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Abstract 

South Africa’s Constitution assigns municipalities’ responsibility for ensuring universal access to 
water and sanitation services in all areas, including rural settlements.  Government provides 
substantial grant funding to support the development and ongoing provision of services, which 
includes Free Basic Water and Sanitation.  Increasing government funding allocations to support 
service delivery improvements is proving far easier than building the capacity of municipalities to 
provide services in rural areas and expand their capacity to absorb substantial grants productively. 
This paper describes how Chris Hani District Municipality in the Eastern Cape province is 
approaching the implementation of large-scale water and sanitation capital programmes in a 
predominantly rural context, and ensuring access to free basic services. Three emerging challenges 
are: the impact of free basic services on sustainable management;  local regulation; how best to 
ensure the ongoing functionality VIP toilets.  

 

Introduction 

This paper presents some lessons and challenges in supplying rural water supply and sanitation 
services at scale in the context of a municipal delivery approach in a largely-rural South African 
district municipality;  Chris Hani District Municipality in the Eastern Cape Province. The context is 
shaped heavily by government’s commitment to achieving universal access to basic services by 
2014, with substantial funding support for capital developments and ongoing operations.  
Institutional arrangements are largely politically determined, and technical staff must find ways of 
delivering on their service delivery mandate in a decision-making context shaped primarily by 
elected local councilors. 
 
The District is divided into eight Local Municipalities, with a total population of about 235 000 
households and 800 000 people.  The western portion is characterized by commercial farmland and 
small towns and relatively low settlement densities. The eastern portion includes areas previously 
administered by the so-called ‘homelands’, Ciskei and Transkei, with numerous small settlements, 
extensive poverty and significant access and service challenges.   Unemployment levels are high, 
there is limited subsistence farming, and the majority of households rely on small social grants 
administered by the national government. 
 
The map below shows the location of settlements and their access to water services infrastructure 
in mid-2011.  Government sets a relatively high minimum service threshold:  potable water within 
200 m, and a VIP toilet or equivalent.  Thus while most households have their own rudimentary 
toilet, for example, service backlogs reflect the number who do not have at least a VIP toilet. An 
estimated 76,3% of households have access to water infrastructure within 200m, and an estimated 
13,2% still have to walk a kilometer or more to fetch water.  Sanitation backlogs are substantially 
higher, with only one third of households having the acceptable minimum of a Ventilated Pit Latrine 
 
The areas marked in red in the map below show where access to water is a kilometer away or 
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higher; green areas show access within 200m.  
 
 

Chart 1:  Map of Chris Hani District Municipality showing settlements and access to water 
services 

 

 
 
The map shows substantial access backlogs remain in the eastern portion of the district; much of 
this area is mountainous, and service provision and support costs are often substantially higher in 
these areas than in less hilly terrain.  

 

 
The service provision approach used in the case study area 
 
This section describes the evolving institutional models and management approaches that CHDM is 
developing to manage a supply-driven water and sanitation service in a predominantly rural context, 
where municipalities are the primary water services providers. 
 
Institutional arrangements 
 
South Africa’s Constitution assigns responsibility for ensuring access to basic services to local 
government.  Rural water supply and sanitation services are consequently regarded as a municipal 
responsibility and are managed by the same institution – unlike the norm in most countries where 
municipalities focus on urban settlements, and local organisations support local water and sanitation 
improvements.  Moreover, municipal responsibilities include ongoing servicing, beyond provision of 
infrastructure.  This raises particular challenges in relation to supporting ongoing rural service 
delivery in a context of supply-led infrastructure delivery and managing demand in a context of free 
basic water.  Maintaining the functionality of VIP toilets when the pit fills is a major emerging 
challenge. 
 
There has been extensive restructuring of local government in South Africa to enable municipalities 
to fulfill their Constitutional mandate.  CHDM was established in 2000, and incorporated a range of 
different administrations and staffing arrangements.  Post 1994, the Department of Water Affairs 
and Forestry (DWAF, now DWA) was responsible for providing rural water services, while the towns 
managed their own supplies.  From 2003, this responsibility and all associated assets were 
transferred to the District.  CHDM was designated the Water Services Authority (WSA), with 
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responsibility for ensuring access to water and sanitation services, setting policies, driving capital 
investment programmes and overseeing the performance of designated Water Services Providers.  
Water Services Providers are responsible for operations and maintenance, and, primarily in urban 
settlements, billing and collection. 
 
