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Moving beyond integrated water resource management:
developmental water management in South Africa

Barbara van Koppena* and Barbara Schreinerb

aInternational Water Management Institute, Silverton, South Africa; bPegasys Institute South Africa,
Hatfield, Pretoria, South Africa

(Received 11 December 2013; accepted 22 December 2013)

This article traces the history of integrated water resources management (IWRM) in
South Africa since the 1970s. It examines IWRM according to its three common pillars,
which are also reflected in South Africa’s National Water Act: economic efficiency,
environmental sustainability, and equity. The article highlights how the principles of
economic efficiency and the environment as a user in its own right emerged under
apartheid, while equity was only included in the post-1994 water policies, with
evolving influence on the other two principles. In 2013, the Department of Water
Affairs overcame the widely documented flaws of IWRM by adopting developmental
water management as its water resource management approach, aligning with the
political and socio-economic goals of South Africa’s democratic developmental state.

Keywords: IWRM; developmental water management; equity; environmental
sustainability; economic efficiency; South Africa

Introduction

In 2013, the Department of Water Affairs (DWA1) of South Africa issued its Second

National Water Resource Strategy (NWRS2). Unlike the earlier version, which had

integrated water resource management (IWRM) as the overarching goal, this edition

introduced the concept of developmental water management (DWM), embedded in the

democratic developmental state. According to the NWRS2, developmental water

management still “reflects and builds upon the [IWRM] principles of equity,

environmental sustainability and efficiency that underpin the National Water Policy and

National Water Act”. However, after two decades of efforts to implement IWRM, more

interpretation and concrete guidance were needed. “Within IWRM it is necessary to

carefully interpret these principles within the context of a developmental state”, so DWM

“can be considered part of IWRM principle in practice” (DWA, 2013a, p. 14).

The NWRS2 diverges from common notions of IWRM in at least three ways. First, in

the NWRS2 water management is no longer seen as an end in itself, and the political

nature of water management is recognized by explicitly rendering water management

subject to the goals of South Africa’s developmental democratic state of equitable,

redistributive and broad-based social and economic development. Second, the NWRS2

emphasizes the need to get the basics right, placing water infrastructure and service

delivery at centre stage. Third, equity is operationalized.

In adopting developmental water management as policy paradigm, South Africa is

probably the first country in the world to incorporate the critiques of IWRM that are well
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known in academic circles into public policy. In 2008, Biswas was already predicting that

former IWRM proponents would start rejecting IWRM as only a “means” and define the

“ends” of water management. In South Africa, the establishment of a National Planning

Commission in 2010 and new national policy directives (the New Growth Path and the

National Development Plan) articulated the concept of the democratic developmental state

(Gumede, 2009; RSA, 2010, 2011). This formed the basis for the DWA’s developmental

water management. This alignment implies that the DWA has broken out of its self-

imposed isolation, which ironically happened, and continues to happen elsewhere, in the

name of IWRM (Biswas, 2004, 2008). The conceptualization of the developmental state

and developmental water management also restores the vital importance of the state,

unlike the tendency in IWRM to put a great deal of faith in the corporate sector and reduce

state capacity and influence.

Secondly, getting the basics right responds to thewidespreadcritique of IWRMasahighly

normative discourse that prescribes a long list of activities without contextualization, such as

basin management, environmental flows, strengthened permit systems coupled to fees, and

subsidiarity and participation (Conca, 2006; Lankford et al., 2007; Merrey, 2008). Having

lived the experience, the NWRS2 calls for getting the basics right, as a matter of responsible

allocation of scarce public resources. TheNWRS2 ends further dreaming at state coffers’ cost

about the “feel-good” (Biswas, 2004) “nirvana concept of IWRM” (Molle, 2008). Almost a

decade earlier, the World Bank (2004) had already warned that the search for the best can be

the enemy of the good and proposed a “principled but more pragmatic” approach. Merrey

flagged in 2008 that South Africa’s efforts to implement the long list had been too complex

and led to paralysis. TheNWRS2was especially concerned that the resources spent on IWRM

had distracted scarce public resources from the basics. In defining ‘the basics’, theDWAwent

beyond just picking those few activities out of the long list of IWRM prescripts that suit the

context best. The DWA prioritized the long-standing orphan of IWRM: state investment in

infrastructure development and management and water reuse. The zero-sum game of water-

use curtailment and reallocation is postponed till the last free drop is used for infrastructure

development in this water-scarce country where many basins are closing. Implicitly, the

NWRS2 recognizes that IWRM can “actually take us further away from the goals of better

water management” (Giordano & Shah, 2014).

