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PART 1:  THE SA WATER CAUCUS 
 
Section 1: Introduction 
 
It was not the first meeting between Water Minister Ronnie Kasrils and the Water Caucus, but 
it was the biggest so far. There were eleven DWAF officials of the Department of Water 
Affairs and Forestry in the room, instructed by the minister to be there to answer questions, 
around 16 delegates from the Water Caucus, and of course the minister. We had a full agenda. 
The agenda itself had been the subject of negotiations over a few weeks. A large part was 
taken up with specific cases, for example flawed Environmental Impact Assessments, water 
cut-offs, and the National Water Resource Strategy plans for building dams. Another item 
was a promise of support to the minister if he would keep water out of the WTO negotiations 
in Cancun. But maybe the most revealing was the issue of the tone of the minister’s response 
to newspaper articles about water cut-offs, in which he called certain members of the caucus 
“self-proclaimed revolutionaries”. 
 
The minister held out his hands in an appealing gesture, and said: “Look, I was traveling 
overseas, and somebody brought me this article1 saying that the South African water sector 
was in crisis. That there had been 10 million cut-offs. It was rubbish. I got angry. I said 
things. I wrote things.”  
 
The room was quiet. In the ranks of the Water Caucus there have always been some harsh 
critics of the minister and the department. Some community activists, from the Anti- 
Privatisation Forum, were at that very time involved in direct action against water meters 
being installed, with no consultation, by a water multinational. A number of us had disrupted 
his speech on privatization at the World Summit on Sustainable Development, and he had 
called us thugs.  
 
But now the tone from both sides was conciliatory. We agreed that we could all do better, and 
be more respectful when we differ. This snapshot from the meeting illustrates one of the 
founding ironies of the civil society-government relationship:  
 

“Government is both the guarantor of civil society space, and the target of its 
criticisms. It takes a mature government to be comfortable with this 
relationship. Precisely because of this, a government’s relationship is seen as 
a gauge of political maturity… Civil society needs government. It appeals to 
and pressurizes government to make space for it. The aim of its policy is to 
get the state to change or implement specific policies. This is why civil 
society often defends the space of (national) government by arguing for a 
developmental state that is more responsive to social issues than to the 
interests of business groupings.” 2 

 
The Water Caucus focuses a great deal of its work lobbying government on international, 
national and local issues – and the Minister of Water Affairs and Forestry prides itself on the 
space it allows civil society. It also illustrates that the SA Water Caucus has established itself 
as a presence in the South African water sector. In this study, we take a closer look at the 18 
month history of the caucus, and the factors that made it.  
 

                                                 
1 This refers to an article in the New York Times of 29 May 2003, headlined “Water Tap often Shut to 
South Africa’s Poor” in which HSRC figures were quoted to say that up to 10 million South Africans 
have been affected by water cut-offs since the ANC came to power in 1994. Kasrils published his 
response in the Sunday Independent of June 8, 2003 under the title “Report on water cut-offs a case of 
sour grapes among US populists” 
2 Munnik and Wilson, The World Comes to One Country,  p. 74 
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The water caucus grew in quite special circumstances. It benefited from a concerted effort to 
engage civil society as part of a “people’s parliament” approach to governance in the new 
South Africa3. Two big international processes (the World Commission on Dams and the 
World Summit and Sustainable Development) that both happened inside South Africa gave it 
extra opportunity (exposure and resources) to engage with international debates after decades 
of isolation. And of course, the water caucus was built on more than a decade of civil society 
organizing and networking in the water, environmental and rural development sectors. By 
analyzing this history, we can identify how a specific civil society formation has developed its 
form of organization and discourses (arguments and positions) and which methods of 
intervention it has chosen.  
 
Of particular interest is the mix of issues – and the diversity in solidarity that has grown from 
interaction between the carriers of those issues – and the different levels on which the caucus 
operates. The caucus has been equally concerned with global justice issues and international 
events, policy and implementation in the South African water sector, and events as they 
unfold on the ground. The caucus has immersed itself in the global justice debates in the 
water sector (water as a human right and intense opposition to the commodification of water 
through privatization, for example), in the dynamics of the water sector nationally (dam 
building plans in the national water resource strategy) and in local battles (for example around 
free basic water and cut-offs) although it is at local level that most caucus members see the 
biggest challenges looming. It is a central argument in this paper that involvement of the 
caucus on all three levels has strengthened it. 
 
