas where municipalities are now offering a basic amount of free 

water every month. But 49%, almost half, don’t. 

Sanitation 

During 1999-2000, R75-billion was spent on sanitation but an outbreak of cholera in 

some areas of the country in 2000-2001 emphasised the urgent need for improved 

delivery of additional basic sanitation services. A sum of R135-million was made 

available for the delivery of water and sanitation services over the next three years in 

areas in KwaZulu-Natal affected by cholera.  

In early 2002 the Water, Sanitation and Hygiene campaign (WASH), a global health 

programme, was initiated to highlight the importance of washing hands after toilet use 

in reducing disease. In the 2001, financial year the Department of Water Affairs and 

Forestry spent R120-million constructing 50 000 pit latrines and intends to continue to 

spend money until all people have access to basic sanitation, with the target of 

achieving this goal within 10 to 15 years.  

 

Waste Management 

The National Waste Management Strategy (NWMS) for South Africa was developed 

1997-1999. The goal of the NWMS is reduced generation and environmental impact 

of all forms of waste, so that the socio-economic development of South Africa, the 

health of its people, and the quality of its environmental resources are no longer 

adversely affected by uncontrolled and uncoordinated waste management.  

According to the Constitution (1996), responsibility for waste management functions 

is to be devolved to the lowest possible level of government. Where appropriate, this 

policy has been applied in this Strategy. However, concern has been expressed about 

the limited resources currently available at the provincial and local government level 

to assume the additional waste management responsibilities. 

The management of sewage sludge is currently regulated by the Water Services Act 

and will therefore not be addressed as part of the NWMS, with the exception of 

sludge that is disposed at landfill sites. 

Existing Waste Management 

Approach 

Strategic Objectives for 

Integrated Waste Management 

Limited focus on control 

mechanisms 

Focus on sustainable environmental 

protection 

Inadequate waste collection services Adequate waste collection services 

for all  



Adverse effect on the environment 

and public health 

Sustainable protection of the 

environment and public health 

Fragmented approach with single 

media focus  

Consolidated multimedia approach  

Conflict of interests  Transparency in conflict resolution 

Insufficient information  Integrated Waste Information 

System  

Inadequate environmental planning Holistic integrated environmental 

planning and capabilities 

Inadequate R&D programmes Focused investigations that take 

cognisance of cross-cutting 

implications  

Fragmented regulatory approach Integrated regulatory approach 

Regulations inadequately enforced Enforcement facilitated 

Full waste management costs not 

realised 

Polluter Pays Principle and total 

cost accounting 

Housing 

In 1990, there was a shortage of about 1.3 million homes in South Africa. Each year 

about 200,000 new households seek a home, but in 1992 only 50,000 homes were 

built (ANC). In a speech in 2006, Lindiwe Sisulu, Minister of Housing, said that the 

Department of Housing has the challenge of responding to increasing urbanisation 

and increasing homelessness.  But he also said that the amount of resources the 

government has been appropriating and spending on the housing in the last three 

years, and what is estimated for spending in the next three financial years, is an 

indication of the government’s commitment to deal with the housing shortage. The 

expenditure has doubled from R4.2billion in 2003 to R9.5 billion in the 2008/09 

financial year (Department of Housing). 

Electricity 

In recent decades, South Africa has had excess capacity for generating electricity, but 

only 36% of households are electrified. About three million homes do not have 

electricity. 19,000 schools (86% of the total) and 4,000 clinics have no electricity 

(ANC). In 2006, the problem worsened when South Africa ran out of excess capacity 

to generate electricity and was for short periods unable to generate enough for 

existing users, resulting in local power “blackouts” in some areas. 

Electricity policy in South Africa is increasingly based on the kind of cost-recovery 

driven principals normally reserved for commercial markets. That is to say, the policy 

that users should pay the full cost of the electricity they use. Although, as yet, there 

has been little actual privatisation of the facilities that generate electricity (Eskom and 

municipal electricity service providers are all 100% state-owned), electricity 



distribution is increasingly commercialised, with Eskom and many municipal 

distributors functioning as corporatised entities according to business plans. The 

problem with this commercialisation of basic services such as electricity is that 

services are distributed only to people who are able to pay. This is in conflict with the 

South African Constitution, which says that everyone has a right to basic services, 

including electricity services (Dugard).  

 
What is Being Done? 