Last but not least, and the focus of this article, the adoption of developmental water

management and its emphasis on equity and active state intervention to that end were

reflected in the increasingly strong emphasis onwater allocation reform in theNWRS2. This

addressed the worldwide critique, ever since the Dublin Principles were formulated, that

equity and poverty alleviation are the losers in IWRM(Merrey, 2008; vanKoppen, 2003). In

2013, the UNDP Water Governance Facility at SIWI also acknowledged: “Although

integratedwater resourcesmanagement . . . approaches are ostensibly guided by a balanced

concern for economic efficiency, environmental sustainability, and social equity, in

practice, the social equity goal is often given less priority when water allocation decisions

are made” (WGF, 2012, p. 5). This article aims to contribute to the debate on equity in

IWRM by analyzing how the adoption of developmental water management was also the

result of the contested but persistent effort of the post-1994 government to prioritize equity

over the pillars of water as an economic good and the environment as a user in its own right.

South Africa is in many ways unique. Paradoxically, this renders the analysis of the

events that led to the move to developmental water management even more relevant for

countries that are more agrarian and less urbanized; have a larger majority of informal

small-scale rural users; are less unequal; and have weaker states than South Africa. Most

of these countries are in Sub-Saharan Africa, where 94% of water resources are still
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undeveloped (Bahri et al., 2010). The key issues in those countries are first-generation

issues of investment in water infrastructure development. A developmental state that

makes or catalyzes these investments is crucial, as the development trajectories of today’s

middle- and high-income countries show. IWRM, which is mainly concerned with the

second-generation issues of physical water scarcity, as South Africa is gradually facing

now, will not be appropriate for some time (Allen, 2003; van Koppen, 2003).

The analysis is based on the experiences of one author, who was a senior government

official during the drafting of the National Water Act and the first years of its

implementation; on a review of formal and grey literature; and on numerous interviews

with key resource persons. The article’s structure follows four periods: pre-1994 water

management under the apartheid government; formulation of the new constitution and

water law and policy in the 1990s; 15 years of implementation; and developmental water

management in the Second National Water Resource Strategy of 2013.

Before 1994: economic efficiency and environmental sustainability at the expense of
equity

Context

The notions of water as an economic good and the environment as a user in its own right

emerged in the 1970s. During this agrarian transition, new, high-assurance water supplies

were required for the urbanizing and industrializing white economy, while white farms

became larger in scale and more capital-intensive. However, for black South Africans it

was “premature” (Lipton et al., 1996). Whites had appropriated 87% of the land and

related water resources and had kept significant control over the remaining 13% of former

homelands, blocking the “peasant road to capitalism” (Bundy, 1988). Unlike most

developing economies, in which agriculture is the engine of growth and in which the

agricultural labour force is absorbed into emerging secondary and tertiary sectors, South

Africa’s agrarian transition created ever-growing structural unemployment of black

people. By 1970 more than 20% of the potential labour force was unemployed. This rose to

almost 40% in 1995. Inequalities among Africans also widened. From 1975 to 1991, the

income of the top 20% of African households increased by 38%, while the income of the

poorest 40% declined by 42% (Terreblance, 2002). Till today, poverty rates are highest

among the 40% of the population living in the former homelands.

Infrastructure

As a developmental state, but only for the white minority, the colonial rulers invested

heavily in irrigation. In 1956 a new water Act was promulgated to intensify state control

and to accommodate growing urbanization and the upcoming manufacturing and

industrial sectors. By the 1970s, it had become vital to secure more water supplies for the

economic heartland of today’s Gauteng, which happens to be on a plateau. A Commission

of Enquiry into Water Matters was established in 1970. In hindsight grossly

underestimating the actual population in the former homelands, the commission claimed

that “93 percent of the whites, 92 percent of the coloureds and 75 percent of the Bantu will

be urbanized by the end of the century”, and used this to justify its vision:

The solution of our water problems will in future entail the conveyance of more and more
water over longer and longer distances. To provide for our larger metropolitan regions, and
some of our new industrial nodes and irrigation projects, the linking of neighbouring
catchments will be an essential requirement. This demands the thorough planning of our water

International Journal of Water Resources Development 545
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resources to ensure that optimum benefits will accrue to the whole country. . . . The provision
of adequate water will in future be not only a national problem, but to an even greater extent
also a regional problem. The planning of catchments as geographic units will be demanded as
well as the appropriate linkages to the resources of contiguous basins. (DWA, 1970, p. 9)

An ever-expanding net of bulk water supplies of pumping houses, dams, reservoirs,

canals, and tunnels was constructed, with a current estimated replacement value of

USD 16 billion (DWA, 2013a). Management according to hydrological boundaries

was an obvious element of expanding bulk infrastructure, not least in order to be able

to take water out of basins. Today, in seven of South Africa’s current nine provinces,

more than 50% of water is provided by inter-basin transfers (Basson et al., 1994, cited

in Grey & Sadoff, 2006). Administrative and even country boundaries were ignored in

this basin management. The apartheid government formally declared rivers flowing

through homelands “international drainage basins” governed by the 1966 Helsinki

Convention on transboundary watercourses. In reality, the white planners complained

of the “risks of fragmentation”, and preferred building dams “where nature dictates”.