DWAF provided extensive support to CHDM to build its capacity to function effectively as the WSA, 
through closer interaction and deployment of specialist consultants to assess available 
infrastructure, develop policies and build institutional capacity.  
 
A range of service provider arrangements was utilized from 2000.  In 2009, CHDM introduced a 
uniform approach across the District, with the result that the designated and contracted Water 
Services Provider is now the local municipality in each of the eight local municipality areas. This 
decision was motivated by the fact that local municipalities are responsible for providing a range of 
services (electricity, solid-waste, environmental health and so on, together with billing and 
collection), and rely on Ward Councilors as the primary interface with local residents;  Ward 
Councilors form part of Local Municipality governance arrangements, and there is no District 
equivalent.  It was hoped that clear lines of local accountability and reporting would strengthen local 
service delivery. 
 
In line with its objective of decentralizing operation and management of water services to Local 
Municipalities, CHDM has put considerable effort into building the capacity of its Water Services 
Providers.   It has established a central Water Services Unit at District level, which drives oversight 
and support.  It has funded the employment of a team of officials for each of the eight Local 
Municipalities, and seconded them to work directly in each Local Municipality to augment local 
capacity.  Most teams comprise seven people:  an area manager, a civil engineering technician, an 
electro-mechanical technician, a water quality technician, a customer care practitioner, a senior 
financial controller and an administrator.  The benefit of this approach is that municipal salary scales 
are higher at district than at local level, and so the District is able to offer a better salary and recruit 
better qualified staff.  This does, however, also introduce a two-tier salary scale among the broader 
Local Municipality team, and complicates reporting lines for seconded officials employed by the 
District.  
 
Capital projects 
 
The district relies extensively on groundwater from boreholes, with some big regional surface-water 
schemes.  When government designated CHDM as the Water Services Authority in 2003, the 
district municipality inherited many installations that were in poor condition.  There were virtually no 
asset registers, as-builts or details of the location of each installation.  Simply locating and 
quantifying each item of infrastructure proved an enormous task, and substantial service delivery 
gaps were identified.  There is a significant maintenance and refurbishment backlog across the 
eight Local Municipalities, and substantial capital investment is needed to renew, expand and 
upgrade existing infrastructure support.  
 
The national government provides grant funding to address infrastructure backlogs for basic 
services.  The main vehicle is the Municipal Infrastructure Grant (MIG), which totaled R286.4-m 
(about US$36.6-m) for CHDM in 2011/12.  This amount is rising steadily each year; however, 
increasing the annual grant allocation has proved considerably simpler than developing the capacity 
of local government to absorb and utilize this funding effectively. 
 
No user contributions are required to fund the development of basic water and sanitation 
infrastructure – i.e. standpipes and VIP toilets.  Most capital funding is allocated to rural areas.  
There is a growing gap around funding the infrastructure needed to support private connections for 
urban areas, especially as tariff collection is lagging behind the real costs of service provision and 
does not currently support counter-funding of capital infrastructure requirements; it is hoped that 
government will meet at least some of this cost.  CHDM is adamant that ensuring universal 
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coverage with at least a basic level of service is the priority, before funding upgrading up the water 
ladder for some. 
 
Service coverage statistics have tended to rely largely on population statistics drawn largely from 
census data, and was found to over-state coverage.  Extensive ground-truthing, household by 
household and village by village, revealed that the number of stands or erfs requiring services was 
far greater than population data would suggest.  Smaller average household sizes mean that more 
stands require services, and amount to de-densification and a larger service task. 
 
Service providers were appointed to undertake detailed feasibility assessments for addressing 
access backlogs and improving water services in each Local Municipality, based on assessment of 
available ground and surface water sources and existing infrastructure.  The district was then 
divided into nine clusters, and tenders were issued for each area.  The appointed service providers 
are currently busy refining the existing feasibility studies, and aim to address all water services 
access backlogs by 2019;  this lies beyond government’s 2014 target, but is the earliest feasible 
date given realities on the ground. 
 