Global justice is made up of local justice issues4 – and it is in the rural areas that these issues 
are most removed from urban centers (which are often local and national at the same time) 
and often least understood from a city perspective5. This study has therefore chosen the 
perspectives of rural members of the water caucus as a point from which to judge the 
effectiveness of the caucus so far.  
 
Two other issues will also receive attention. The one is a conception of “policy advocacy” as 
concerned with a complete, reiterative and overlapping policy cycle that is much broader than 
that of the public opinion and white paper/legislation parts of the policy cycle. It includes 
institutions (capacity, transformation, budgets), programmes and projects, as well as 
monitoring of policy effects on the ground.6 It will be argued that such an approach is much 
more useful for civil society interventions.  
 
Then there is an introductory exploration of the water caucus as “a discursive formation”7. It 
has been argued that the discursive aspects of power – setting of the agenda and the terms of 
discussion in the public arena and particularly in national decision making – has been 
neglected in discussions of the transformation of South Africa8. This study intends to make 
some contribution to this important debate.  
 
 
 
 

                                                 
3 Particularly by the Contact Trust in Cape Town 
4 See J. Cock, A Better or Worse World? The Third World Social Forum, Porto Alegre 2003 for the 
importance of the local to the global justice movement.  
5 One of the problems of centralist government, the result of electoral democracy, is the difficulty of 
feeding local issues into a national decision making system. See Greenstein State, Civil Society and the 
Reconfiguration of Power in Post-Apartheid South Africa, pp. 15 and 16. 
6 Dye, T.R, 1976: Policy Analysis, Alabama  
7Following the approach of Norman Fairclough in Language and Power, 1989, London.  
8 Greenstein, op cit.  
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Note on methodology 
 
This study was conceptualised and written up by a single author, who has been a member of 
the water caucus since inception. Other water caucus members who participated in the 
research are rural representatives Mashile Phalane, Mirriam Kibi, Vukile Manzana and 
Mthetho Chenge and Tshepo Khumbane. The approach is that of participant observation, 
within the critical tradition of committed research9. A focus group from the water caucus 
discussed the findings before the final draft was written. The draft was then circulated from 
comment to the water caucus as a whole.  
 
Fieldwork was undertaken with rural representatives, who introduced the researcher to their 
constituencies, who then explored what water issues were priorities in their areas, and what 
the context is. In most cases, the context focused on the local government(s) in the area. An 
interesting aspect of the research was that rural representatives were able to access local 
government officials and politicians through this research, pose questions to them and receive 
answers.  
 
The participatory approach has many strengths, not the least the authenticity of perspective. 
The report accordingly preserves the voices of individuals and their expression. This approach 
provides a contribution in terms of primary material for the history of water and civil society 
politics. A limitation of the participatory approach is that it makes little space for analysis 
from a single authorial perspective, precluded by the need for consensus to produce an agreed 
history shared by people and groups with diverse perspectives. In this report, analytical 
excursions are clearly indicated and limited to two discussions at the end: one on an inclusive 
understanding of the policy cycle, and the second on the water caucus as a discursive 
foundation.     
 
Overview of the report 
 
The report starts by giving an overview of the SA Water Caucus, and then analyzing the 
history of the caucus – and the preceding processes that shaped it – in some depth. The focus 
is on: 
 

1. Civil society activities before 1994 – including the histories of its component 
parts – particularly Nongovernmental Organisations (NGOs) and Community 
Based Organisations (CBOs). 

2. The idea of a people’s parliament (contact with parliament) coinciding with the 
first decade of representative democracy. 

3. The growth of disillusionment with new government – since 1996, when the 
Reconstruction and Development Programme (RDP) office was closed and 
government embarked on the neoliberal macroeconomic approach called Growth, 
Employment and Redistribution (GEAR) – leading to the emergence of the 
RDSN and various social movements in SA. 

4. The World Commission on Dams (WCD) process (bringing into prominence the 
issues and organization of dams affected) 

5. The World Summit on Sustainable Development (WSSD), and opportunities to 
act as “an issue caucus” 

6. The World Social Forum (WSF) and with it the invitation to become part of a 
global justice movement. 

 

                                                 
9 A critical approach means that the researcher does not claim (positivist) neutrality in his or her 
description, but undertakes the work in order to advance the cause of a more just, equal and sustainable 
society. 
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Against this background, the report returns to a detailed consideration of the history of the 
water caucus, with a focus on how the rural issues have been taken up in it. It does this by 
looking at the three rural areas (geographically and on the basis of issues) that were studied.  
 