Thus, for the sake of “technical integrity and credibility”, the state also ensured

control in the homelands, for example by creating Government Water Control Areas

(DWA, 1986). DWA and the private sector also started the Lesotho Highlands Water

Project, channelling water from the region’s highest water tower (in Lesotho) into

South Africa.

At the same time, second-generation issues appeared on the agenda; the 1970

commission emphasized water reuse, demand management and pollution prevention.

Waste discharge charges were proposed, because the past practice of diluting waste by

limiting releases to periods of high flow had already “reached a breaking point” (DWA,

1970, p. 6). Last but not least, growing economic stagflation and the high costs of

repressing growing political resistance resulted in reduced state investment in water. Hard

choices in both funds and water allocation became unavoidable.

Water as an economic good

One trade-off was between white irrigation and the white urbanizing and industrializing

economy. This also triggered the discourse of water as an economic good.

The application of a realistic price policy that reflects underlying scarcities is one of the most
efficient ways of ensuring the effective exploitation of a country’s resources. In a free
economy it is moreover the best way of effecting a balance between supply and demand and
preventing waste of a scarce commodity. (DWA, 1970, p. 8)

The commission recommended stopping state subsidy of new schemes and considering

importation of food. This met little resistance, because few whites were still interested in

taking up irrigation. To further reduce state costs, irrigation management was increasingly

transferred from the state to white irrigation boards. Water trading, which was already

common within irrigation areas, was further encouraged to ensure that water was used for

the highest productive value. Further, the commission recommended the reduction of the

heavy subsidy of operation and maintenance in government water schemes and the

improvement of cost recovery, but this fell on deaf ears in the apartheid constituency

(DWA, 1970; DWA, 1986).

Lastly, a new stakeholder emerged in the business of water as an economic good: white

private engineering firms came up to take up profitable business. In their view, the state

should restrict itself to functions that are not economically viable or that achieve greater

public benefits in the absence of commercial interests (DWA, 1986).
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The environment as a water user in its own right

The apartheid government realized that not all water uses would fit the criteria of an

economic good. Defining ‘the environment’, the 1970 commission wrote:

It would be disastrous both for nature conservation and for our tourist industry if too little
water were to be made available for wild life in the Kruger Park. Other nature conservation
areas, such as the St. Lucia Lake, require fresh water for the protection of natural assets.
Provision needs to be made for the reasonable needs of nature conservation areas. (DWA,
1970, p. 17)

The commission estimated that this would not exceed 1% of total water requirements. By

1986, the new water user had become considerably thirstier. The DWA (1986) estimated

that in these two reserves and in 300 newly identified public and private nature reserves,

water was needed for domestic water for visitors, game watering and “the maintenance of

the riverine habitat” – the latter accounting for approximately 98% of the demand in these

areas. Over time, estuaries, lakes, wetlands, riverine habitat and conserved areas were

estimated to require about 13% of total water demand. It was added: “This estimate

probably represents maximum demand and could decrease as a result of further research.

. . . The estimated requirements have been based on a simplistic model and it is

recommended that engineers and scientists undertake intensive research at an early stage

to obtain more accurate values” (DWA, 1986, p. 2.25).

Growing inequities

Africans and other historically disadvantaged groups bore the brunt of these decisions. The

discourse of water as an economic good for ‘the’ national economy affected water

resources development in the largely agrarian former homelands. Since the 1960s, the

apartheid government had invested in irrigation schemes to improve local food security

and to avoid ‘black inundation’ of white areas. However, concerned about the claims these

schemes made on water ‘of common interest’, water planners started using the same

discourse to challenge black irrigation schemes: “Irrigation development is only one, and

not necessarily the most effective, means of achieving socio-economic objectives. . . .

Since economic advantage is the decisive criterion for successful irrigation, the . . .

proposed projects must be tested against strict efficiency norms” (DWA, 1986, p. 2.16).