From CHDM’s point of view, management of capital projects is addressed through a dedicated 
Project Management Unit (PMU).  The district is divided into three areas, with an area project 
manager employed in each, and each supported by two technicians and institutional and social 
development (ISD) staff.  The PMU is resourced largely with MIG funds, and is supported by a 
professional engineer seconded from a national support programme.  
 
Managing implementation of extensive infrastructure projects 
 
CHDM’s experience in gearing up to address sanitation backlogs highlights some of the challenges 
involved with large-scale supply-led project approaches;  it demonstrates, once again, that access 
to adequate funding is necessary, but not sufficient, to resolve service delivery challenges. 
 
The DM gave priority to tackling water backlogs, on the assumption that provision of safe drinking 
water would mitigate possible sanitation-related health problems.  However, some users 
downstream of safe water installations continue to experience health problems associated with poor 
hygiene, and since 2009 sanitation has received high priority. 
 
CHDM resolved to learn from and adapt the approach used in another municipality – Alfred Nzo 
District Municipality – and set up four sub-regional production hubs to build pre-fabricated concrete 
slabs and panels for VIP top-structures.  Across South Africa, the logistics of managing large-scale 
supply-led local construction of good-quality cement block top-structures have proved daunting; the 
use of pre-cast panels is more cost-effective and enables far swifter assembly and achievement of 
pressing coverage targets.    Moreover, CHDM is attempting to address two further considerations: 
provide top-structures that can be relocated once the pit is full (rather than attempt large-scale pit-
emptying); and boost local enterprise and job creation across a wide area.    
 
The CHDM called for tenders that started with a process of pre-qualification; each would-be 
tenderer had to demonstrate that they were able to interpret and achieve the specifications, 
unsupervised and in varying terrain, which included hard rock.  Just two of the eleven candidates – 
which included large engineering firms – were able to achieve the desired standard within these 
difficult ground conditions. Finding competent contractors is essential, and is no small task.    
 
Concurrently, statutory procurement requirements changed, with the result that municipalities are 
now obliged to appoint the lowest bidder who met a minimum competency threshold.   This has 
meant that specifying tasks and competencies in a tender is even more important than before, and 
requires a very thorough knowledge of the work entailed. For CHDM, this meant reformulating the 
tender specifications with far greater precision so that the competency threshold safeguarded the 
municipality’s interests.   
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Of the two firms that pre-qualified, the price submitted by one was so much higher than the other 
that the municipality appointed only one, even though it had originally intended to spread its risk by 
appointing four separate teams. 
 
Simply working out how to approach the task, identifying and overcoming problems, complying with 
supply chain management requirements and finalizing adjudication to reach the point of making an 
appointment took two full years.  This time frame is well beyond the assumptions of the annual MIG 
allocation, and results in the municipality being viewed poorly by national government for not 
spending its grant timeously. 
 
Once appointed, the service provider presented evidence to indicate that significant cost-savings 
could be achieved by centralizing production in one location, rather than having a more 
decentralized model, and after due consideration, CHDM accepted this revised approach. To 
ensure equitable job sharing among residents of the targeted local municipalities, CHDM and the 
service provider resolved this challenge by dividing the single production facility into four sections, 
and employing 33 workers from each of the four spatial clusters.  Payment is on the basis of 
completing tasks assigned per unit, so as to mobilise collective responsibility for good productivity. 
 
Production began in June 2011.  A current challenge is to ensure safe delivery of brittle concrete 
slabs and panels over poor roads for distances up to 200 kms:  how should haulage be costed, 
when there is a high risk of breakage?   This problem was resolved by getting the service provider 
to use local contractors to transport the goods, with CHDM paying only on complete installation of 
toilets; in this way the service provider carries and manages the risk of breakage.  
 