The first is the Thabina Valley in Tzaneen. The valley is part of a cluster of ex-bantustan 
settlements, still under tribal authority rule, and with poor service provision including lack of 
reliable access to clean water. Residents face restrictions on water use (for example, a 
prohibition on growing food with purified water) and are disappointed by the lack of channels 
to approach to solve their problems in our new democracy. The many questions and problems 
of local government in service delivery and local democracy are clearly illustrated – as are 
some of the options and challenges for local activists. 
 
The focus then moves to the Verwoerd Dam (now called the Gariep) – a monument not only 
to the apartheid hero Hendrik Verwoerd, but the whole apartheid era – and the struggle by its 
victims for reparations for past injustices. This struggle was activated by research done for the 
World Commission on Dams process, which was headquartered in South Africa, with the first 
new SA minister of water affairs, Kader Asmal, as chairperson. The WCD process connected 
the Gariep and associated communities into an international anti-dams movement. 
Surrounding this issue are general South African concerns about local government and service 
delivery.  
 
Finally, a civil society activist who has been active since the 1980s comes into focus as part of 
the “Water for Food” movement, which aims at both policy change to allow and support the 
use of water for food production in poor rural communities, and to encourage rural people to 
grow their own food as part of a general healing of the social fabric of rural society. 
 
In all three these areas the scars of colonial and apartheid history can be clearly seen, and the 
hope of a radical transformation and improvement in the quality of life is a challenge for both 
government and non-government structures. 
 
The evidence gathered in the first part is then evaluated from four perspectives. First, the rural 
members of the water caucus evaluate their participation in the caucus. Secondly, the 
evaluation of a (broader) water caucus focus group is presented, along with answers to the 
questions raised in the introduction. Thirdly, the caucus’ achievements are evaluated in terms 
of the full policy cycle, and situated with the South African water sector. Finally, the caucus 
is reviewed as a discursive formation. 
 
The study, from a participant observation and participatory perspective10, is offered as a 
contribution of both source material and perspectives in debates about civil society in South 
Africa.  
 
Now that we have a democracy… 
 
It is often fieldwork that forces the researcher to formulate a clear objective beyond 
theoretical concerns. When speaking to a group of rural women near Tzaneen about this 
study, we used the following words to explain what we were doing: “Now that we have a 
democracy, it means that when there is a problem with water, you know who to talk to, where 
to complain, or negotiate, or put pressure. That is what democracy means.” So the basic 
objectives of this study are to (1) tell the story of the South African Water Caucus as an 
example of real behaviour in civil society, and within it, (2) to inquire whether the water 
caucus is able to accommodate and advance rural interests. 
 

                                                 
10 See part 9, below, for an explanation of the methodology and use of first person in this report 
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Section 2: An overview of the water caucus 
 
On 5 August 2002, less than a month before the World Summit on Sustainable Development 
would take place in Johannesburg, the South African Water Caucus introduced itself to the 
then minister of water affairs and forestry, Ronnie Kasrils, through a statement on “Water and 
the World Summit on Sustainable Development”. 
 
It presented eight points of consensus reached by a group of civil society organizations active 
in the water sector. The first four constructed a principled platform: 
 

1. Water and sanitation are basic human rights. All people are entitled to 
have access to water to meet their basic human needs, and rural 
communities are entitled to water for productive use to sustain their 
livelihoods. 

2. Water management must be accountable to communities at a local level. 
3. We respect the integrity of ecosystems as the basis for all life – both 

human and nature – with an emphasis on maintaining river ecosystems 
and groundwater resources. 

4. We reject the commodification and privatization of water services and 
sanitation, and water resources.  

 
The next four presented a political positioning and plan of action: 
 

5. Further, we reject the role of the USA, the other G8 countries and 
Transnational Corporations for their role in pushing privatization and 
commodification. 

6. We reject the UN WSSD process and outcomes so far, as nothing more 
than structural adjustment of the South. We therefore resolve to work 
together with social movements to realize an alternative vision. 