The result of the apartheid hydraulic mission was a highly skewed distribution of

water. In rural areas, 1.2% of the people use 95% of the water. The other 98.8%, most of

whom depend on agriculture-based livelihoods, only access 5% of the water. This

corresponds to a Gini coefficient of 0.99 (Cullis & van Koppen, 2008). While the apartheid

government justified its actions in the name of economic efficiency in ‘the’ national

interest, the country was on the brink of civil war. While water planners argued for the

highest assurance of supply to electricity generation, these symbols of the apartheid

economy were blown up by the armed wing of the ANC.

Conclusion

In sum, while the white minority went through its agrarian transition on a water-scarce

plateau, the apartheid state ensured reliable water flows through massive bulk water

infrastructure for this economy, while maintaining flows to white farms. For whites, the

new discourse of water as an economic good had no tangible impact on their well-being.

White ecologists increased their control over water in nature reserves that did not fit the

criteria of economic efficiency. Water in the homelands fell under stricter government
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control. Thus, the real trade-off was for black South Africans. An increasing proportion of

black South Africans moved from ultra-exploited wage employment to structural

unemployment. They had become economically too ‘inefficient’ to deserve any more

water than the negligible portion of water resources they used. Water for ‘the’

environment, defined by whites, became more important.

The 1990s: a rights-based National Water Act

The post-1994 DWA, under minister Kader Asmal, formulated a new water resources

management policy and law. The new water law was an operationalization of the new

constitution (RSA, 1996). The overhaul of previous policy and law in the watershed

changes of the 1990s warranted a comprehensive, integrated approach to these multiple

and sometimes competing uses of water. Within the department and during the extensive

public consultations, continuities and discontinuities from the pre-1994 policies and

practices were fiercely debated.

The drafters of the National Water Act (RSA, 1998) also sought international advice,

which was provided by organizations like the FAO and experts from Zimbabwe, Western

Australia, Namibia, the United States, Finland, the UK, France, other European countries,

New Zealand and Mexico. As Asmal put it, this opening up was like leaving behind the

pariah status of the past and introducing the fresh air of international development. In the

international community of water professionals at the time, the drafters found and

embraced the idea of IWRM. “During the 1990s a number of basic principles of sound

policy have emerged as the combined learning of many states, development agencies and

water sector professionals. From these developments emerge the basic tenets of an

internationally recognized Integrated Water Resource Management Policy framework”

(DWA, 1997a, p. 12). However, an own interpretation was given.

Equity and economic efficiency in infrastructure development and water allocation

Unlike in the Dublin Principles, water was explicitly seen as both an economic and a social

good. The DWA’s first action was to improve access to water for domestic use for all. The

new constitution vested this mandate in municipalities that had yet to be demarcated.

Therefore, the DWA temporarily filled this gap, among other by the rapid adoption of a

Water Services Act (RSA, 1997).

The DWA’s new national mandate for water resource management generated more

contest. The drafters wrote:

Water management and water law is at a crossroad in South Africa not just because there is a
new government with new objectives but because a new reality has to be addressed. While
resources were plentiful, it was simple to harness them. . . . This historic focus of water
management has to change. Since much of the accessible resource has been developed (and
there is less and less floodwater reliable enough to be worth storing) the task is increasingly to
manage within the constraints that are given us by nature (DWA, 1997b, p. 16)

Some earlier tasks were pursued with minor changes, such as operating, maintaining and

expanding the asset base, but a stronger enforcement of effective cost recovery from the

existing (mostly white) users was envisaged. Also, the National Water Act re-emphasized

the need for water-saving measures such as water reuse, water demand management and

pollution prevention.

However, unlike the past the new policy emphasized equity, as being necessary “in

order to redress the results of past racial discrimination” (DWA, 1997c, p. 11). This
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became an explicit criterion for water allocation under Section 27 (2) of the Act, also in the

reallocation of water between users. The Act allows reduction of allocation of water to

existing lawful users without compensation if this reallocation is used to provide for the

reserve, to rectify an over-allocation of water use from the resource in question, or to

rectify an unfair or disproportionate water use. Also, the importance of future

collaboration with other departments was realized, particularly for redress and poverty

alleviation. Attention focused on land reform, which aimed at redistributing one-third of

the land, and on associated agricultural development and the provision of infrastructure,

notably water.

While the new law was also based on the three IWRM pillars of economic efficiency,

environmental sustainability, and equity, the economic efficiency of the past was

contested. Debates emerged on the precise intersections between equity and economic

efficiency. Asmal sought synergies instead of trade-offs.

Redistribution of access to the resource must certainly be a central objective, not the sole
objective. . . . The corrective redistribution of water resources to historically disadvantaged
groups can, if properly done, advance the goals of equity and efficiency in tandem. Our real
challenge is to ensure synergy between those goals, not dismiss one of them at the outset.
(Asmal, 1996, p. 2)

The aim was to “maximise economic activity and opportunity (as well as simple

wellbeing) among the historically disadvantaged”.