Local toilet construction in each village is being addressed by locally recruited and trained 
labourers.  On any given day, CHDM envisages employing 2 200 people over the next three years; 
this is a substantial boost for local economies and household incomes.    Workers are responsible 
for digging pits with the appropriate dimensions to accommodate rock and other challenges, and 
then assembling the top-structure.  Technical compliance and quality assurance is addressed by 
four sub-regional teams of service providers, who fulfill the role of a Resident Engineer.  Further 
skills development is achieved by assigning three recently qualified building science or civil 
engineering technicians to each assessor, and providing close mentoring to develop their 
competencies. 
 
Anticipated output is 150 toilets installed per day at a total cost of $820 Per toilet.  
 
Operations and Maintenance 
 
Institutional arrangements 
 
Operations and maintenance are the responsibility of the Water Services Provider, in this case each 
of the eight Local Municipalities.  Those serving the largest number of settlements, with the greatest 
number of stand-alone installations, in areas posing the most difficult challenges for accessing 
ongoing support, are in the eastern portion of the district;  they took on this responsibility only from 
2009 and are on a steep learning curve. 
 
The majority of settlements are served by stand-alone boreholes with diesel or electrical pumps; 
pump installations are generally at depths of 50 to 120 m, and the groundwater does not usually 
require treatment beyond periodic disinfection with chlorine, in line with the findings of regular local 
water quality monitoring.  Pre-existing CBOs, supported by a number of Support Services Agents, 
have now been incorporated into the municipal model, and are now designated CSPs, or 
community service providers.   Most villages have their own CSP, which comprises three part-time 
staff - an operator, an administrator and a supervisor - who are paid a stipend by the Local 
Municipality.   They are responsible for daily operations and basic maintenance, and are supported 
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by the Local Municipality Water Services Providers.  Service performance is uneven, but 
improvements are anticipated as the support model matures. 
 
CHDM intends to transform each CSP into a co-operative, and to steadily widen the scope of work 
of each CSP to address a range of local service responsibilities.  The main motivation is to 
strengthen local service delivery through a service delivery and performance contract between the 
Water Services Providers and each co-operative entity, in preference to the current approach which 
relies on part-time employment contracts with individuals at village level.  In practice, transforming 
CBOs into small enterprises will require a big shift in the way each functions.   
 
A more pressing challenge to the appointment of water services co-operatives is that they are not 
accommodated readily in current national supply chain management regulations.  The existing 
policy and legislative framework seeks to promote the use of public sector entities wherever 
possible, and roleplayers beyond the public sector (which includes water boards) 
 
Funding 
 
Government provides an unconditional transfer to each municipality to cover the cost of providing 
basic services to poor households, to enable them to fulfill their service delivery mandate in a 
context of widespread poverty.  This transfer, known as the Equitable Share, is allocated by 
National Treasury and calculated on basis of census information on the number of households 
earning below R800 (US$100) per household, as measured in 2001, with some adjustments.   
About 95% of the rural population of CHDM is regarded as ‘indigent’.  The portion for water services 
is transferred directly to the Water Services Authority.   
 
In 2011/12, CHDM received an allocation of R252-m (US$31.5-m) for water and sanitation services.  
It ‘top-slices’ 30% of this amount to fund its own WSA activities, including support to Local 
Municipalities through seconded officials.  The balance is allocated to each Water Services Provider 
on the basis of annual business plans and agreed priorities; each Water Services Provider submits 
regular invoices to the WSA on the basis of proven expenditure, and the WSA transfers a portion of 
their Equitable Share allocation. 
 
It is government policy to provide free basic services to all households living in poverty;  this 
generally amounts to 6 kls free water per household per month, and, for sanitation, either a VIP 
toilet, or a concession on the monthly tariff for sewage where households are connected to a sewer 
network.  Where people draw their water from standpipes, implementation of the policy is 
straightforward; the physical labour of fetching and carrying water limits consumption, and 
households seldom utilize their full 6,000 litersp er month.  
 
In CHDM, the portion of Equitable Share intended for water services is substantial to fund provision 
of free basic services – not least because CHDM is highly disciplined about ring-fencing and 
dedicating a large proportion of its Equitable Share allocations to water services. Many other 
municipalities do not manage their Equitable Share allocations in this way, resulting in substantial 
under-funding of water services.  CHDM water services providers are currently allocated more 
Equitable Share funding for water services than they are able to absorb and utilize effectively. 
 