 

At a recent conference of SALGA (The SA Local Government Association), a five-

year strategic agenda for local government was presented. The strategy is aimed at 

improving the performance of South Africa’s municipalities in general and included 

some specific goals for improving basic service delivery. 

 

• Among others, key elements are:  

o Ensuring all communities have access to clean water and sanitation by 

2010;  

o Ensuring all houses have access to electricity by 2010;  

o Ensuring universal access to free basic services;  

o Eradicating the bucket toilet system by 2007;  

o Developing a national Municipal Infrastructure Investment Policy and 

Strategy by September 2006.  

In President Mbeki’s 2006 State of the Nation Address, he said that the government 

will make large investments in various sectors to:  

• meet the demand for electricity; 

• expand and modernise the telecommunications infrastructure; and 

• satisfy the demand for water.  

The public sector will also accelerate infrastructure investment in the underdeveloped 

urban and rural areas of the country through the Municipal Infrastructure Grant, 

Expanded Public Works Programme, and other infrastructure funds to improve 

service delivery, including the provision of roads and rail, water, energy, housing, 

schools, and clinics, business premises, sports facilities, and police stations and 

courts.  

R372 billion will be provided for both these sets of programmes over the next three 

years.  

(ANC) 
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RESOLUTION #1 

 

The South African government should do away with the use of pre-paid water meters 

in the country, especially in the townships. 

 

PRO: 

 

*Water meters result in many households being denied clean water supply due to their 

inability to afford the water. 

*Access to water is considered a right under the South African Constitution. 

* If they can’t afford to pay for water, women and children will go back to collecting 

water from polluted sources. 

* Lack of access to clean and affordable water contributes to the spread of water-

borne diseases. 

* In the event of fire a lot of water is needed to put it out – but with prepaid water 

meters households are likely to find themselves cut off during extinguishing the fire. 

* Prepaid meters force households to decrease their consumption of water and to 

make difficult trade-offs between food, medicines, school fees, transportation and 

other essential goods and services and the consumption of water. As a result, families 

survive on less than the World Health Organization recommended minimum water 

consumption for life of at least 25 litres of water per day for basic survival (100 liters 

per day is needed to sustain human development). 

* In desperate need, families ‘steal’ water from each other when they are unable to 

afford to buy the water they need for basic survival. 

* When families find themselves unable to pay for prepaid water services, women and 

children are forced backward into the traditional role as water carriers and undermines 

educational and gender equality gains that can be reached through simple 

improvements in water supply. 

 

 

 

 



 

CON: 

 

*Prepaid water meters will encourage people to use less water which means more 

water is conserved. 

*Water is a scarce resource and must be rationed. 

*Without water meters people waste water because they have no incentive to save it.  

*By having some people pay for their water at least some water is delivered. It’s 

better than noone getting water in the townships. 

* The South African government has promised its citizens an amount of 6,000 litres of 

water free, an amount sufficient for the needs of the average South African household. 

Beyond this amount, people should have to pay for the water that they consume by 

using pre-paid water meters. 

 

RESOLUTION #2 

 

The South African government should provide basic services to “illegal settlements.” 

 

PRO: 

 

*Illegal settlements are a response to homelessness – the people have nowhere else to 

go. The government is not providing enough housing so the least they can do is 

provide basic services.  

*Even if the government doesn’t provide basic services, the people won’t leave 

because they don’t have anywhere else to go. So it becomes a very unsanitary, 

dangerous place. 

* Poor sanitation can in some cases lead to serious epidemics, including typhoid and 

cholera. 

* Providing services to poor communities is an effective means of combating urban 

poverty, as it reduces the cash income needed to acquire essentials. 

*Giving people clean water, sanitation, etc. improves the lives of people who make up 

a large part of South Africa’s workforce. This means South Africa will have a more 

productive workforce. 

 

CON: 

 

*Informal settlements sometimes interfere with planned urban development. 

* Many people living in illegal settlements are not South Africans, but Africans from 

other countries who had entered the country illegally. 

* Service provision would only encourage more land invasions and migration to 

overcrowded areas. 

* Informal settlements tend to occur where land has the least value - at the edge of the 

urban area, in flood zones, on dangerous hillsides - all locations where service 

delivery can be extremely costly. 

* A better approach would be to guide people from informal settlements into 

municipally approved locations, where government can more easily provide services. 