He also challenged whether pre-1994 allocations had effectively been to the “highest

economic value”:

Many “vested” rights and uses are, as you know, seriously sub-optimal. . . . In suggesting that
the historically disadvantaged have “no great demand” for access to water resources and no
ability to use such resources “productively”, you adopt a factual premise that is questionable
and an approach that is static rather than developmental. Many historically disadvantaged
rural populations would today be stable agrarian communities (rather than unproductive and
desolate) if they had historically been afforded equitable access to land and water resources.
Even if it were true (which I deny), that many rural people have not articulated a claim for an
equitable share of the resource, it would remain my moral and political duty to ensure
equitable access both to water services and to the water resource itself. This principle is
beyond negotiation. Any meaningful developmental approach must in part redefine the
inherited low expectations of the historically disadvantaged (and it is easy to exaggerate the
low levels of these expectations). The redefinition of ambitions and expectations is an
important part of what “empowerment” means. (quoted in DWA, 1996, p. 2)

Asmal equally challenged market-based allocations and the trade in water entitlements.

Instead of vesting faith in “the market” and allowing for “windfall gains” by the sellers,

Asmal pointed out that

the developmental model first selects societal objectives and then considers how best to
harness market mechanisms in a manner designed to effectuate those objectives. It does not
merely remain agnostic on the end results and allow the market (supposedly) to determine
policy outcomes. . . . The market is not an end in itself and must not lead us like a tail wagging
its dog. (DWA, 1996, p. 10)

Water transfer was included in the National Water Act, provided that it is regulated by the

DWA.

There was more unanimity about the third principle, environmental sustainability.

Directly building on the pre-1994 notion of ‘the’ environment as a user in its own right, an

effective lobby of environmentalists and aquatic ecologists not only convinced the drafters

of the Act to maintain the highest priority for environmental water use along with water for

basic human needs; they also considerably expanded the definition of ‘the’ environment to
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environmental surface-water flows and groundwater base flows. The desired quantity and

quality of the flow were to be set in consultation with stakeholders. This resulted in the

ecological reserve.

Two other innovations in the National Water Law were strongly influenced by the

international debates. The first was the adoption of a new nation-wide water rights

system. In order to implement the two pillars of equity and environmental sustainability,

the drafters adopted the public trust doctrine, in which the state is the custodian of the

nation’s water resources. This doctrine of the state as trustee was in part a further

strengthening of the 1956 Water Act and was inspired in part by US public trust doctrine

(de Coning & Sherwill, 2004) but also by the IWRM discourse that the water cycle is an

interconnected process. The National Water Act stipulated a new water-use

authorization system and its regular operationalization in subsequent editions of a

National Water Resource Strategy. The highest priority was vested in the reserve, which

consisted of an ecological reserve and a basic human needs reserve to meet the

constitutional right of access to sufficient water. Legislation currently defines this as

25 litres per capita per day. In the new water-use authorization system, water users have

to apply for a water-use license. Aware of the limited resources for implementation, the

Act exempts micro-uses such as domestic uses and food gardening “not for commercial

purposes” as “Schedule One uses” from the obligation to apply for a license. For

somewhat larger quantities from specific resources and by specific people, the Act

introduced exemptions through “general authorizations”. Mexican advisors warned of

the logistical complexities they had encountered in their efforts to roll out a new

licensing system. Therefore, the Act also accepted pre-1998 lawful water use as existing

lawful use under the new Act, until an area-wide process of compulsory licensing was

implemented in which everyone in an area would change simultaneously to the new

water-use authorization system.

The recognition of existing lawful uses accommodated vested users, who fiercely

defended their entitlements under earlier plural systems of riparian rights, private rights for

groundwater, scheduled allocations in irrigation areas, rights to surplus flows, permits for

forestry, and a total of 40,000 permits in Government Water Control Areas. (The

customary rights in the former homelands were hardly considered.) Asmal contested white

users’ claims that these entitlements were property rights protected by the constitution. For

Asmal, property rights in water are always bound by the assumption of beneficial use and

governmental regulation in the public interest. The government retains the right to control

the country’s economy and to determine the proper use of the country’s natural resources.

Accordingly, to him, illegitimate actions by governments in the past cannot serve as a

basis to claim lawfulness of uses under the new government. Similarly, non-use, as the end

of any beneficial use, stops any right.

A second innovation in the National Water Act was most clearly informed by

international experience, in this case France, Australia and the general IWRM discourse:

catchment management agencies (CMAs). Ecologists also referred to this discourse to

make their case. CMAs would become an additional governance layer, accountable

upward to the DWA and downward to users. Until CMAs were established, the DWA

would be the CMA.