Growing challenges are emerging, however, around managing demand where households have 
private water connections in a context of free basic water.  The municipality is committed to 
ensuring that all rural households have access at least to a standpipe before investing in further 
infrastructure to allow households to climb the water ladder.  A growing number of households are, 
however, making their own arrangements to connect to the existing supply; in some settlements, as 
many as 30% of households have private connections.  This is having two main consequences.  
Firstly, demand is rising beyond the design capacity of the local scheme, leading to local and 
downstream supply shortfalls – particularly where users use the water for non-potable purposes, 
such as spray-irrigating vegetable crops.  Secondly, the cost of meeting demand rises rapidly, and 
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may exceed the budgeted cost of providing free basic water. 
 
In urban settlements, CHDM is steadily introducing consumption meters on all stands and intends to 
charge, and collect, a volume-based tariff from all users, with provision for free basic services as 
appropriate.  However, in rural areas the situation is more complex.  It is only possible to regularize 
unauthorized connections where there is sufficient water supply; this introduces difficult questions 
about equitable access in a context where many people still rely on an unimproved water supply.  
Equally, the cost of introducing meters, billing and collection may be more than the income that 
could potentially be collected – particularly if the security costs of managing and transporting cash 
are acknowledged.   
 
This reality leaves the WSA with a dilemma:  maintaining the prohibition on private connections in 
rural settlements is proving increasingly difficult to enforce, particularly where families want flush 
toilets and the convenience of house connections;   but authorizing private connections raises 
significant challenges around managing demand within limits that are affordable to the municipality 
without metering and billing.  One option is to install relatively costly water demand management 
devices, which cap consumption at a certain threshold, and perhaps increase the quantum of free 
basic water provided to avoid the costs of billing and collection.  The alternative is to meter and bill 
those households who have private connections, and acknowledge that there will be substantial 
demand from a far wider pool of users.  This is likely to spur substantial capital development and 
operating cost increases, once the limits of existing source sufficiency have been reached. 
 
Serving ‘free basic VIPs’ presents a further challenge.  Implicit in the formulation in national policy of 
sanitation as meaning access to a functional toilet facility, is the notion of a service – and VIP toilets 
do not lend themselves to easy servicing once the pit is full.  A growing number of municipalities are 
now attempting to empty the pits of hundreds of thousands of toilets that are full.  Because of 
CHDM’s comparatively late start in scaling up construction of toilets, it will face this challenge far 
later than most, and is able to factor this into the design of the toilets it is building now;  hence its 
decision to use pre-cast movable panels for the top-structure, to permit relocation once the pit is full.  
CHDM maintains that households will then be responsible for making arrangements to relocate the 
top-structure.  It remains to be seen whether this will prove feasible in practice given community 
expectations. 

Main results and lessons learnt 
 
This case study demonstrates that substantial funding assistance from government is necessary but 
not sufficient to safeguard effective water services for all in a rural context.   
 

 Government is able to increase grant funding allocations for capital and operating expenses 
in line with available resources far more readily than municipalities can gear up to spend it 
within annual funding horizons.    

 
 Building the capacity of municipalities to render services and utilize effective funds takes 

time and extensive investment in training, support and oversight.  This lesson highlights the 
importance both of maximizing institutional continuity and minimizing staff turnover.  As a 
rural district municipality, CHDM must compete with far better resourced municipalities for 
scarce skills;  staff retention strategies which offer opportunities for advancement on the job 
through support for learning and further study, exchange visits and participation in 
workshops and conferences, are vital to optimize continuity. 

 
 Identifying and appointing competent service providers to undertake capital projects in rural 

areas can be more difficult than is generally acknowledged. 
 

