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Durban’s Conference of Polluters (COPDurban’s Conference of Polluters (COP1717))
what will happen from what will happen from 28 28 Nov until Nov until 9 9 Dec?Dec?

C17 civil society unity for 
Durban Univ of Technology 

‘People’s Space’

UNFCCC 
negotiations

potential Green Pavillion  
with Africa Pavillion and 
‘civilised society’ space



Basic argument

• South Africa is a society even more unequal and 
disease-ridden than during apartheid. Yet far-
sighted ecological innovations in waterless 
sanitation are the cover for neoliberal water-
denial strategies and hence are only provided in denial strategies and hence are only provided in 
poor black areas instead of the rich white areas 
where water-wasting is world-class. These top-
down ecological objectives are subverted and 
the economic rationales are resisted, from 
below. Is there a way out of the dilemma?



Context: neoliberal water 

according to The Economist
• The Economist magazine July 2003 survey on water declares 

the central dilemma: ‘Throughout history, and especially 
over the past century, it has been ill-governed and, above all, 
collossally underpriced.’ 

• Identifying this problem, naturally begets this solution: ‘The • Identifying this problem, naturally begets this solution: ‘The 
best way to deal with water is to price it more sensibly,’ for 
‘although water is special, both its provision and its use will 
respond to market signals.’ 

• As for the problem of delivering water to the poor, ‘The best 
way of solving it is to treat water pretty much as a business 
like any other.’



World Bank
commodification of water

• ideological assertions: ‘the poor are willing and 
have the capacity to pay for services that are 
adapted to their needs… poor performance of a 
number of public utilities is rooted in a policy of 
repressed tariffs’repressed tariffs’

--World Bank & African Water Utilities Partnership, Kampala Statement, 2001;

• ‘Work is still needed with political leaders in some 
national governments to move away from the 
concept of free water for all… Ensure 100% 
recovery of operation and maintenance costs’

--Sourcebook on Community Driven Development in the Africa Region, 2000.



Degree of cost recovery

What's the challenge for privatised water? 

just too expensive to supply poor people

200%

Telecom Gas Power Water
0%

50%

100%

150%

Financial autonomy



Context: water shortages anticipated
(scarcity is not merely a social construct) 



rich South Africans’ 
water hedonism



Water in the townships:
world -famous

site of struggle



bad memories: equalbad memories: equal

access to water?access to water?

Durban’sDurban’s

‘sanitation belt’‘sanitation belt’







Durban’s water awards

•2002 National Geographic award for sanitation,

•2003 Dubai International Award for Best

•Practices (for sewage disposal education),

•2003 South African national ‘Excellence in 

Innovation’ award,Innovation’ award,

•Ford Foundation’s 2003 Impumelelo Award, 

•‘best municipal delivery’ and ‘Blue Drop’ awards 

•Bill Gates (2010) blogged, Durban’s Neil Macleod 

‘has been a leader in thinking through how to 

improve sanitation for the poor in Durban’



Gates Foundation on sanitation

New Approaches Needed on Sanitation

Julie Frederikse, 19 July 2011

No innovation in the past 200 years has done more to save 

lives and improve health than the sanitation revolution 

triggered by the invention of the toilet.

The little-known fact was stated by Sylvia Mathews Burwell, The little-known fact was stated by Sylvia Mathews Burwell, 

president of the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation's Global 

Development Program, in her keynote address to the third 

annual AfricaSan conference in Kigali, Rwanda, on Tuesday.

But, she said, the innovation did not go far enough. "It only 

reached one-third of the world. What we need are new 

approaches. New ideas. In short, we need to reinvent the 

toilet," Burwell said.



Gates Foundation on sanitation

“Reinventing the Toilet” is a key part of the Gates 

Foundation's effort to innovate in the area of sanitation. 

This $3 million grant goes to eight universities to develop 

an easily installable toilet that doesn't rely on water, a 

sewer connection or power, at a usage cost of no more 

than 5 (US) cents per day.than 5 (US) cents per day.

The sole African grantee is the University of KwaZulu-

Natal in Durban, South Africa, which is developing both a 

Urinary Diversion toilet and a recycling system for solid 

waste which both produce fertilizer for use in sustainable 

agriculture.



Urine Diversion (UD) toilet: water-saving Urine Diversion (UD) toilet: water-saving 

ecologically appropriate, inexpensive, safe





Urine Diversion toilet: a neoliberal loo?