7. We reject NEPAD and the plans for water in NEPAD as not being 
sustainable. It is structural adjustment by Africa for Africa. In particular 
we reject the privatization of water and the hydropower focus. We 
commit ourselves to building a mass movement for the reconstruction 
and sustainable development of Africa. 

8. We undertake to educate and raise awareness and to mobilise 
communities towards the WSSD.11 

 
The declaration was agreed to by wide variety of organizations that had met in Kalk Bay, near 
Cape Town, on 18 and 19 June 200212. In its ranks it brings together a wide variety of civil 
society organizations operating within the water sector. By their very nature, these 
organizations also bring different understandings of the purpose and role of civil society, and 
for an analyst who wants to study the real behaviour of civil society organizations13, the SA 
Water Caucus provides an exceptional opportunity. The water caucus contains: 

• Community Based Organisations, both urban and rural, dealing with local, on the 
ground, water challenges.   

• Service delivery NGOs, providing water and sanitation services on behalf of 
government and independently to model how service delivery could and should work, 
and focusing their policy work on implementation issues. 

                                                 
11 Over time a distinction was drawn inside the water caucus between principles, which were binding 
and could be used to include and exclude organizations from membership, and positions which were 
more flexible. 
12 This meeting was jointly organised by the Contact Trust, the Environmental Monitoring Group 
(EMG) and the WSSD Civil Society Secretariat. 
13 Greenstein, op cit. 
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• Advocacy and networking NGOs involved in national and international networks and 
supporting social movements. 

• Organisations dealing with the impact of dam building on communities, working for 
reparations and participating in a multistakeholder South African initiative to adapt 
the findings of the World Commission on Dams. 

• South African new social movements14 fighting against water cut-offs, evictions and 
privatization. 

• Labour unions working with social movements (despite the tensions within Cosatu 
about alliances with social movements), including the SA Municipal Workers Union 
who had started the campaign for a free basic water supply15. 

• Individuals who have been active in the water sector for some time, and have links 
with associated civil society movements, for example the reparations movement and 
its base, Jubilee. 

• NGOs focusing on eco-systems and the environment, concerned with the effect of 
exotic plantations, wetlands and participating in Environmental Impact Assessment 
processes. 

• Representatives of subsistence farmers concerned with access to productive water. 
• Researchers and academics whose work supports the caucus. 

. 
In the eighteen months since then, the South African Civil Society Water Caucus has 
established an impressive track record on international and national level. Internationally it: 
 

- interacted with the international freshwater caucus of the United Nations (UN) 
Commission on Sustainable Development (the UN body responsible for driving the 
implementation of Agenda 21) and lobbied negotiators at the WSSD in Sandton 

- hosted and chaired the Commission on Water Security of the Global People’s Forum 
in NASREC, which resulted in the production of the “Ten Water Commandments”16 
which became the position of international civil society on water at the WSSD 

- participated in activities at the Water Dome, including a disruption of  a speech of  
water affairs Minister Ronnie Kasrils during a session on privatization,  

- joined the Landless People’s Movement/Indaba Social Movements protest march on 
31 August from Alexandra to Sandton 

- attended and contributed to the Bonn and Kyoto water conferences and the Cancun 
opposition to open the water services sector to international competition under new 
proposed WTO rules. 

- participated in the worldwide anti-dams movement.  
 
Nationally, the caucus: 

- gave inputs to a portfolio committee hearing on the DWAF budget (2003) 
- met a number of times with the Minister of Water Affairs and his officials,  
- played a prominent role in the WCD SA multistakeholder initiative 
- engaged with the discussion paper on water policy (in effect a review of water policy 

from 1994 to date)  
- as well as the national water resources strategy, 
- lobbied – up to now successfully - to keep water out of the WTO 
- brought a number of local issues to the attention to DWAF. 

                                                 
14Leaving aside, for the moment, the question of whether they qualify as social movements in the 
theoretical sense – see J. Cock, op cit.  
15 The labour federation Cosatu has decided that it would work only with social movements that do not 
oppose the ANC Alliance. In practice, a number of progressive unions or at least some of their 
representatives do work with social movements. 
16In Global People’s Forum, 2002: A Sustainable World is Possible: Outcomes of the Global People’s 
Forum at the World Summit on Sustainable Development, Civil Society Secretariat, Johannesburg, pp 
39-40.   
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Caucus meetings provided space for sharing of information about local conditions and issues.  
 