The drafters of the law realized that CMAs and moving to the IWRM approach and

devolution of responsibility to the lowest appropriate level would require significantly

more technical capacity. Unfortunately, as officials would later regret, in passing the Act,

no additional funding from the treasury was negotiated (de Coning & Sherwill, 2004).

Users were expected to pay for these additional water resources management costs.
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Conclusions

In sum, while the new government welcomed IWRM and international experience in water

resource management, it clearly articulated the concept of water as a social good and

emphasized the implications of equity for the pillar of water as an economic good. The

exchange was two-way. South Africa attained a global reputation, particularly for its

engagement in catchment management agencies, the public trust doctrine and the

ecological reserve. This gave hope to the high expectation of the IWRM community at the

time that these typical ingredients of IWRM could work. However, in global forums South

Africans also critiqued IWRM, in particular on the neglect of infrastructure (Sadoff &

Muller, 2009).

Implementation

The Department of Water Affairs

In the subsequent 15 years of implementation the vision of equity of Asmal and his team

appeared hard to achieve for a number of reasons, including flaws in IWRM. Even though

the Act allowed for a phased implementation of the innovations, the department

immediately took up most aspects, and all with high technical sophistication (Schreiner &

Hassan, 2011). In this period, the composition of the staff changed profoundly. Many

white male engineers and hydrologists left the department for the private sector, or retired.

While the influx of new black and female staff met national transformation goals, many of

the new staff had little experience in water management. The department became

increasingly dependent on consultants for the technical skills required. Continuity was

further weakened by high levels of staff turnover and job vacancies, including at the senior

level.

Infrastructure: water as a social and economic good

In the 1990s, the DWA deployed major efforts to connect the ‘have-nots’ to existing and

new bulk supplies, and also to build new smaller-scale infrastructure for domestic uses.

Between 1994 and March 2004, the government invested a total of ZAR 14.8 billion (USD

2.7 billion) in water and sanitation services (Hendricks, 2007). Access to basic water

supply services improved, from 59% of the population in 1994 to 83% in 2005, although

the functionality of the systems was not always optimal. In the interests of the poor, the

first 6000 litres per household per month are provided free of charge. After 2006,

responsibility for water supply was handed over to municipalities, which receive

considerable government funding for the provision of water services to poor communities.

However, increasing service protests throughout the country expose the weak performance

of water and other services. In addition, sanitation delivery lags far behind water services

delivery.

The DWA’s operation, maintenance and extension of bulk water supplies continued

largely as envisaged since the 1970s for the growing but now more racially mixed middle-

class urban population and expanding industries, electricity generation and mining. Dams

increasingly enabled dry-season releases to meet the new environmental flows.

Subsequent pricing strategies have been gazetted to boost cost recovery, but still with

limited success. In 2012, only 43% of the amount due was collected. At the same time, the

costs for outstanding maintenance reached an estimated USD 1.4 billion (personal

communication, 2013, Z. Mathe, Deputy Director General of the National Water Resource

Infrastructure Branch). New construction or rehabilitation of infrastructure that can be
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paid back by users is financed off-budget through commercial loans with state guarantees.

This is done through the Trans-Caledonian Tunnel Authority, which was established to

finance the Lesotho Highlands Water Project.

Infrastructure development for smaller-scale productive water uses for those who

cannot pay the capital investments has been limited, and, as exposed in a recent policy

review, there are many instances of pipes and canals passing by to distant users, ignoring

the multiple water needs of rural communities (DWA, 2013b). The DWA made various

attempts to get water to poor black users. In 2004, the DWA established a small national

fund for resource-poor farmers, which is mainly used to promote rainwater harvesting at

homesteads (DWAF, 2004a). However, formalization and implementation through the

regional offices are slow. A national Coordinating Committee for Small-Scale Irrigation

Support, led by the DWA and involving the Department of Agriculture and the

International Water Management Institute, was established in 2001, but ceased to function

after a couple of years, mainly because the DWA’s focus had shifted from supporting

investments in infrastructure to regulation and licensing. Only some of the provincial-level

coordinating committees for agricultural water use are functioning. There was also hardly

any coordination around land-reform projects, and some landowners whose land was

under claim sold the water before transfer.

The shift to regulation and the lack of collaboration between departments around

smallholder irrigation development were compounded by weak support for smallholder

schemes in the former homelands under the Department of Agriculture. With the sudden

retrenchment of (white-dominated) top-down management structures in the 1990s, many

schemes partially or fully collapsed, and their revitalization appeared difficult (Denison &

Manona, 2007). Nevertheless, Asmal was right in emphasizing the demand. Small-scale

farmers keep trying to farm, even in defunct irrigation schemes (Manona et al., 2010).