Johannesburg attempts to save water:

‘Pre-paid meters’
• R342 ($57) million 5-year ‘Gcin’amanzi’ plan aims at ‘self-

disconnection’ as solution to durable non-payment problems, 

in low-income townships;

• pilots in Soweto and Orange Farm (but this technology not 

found in mainly-white suburbs);found in mainly-white suburbs);

• pre-paid meters declared illegal in Britain (as a public health 

threat) in 1998, and challenged in SA courts;

• High Court Judge Moroa Tsoka (30/4/08) accused city of racism by 

imposing credit control via prepayment “in the historically poor black 

areas and not the historically rich white areas”. Meter installation 

occurred “in terms of colour or geographical area”, and community 

consultation process was “a publicity stunt” characterised by a “big 

brother approach”.  



‘Prepayment meters’ endorsed by 
Constitutional Court, Oct 2009

• “the ordinary meaning of ‘discontinuation’ is that 

something is made to cease to exist. The water supply does 

not cease to exist when a pre-paid meter temporarily stops 

the supply of water. It is suspended until either the the supply of water. It is suspended until either the 

customer purchases further credit or the new month 

commences with a new monthly basic water supply 

whereupon the water supply recommences. It is better 

understood as a temporary suspension in supply, not a 

discontinuation.”



Johannesburg attempts to save water:

‘Shallow sewers’

Sewer pipes are regularly blocked with excrement, not by accident but as a 
matter of deliberate cost-savings;

JW provides ‘Maintenance Procedure’ instructions for unfortunate residents:
• -- Open all inspection chambers 

• -- Wear gloves

• -- Remove all solids and waste from the inspection chambers

-- Do a mirror test for each chamber-to-chamber section• -- Do a mirror test for each chamber-to-chamber section

• -- If waste material is found in a section, bring in the tube from the upstream inspection chamber until it comes 
into contact with the obstruction

• -- Block off the outlet from the downstream inspection chamber with a screen that allows water to pass 
through but not solids 

• -- Push the tube until the material is moved to the downstream inspection chamber 

• -- Wear gloves and remove waste material by hand 

• -- Pour a large quantity of water through the section between the two inspection chambers and check for 
cleaning

• -- Repeat the mirror test 

• -- Close the inspection chambers

• -- Inspection chambers must be kept closed at all times except during cleaning operations



What about the ANC’s

‘free basic water’ promise?

• There are numerous reasons for what seems to 

be systemic sabotage of the ANC government’s 

‘free basic water’ promises (made in the 2000 ‘free basic water’ promises (made in the 2000 

municipal election);

• One key reason, explored in the next slides, is 

the municipality’s choice of water tariffs, 

especially the slope of the tariff curve...



precise wording of ANC promise:

• ‘ANC-led local government will provide all 

residents with a free basic amount of water, 

electricity and other municipal services, so as 

to help the poor. Those who use more than to help the poor. Those who use more than 

the basic amounts will pay for the extra they 

use.’ (ANC campaign promise, 2000 municipal elections)



Two eco-social features of the 
‘free basic water’ promise:

• The promise is based on a ‘universal 
entitlement’ -- basic needs should be met 
(regardless of income), consistent with the 
Constitution’s Bill of Rights;Constitution’s Bill of Rights;

• The promise also means that those who 
consume more should pay more per unit
after the free basic supply, which promotes 
‘cross-subsidies’ (i.e., redistribution).



World Bank advice to SA on 
pricing and privatisation

• promotion of privatisation & low standards in (1994-95 

Municipal Infrastructure Investment Framework) 

• advice that free lifeline water should be 
avoided because it ‘may limit options with 
respect to tertiary providers--in particular 
avoided because it ‘may limit options with 
respect to tertiary providers--in particular 
private concessions much harder to establish’ 
… so instead, price water according to cost, 
and establish a ‘credible threat of cutting 
service’
– ‘Water Pricing and Management: World Bank Presentation to the SA Water 

Conservation Conference’, 2 October 1995



How important was
World Bank’s 1990s advice?

• Staff report that 

involvement in ‘market-

related pricing’ was 

‘instrumental in ‘instrumental in 

facilitating a radical 

revision in SA’s approach’ 

to water…



Disconnections still a
national epidemic

• 275 000 families (approximately 1,5 million 
people) in 2003 disconnected due to 
inability to pay water bills, admits lead 
state water official
inability to pay water bills, admits lead 
state water official

• Mike Muller, ‘Keeping the Taps On,’ Mail & Guardian, 25 June 2004.



ubiquitous 

‘service 
delivery 
protests’