Questions about the water caucus 
 
The composition and history of the caucus situate it in the problematic of what civil society is, 
should be, does, and should do. The caucus grew from a history of civil society organization 
in the 1980s and early 1990s (that is, in the period before the end of apartheid).  The caucus 
brought together two important streams of activity – the notion of a people’s parliament, as 
well as the work of the World Commission on Dams – with the opportunities of the World 
Summit on Sustainable Development. It was its participation in a group in the WSSD, which 
gave the caucus its current form and logic, without removing the dynamics of the two earlier 
processes.  
 
In one space, therefore, many of the questions about the nature and potential of civil society 
are brought together. Many of these questions revolve around the relationship between civil 
society organizations and government. Should the relationship be one of complementary 
service provision, possibly within a modeling approach17, and extending to policy critique on 
the basis of practical experience? Should the primary aim be to build strong social movements 
that can challenge – or replace? – the government? Should civil society organizations focus 
on policy formulation, implementation, monitoring or capacity building? At which level 
should civil society focus – the local, the national or the international?  
 
Others focus on the caucus as an institution or organization – should it be a loose network or a 
tight formation? What should be its public profile? Who should be able to speak on its behalf? 
Who can be a member and what is expected of members? How is it resourced? 
 
Since it has been active in many spheres, the next question is what we can learn from its 
history. Its history throws light on questions like the time it takes to build capacity for policy 
and advocacy work, its experience of interacting with parliamentary portfolio committees, the 
result of international exposure and participation on local water activists, the result of national 
interaction of water activists from far flung places, the influence of international events that 
happened inside South Africa on the history of the caucus (and therefore on civil society). Its 
activities have also built up extensive documentation on the South African water sector from a 
civil society perspective.  
 
Pressure and persuasion: inside/outside strategies 
 
An ongoing debate in global and South African civil society concerns the inside/outside 
strategy18. “Insiders” engage with organizations like the United Nations or national 
governments in an effort to influence these processes. Insiders have some confidence that 
decisions can be influenced from the inside. Outsiders put pressure on these and other 
processes through mobilization, in the basic belief that pressure and not reasonable persuasion 
leads to change. Sometimes inside and outside are in tension, at other times they work 
together and social actors bridge the divide. Organizations like the water caucus are no 
strangers to this debate. A third dimension is present in the water caucus – one that looks for 
change within communities, not necessarily supported by the state (a long tradition of rural 
autonomy, partly on philosophical grounds, partly from bitter practical experience of being 
marginalized – Mma Tshepo’s approach (see part 6, below) is a good example). In reality, 
these positions are fluid and flow into each other. The water caucus embraces both inside and 
outside strategies as can be seen from its participation in policy process (including careful 

                                                 
17 Showing how service delivery could work, for example, with more community participation, like 
Mvula does in its water schemes. 
18 See Munnik and Wilson, op cit, who argue that the two can work together 
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study of policy documents and commenting on them in detail) as well as campaigns driven by 
conditions on the ground – for example on water services and dam building. 
 
Section 3: History, pre-history and actions of the water caucus 
 
The water caucus was shaped by a number of processes that together provided it with an 
organizational logic (or logics). It is however important to remember that its components and 
their agendas were pre-existing before the WSSD. This section looks at some of the 
background and processes.  
 

1. The struggle against apartheid 
 
Some of the organizations in the water caucus can trace their roots to the struggle against 
apartheid. Tshepo Khumbane, for example, joined the Environmental and Development 
Agency (EDA) in 1982. EDA had been started in 1977 by white university students and black 
consciousness community activists to do rural development work in the then Bantustans. 
EDA fieldworkers were arrested for questioning Bantustan policies in public meetings, for 
smuggling weapons into South Africa from Lesotho, and Mma Tshepo has had to flee 
security police after sheltering youth activists and other activities. EDA organized 
communities around small farming, water and income-generating projects, and supported 
communities in resisting unjust tribal authorities. Organisations like EDA were interested in 
people-centred development and followed developments in Zimbabwe, India and Latin 
America with great interest, as could be seen from its extensive collections in its resource 
centre, now dismantled. 