The demand for water for productive uses is also reflected in the many water projects in the

national Community Work Programme, which leaves the choice of activities to

the communities.

Some in the DWA felt that historically disadvantaged people can bear the brunt of

competition for water. Smallholder irrigation should be abandoned, while prioritizing the

water needs of the urbanizing and industrializing economy. As a DWA report on

integrated water resource planning says, “in some instances . . . it may be sensible to make

unused water available either for rural or urban domestic use or to meet other economic

user demands (e.g. industrial, mining, forestry)” (Van Rooyen & Versfeld, 2010, p. 13).

However, such views contrast sharply with the recent national policy goals of South

Africa, which increasingly emphasize equity. The National Development Plan 2030 (RSA,

2011) announced that an additional 500,000 ha of land should be irrigated, as “the driving

force” behind integrated rural development (but without specifying whether for

smallholders or large-scale farmers). The New Growth Path (RSA, 2010) envisages

300,000 households in smallholder schemes by 2020, six times as many as in 2010.

However, neither of these policies specifies how these goals are to be reached, how the

required coordination will be established, or where the water will come from.

Environmental sustainability

After the promulgation of the National Water Act, work began on determining the

ecological reserve across the country. The department spent considerable resources on

this, ultimately using three levels of determination – desktop, medium and

comprehensive. In most basins, the desktop calculation was used, setting an average of
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about 20% of mean annual runoff as environmental flow. This rendered the status of most

basins ‘stressed’. However, actual curtailment to enforce this flow appeared difficult, and

the amount of water required has been contested. For example, managers of the Olifants

Basin questioned the “over-zealous implementation of the ecological reserve” demanded

by the downstream Kruger National Park, considering the trade-off in the “cost of lack of

use of that water to employment and to livelihoods” (DWAF, 2004b, p. 10).

Water-use authorization: widening inequalities

In spite of some efforts, the DWA failed to achieve equity in water-use authorization.

The DWA used its power as custodian of the nation’s water resources to set water aside for

black smallholders in various areas. However, this water has largely not been utilized,

partly due to the high cost and complexity of irrigation and markets, but significantly due

to the lack of interdepartmental collaboration for effective state support (DWA, 2013b;

Hollingworth & Matsetela, 2008).

In 2005, an unprecedented Water Allocation Reform programme was launched that

aimed at redressing inequities from the past by implementing the new water-use

authorization system. Ambitious targets were set for reallocation of water: 60% of

allocable water should be in black hands, half men’s and half women’s, by 2020 (DWAF,

2008). This includes reallocation of water tied to land redistribution. However, besides

lack of coordination, the design of the legal system appeared counterproductive. The

administrative burdens of applying for a license are enormous for the DWA and users

alike. Ironically, these burdens disproportionately hit, and therefore discriminate against,

small-scale, remote, and legally illiterate users, especially women, who want to take up a

bit of water at disproportionate costs, unless they can access water under a general

authorization or Schedule One. Unfortunately, these exempted uses have a weaker legal

status than licensed use. Moreover, because of the way that Section 27 of the Act is

drafted, the DWA is not sufficiently empowered to demand that equity be addressed as a

priority. The DWA lost a case in the Water Tribunal when an applicant whose application

for water use had been rejected argued that equity cannot be taken as the highest priority

among the various criteria for water allocations under Section 27. The burdens of

administration and a constant fear of possible legal reprisals further eroded the DWA’s

capacity to achieve water allocation reform. At the same time, large-scale illegal use, for

example by large-scale farmers in the Upper Vaal, was not effectively prevented. In this

environment, only three small compulsory-licensing pilot projects have been

implemented.

The pre-1994 inequities in formal water access have only continued. Out of the 4284

water-use licenses issued between 1998 and 2012 for new water uptake, only 1518 were

for historically disadvantaged individuals (76% were for forestry). The total volumes

allocated to historically disadvantaged individuals were very low: just 1.6% of the total

water allocated through all licenses (DWA, 2013b).

Institutional arenas: catchment management agencies and water user associations

Extensive literature exists on CMAs (Karar et al., 2011; Merrey et al., 2009; van Koppen,

2008) and some on water user associations (Faysse, 2004; Kemerink, Ahlers, & Van der

Zaag 2011) and on the public consultation for the National Water Resource Strategy

(Garduño & Hinsch, 2005). They all refer to the need for intensive support by the DWA if

existing power relations are to be redressed. The establishment of CMAs also encountered
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internal resistance to change among some DWA staff, with concerns expressed about

costs, the appropriateness of delegating functions to CMAs, and whether they should be

established at all. By 2012, only two had been established and were functional. The

minister ended this paralysis by deciding to establish 9 CMAs, instead of the 19 previously

envisaged, with tight timeframes for establishment.