 Onerous national public sector supply chain management requirements that are intended to 
support good governance can create substantial bottlenecks around tenders, appointments 
and procurement of goods.    
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 Administrative bottlenecks in still-maturing municipal water services providers can result in 

delays in paying suppliers.  CHDM is now considering introducing the option of cession 
agreements, whereby the District Municipality will pay suppliers directly for certain goods – 
notably water treatment chemicals – to safeguard uninterrupted supply of essential items. 

 
 Provision of free basic water is relatively straightforward where people draw their water from 

public standpipes.  Where users have private connections, their consumption rises rapidly, 
well beyond the free basic threshold and existing budgetary provision.  This introduces 
difficult challenges around how best to manage demand for water equitably to users and 
affordably to the municipality, without incurring the additional cost of investing in and 
maintaining metering, billing and collection systems to help manage demand.  

 
 The availability of ample Equitable Share funding provides a poor incentive to local 

municipalities to bill and tariff all urban consumption beyond free basic water where people 
have private connections.  In practice, municipalities tend to focus on billing and collection in 
urban middle and high-income areas, and rely on Equitable Share funds to cover the costs 
of unrestricted consumption in urban low-income areas.  In practice, this approach is not 
sustainable either from an income or a water demand management perspective; over time, it 
is likely to erode the pool of funds needed to support a steady improvement in rural water 
and sanitation services. 

 
 The cost of capital projects and ongoing service provision varies enormously in different 

areas, and is shaped by settlement size and location, nature of road infrastructure and the 
availability of competent service providers. 

 
 CHDM’s intention of transforming village-level Community Services Providers (CSPs) into 

co-operative enterprises is likely to provide more challenging than currently assumed.   
Current national legislation does not easily support the appointment of numerous small co-
operatives to support local service provision, as they are assessed on the same basis as 
private sector enterprises and must submit to competitive tendering. 

 
 The establishment of a centralized facility for producing pre-cast slabs and panels for VIP 

toilets offers scale economies and cost efficiencies.  With some creativity, job creation 
opportunities can still be shared equitably by recruiting workers to the central facility from the 
targeted areas.  There are extensive job creation activities at the site of installation, and this 
is a critical consideration in a context of high unemployment. 

 
 The design of the pre-cast top-structure design allows for relocation of top-structures once 

the toilet pit is full.  It remains to be seen whether the top-structure can in fact be relocated in 
due course without damage, whether existing full pits will be sealed safely, and whether 
households will indeed be willing to undertake this job themselves. 

 
 There is an enormous challenge in measuring the efficiency of Water Services Providers 

performance with no locally-relevant benchmarks, guidelines or models. 

 
Conclusions 
 
The South Africa is committed to achieving universal access to basic services as swiftly as possible.  
In support of this commitment, it has restructured local government extensively and provided them 
with significant grant funding for capital and operating expenses.  Municipalities are, however, faced 
with a range of significant challenges in transforming available funds into improved services, 
particularly across dispersed rural settlements. 
 
Government’s free basic services policies, supported by substantial funding assistance, relieve 
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municipalities of many of the burdens of fund-raising and cost recovery experienced in other low 
and middle income countries.  However, the availability of these funds can also mask neglect of 
careful budgeting by Water Services Providers and conscientious management of billing and 
collection of payment from those using more than the free basic service.  Equally, this can result in 
municipal accountability being primarily to national funding agencies and political leaders, rather 
than the people they serve.  Provision of free basic services fundamentally changes the dynamics of 
service provision, and introduces a range of unforeseen challenges around managing demand for 
free water and mobilizing community co-responsibility for safeguarding the ongoing functionality of 
water points and household toilets. 
 
The experience of Chris Hani District Municipality provides insight into some unforeseen challenges 
facing rural water services providers, in a context where polices are largely determined beyond the 
municipality, and where community management of local schemes has been overtaken by 
municipal management of service delivery. 
 
Recommendations: 
 

 Ensure close alignment between the institutional capacity of the service provider and the 
operational challenge. 

 
 Be pragmatic about the time it takes to grow the capacity of the receiving institution to 

absorb additional funding for capital projects and operations. 
 

 Where provision of free basic services is considered, give close attention to managing 
community assumptions about what is provided free, and what the nature of their own 
ongoing operational and maintenance responsibilities are. 
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