Conclusion

In the first 15 years, the DWA, in line with global IWRM discourse, failed to address

important reasons why there has been no redress for equity: lack of cross-departmental

collaborative efforts to recognize legitimate water needs for productive uses of historically

disadvantaged individuals, and lack of investments in infrastructure and other measures

for their uptake of water. Further, no priority was given to equity in water allocation;

administrative systems even discriminated against the poor. Insufficient resources were

allocated to enforce conditions attached to licenses. The principle of water as an economic

good continued, in the sense that those who (claim that they) can pay obtained licenses to

access the country’s last uncommitted water resources. They only had the ecological

reserve as a competitor with a higher priority, at least on paper. Moreover, a gap developed

between the DWA and South Africa’s highest-level policy goals. Developmental water

management seeks to address precisely these flaws.

NWRS2: developmental water management

In the newpolicies, equity and economyare intertwined at the highest levels, through the state.

A developmental state tackles the root causes of poverty and inequality. A South African
developmental state will intervene to support and guide development so that benefits accrue
across society (especially to the poor), and build consensus so that long-term national interest
trumps short-term, sectional concerns. (RSA, 2011, p. 54)

A developmental state is not simply hostage to market forces and vested interests. Through
careful alliances, clear purpose and by leveraging its resource and regulatory capacity, it can
align market outcomes with development needs. . . . Costs for business are minimized, except
as required to support transformation toward a more equitable, decent work-generating and
green economy. (RSA, 2010, p. 28)

Accordingly, the NWRS2 defines ‘developmental water management’ as water

management “which takes, as a central premise, the fact [that] water plays a critical

role in equitable social and economic development, and that the developmental state has a

critical role in ensuring that this takes place” (DWA, 2013a, p. 14). The DWA, other

departments and other state agencies have to work outside their usual silos and collaborate

to contribute to these higher goals.

For the DWA, developmental water management implies going back to the basics:

ensuring not only the continued development, operation and maintenance of water

infrastructure that can be self-financed, but also the provision of subsidized infrastructure

to support poverty eradication and the economic development of poor rural communities

as part of a broader, irrigation-driven agrarian reform. To this end, if need be, water

resources have to be taken away from uses that are less equitable and create fewer jobs.

The NWRS2 also aligns with the government’s general commitment to minimize

unnecessary economic costs, including unnecessary regulatory requirements and delays.

Finally, in providing clarity on the intersections between equity and economic

efficiency, the NWRS2 sets the following order of priorities in water allocation: first, the
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ecological and basic human reserves; second, international obligations; third, water for

poverty eradication and redressing inequities from the past; fourth, water uses that are

strategically important; and fifth, licensed water for general economic purposes (DWA,

2013a). In principle, this can be practically operationalized by vesting the third priority in

all small-scale water uses as priority general authorizations and by empowering small-

scale users to take up these entitlements. Instead of blanket regulation of all, the DWA

would differentiate: supporting small-scale users for redress, while regulating the few

large-scale users. A policy review of the National Water Act in 2013 also seeks to amend

Section 27 in such a way that decision making in the reallocation of water will have equity

as its primary consideration. This would mean that the responsibilities for meeting the

ecological reserve would be borne by the large-scale users.

Conclusions

After two decades of intensive trial and error, equity has been increasingly firmly

embedded in South Africa’s water policies, in ways that are also relevant elsewhere and

that address the growing critique that the equity pillar loses out in IWRM. The DWA has

become accountable to political aims that clearly articulate the intersections between

economic efficiency and equity. This ended the era of all ‘feeling good’ (and being lost) in

three disconnected principles that can justify any (costly) initiative in the name of IWRM,

including the perpetuation of the legacy of the two pre-1994 principles. Further, the new

goals emphasize collaboration with other state agencies, overcoming past isolation. Going

back to the basics of water management, public and private investments in infrastructure

are regaining their central place on the agenda, now explicitly including the legitimate

needs of the poor which would be ignored without a democratic development state. Water-

use authorization is likely to be simplified and better targeted, while supporting the poor.

Wherever all water resources have been allocated, the DWA takes increasing powers to

reallocate to the uses with the highest-equity outcomes, without jeopardizing

environmental sustainability. In other African countries, such conflict can be avoided

by ensuring equitable investments in infrastructure from the early stages of water

development onwards.

It is not to be expected that developmental water management will suddenly bridge the

deep divides and political contestation over water in South Africa, but it does seem to

provide a more rigorous and developmental basis than IWRM.
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