 
NGOs providing water (and other rural services) were organized into the Rural Advice Centre 
(RAC), which became prominent in the 1992 drought. The RAC collapsed around 1996, 
together with many other NGOs when funders moved their money away from civil society 
into government projects after 1994, and NGO activists joined the new government as 
officials. Some of these organizations joined the Rural Development Services Network 
(RDSN), which came together in 1996. 

 
In the early 1990s, with the transition from apartheid, the idea19 that NGOs should play a role 
in policy making became prominent in NGO circles. The labour movement – particularly the 
trade union federation Cosatu – initiated a process of writing the Reconstruction and 
Development Programme (RDP) a document which served as the election platform for the 
ANC and its allies, Cosatu and the SACP in 1994.   
 

2. Deepening of democracy in transition (after first 10 years) 
 
The deepening of democracy is exemplified by work and approach of Contact Trust. A 
participatory democracy can be built by establishing regular contact between people and 
parliament, following the principle of sectoral specialisation. In particular, community 
representatives and NGOs working with community can play an important role in informing 
parliamentary portfolio committees about realities on the ground, and bring to it innovative 
ideas.  
 
The result is a monitoring and policy critique, which can be seen in the budget session of the 
water and forestry portfolio committee. Shortly before the founding of the water caucus, the 
Contact Trust organized a meeting between civil society and parliamentarians20. For the 2003 
budget discussion (Vote 34) the water caucus prepared detailed comments on the budget. 
These interactions show civil society in lobbying mode, and asking prodding questions about 
                                                 
19Convincingly expressed by Robert Chambers.  
20 Contact Trust, report of a workshop. 
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DWAF’s role as regulator (making sure that, for example, the Basic Free Water policy is 
implemented at local level), which, in the eyes of civil society, DWAF has been reluctant to 
play to the full.  
 
Ongoing interaction on this level leads to increased civil society knowledge of the decision 
making structure and processes on water – and what the limitations of parliament are. Water 
caucus activists are no longer naïve about government. The questions we now ask are: Where 
is the real power? What is the power structure? How much power do government officials 
have? Does cabinet make all the decisions? Are certain departments – like the Department of 
Trade and Industry – more powerful than the DWAF?  
 

3. New social movements arise 
 
By 1996 it was clear to many in civil society that the new government was taking a different 
direction than had been expected. The RDP office, which had the function of initiating 
projects implementing the RDP, and making sure that government departments implemented 
the RDP, was closed. A new macro-economic policy, the GEAR policy, was put in place with 
no consultation. Indeed, president Nelson Mandela, considered a saint by many South 
Africans, bluntly declared that the GEAR policy was not up for discussion. Civil society 
noticed these changes and reflected on what they meant.21 Also in 1996, NGOs formed a 
national network, the SA NGO Coalition, which took the new macro-economic direction as 
one of its points of intervention.  
 
In the meantime, frustration with government policies and implementation led to the growth 
of new social movements. They were new in that they had arisen after the liberation struggle, 
and that they turned their voices against the ruling ANC. The Treatment Action Campaign 
grew in response to the ANC government’s refusal to use opportunities to provide treatment 
to people living with HIV, and in particular to provide medicine which could prevent 
transmission of HIV/Aids from mothers living with HIV to their new born babies. The 
Landless People’s Movement arose out of disappointment and anger at the slow pace of land 
reform, itself the result of the restrictive use of market based mechanisms for land reform, 
part of the ANC’s government approach to ensure stability in the transition. 
 
Most important for the water caucus were social movements – most of them urban – that 
arose in protest against the cost recovery principle in the delivery of water and related 
services. The Soweto Electricity Crisis Committee organizes against water and electricity cut-
offs. The Anti-Eviction Campaign in Cape Town defends people against being evicted from 
their homes because they fell into arrears on their municipal service accounts. Similar 
organizations emerged in Orange Farm, south of Johannesburg, Durban and other places. 
They were brought together into the Anti-Privatisation Forum, which contained not only 
social movements but a number of committed intellectuals providing a theoretical backbone. 
Some of them were drawn from labour unions, in particular the SA Municipal Workers Union 
(SAMWU) – working against a tendency in the federation Cosatu to oppose contact with 
social movements that are critical of the ANC. 
 
As the new social movements took action to defend people – reconnecting water supplies that 
had been cut off - or to question decisions (for example marching on the house of 
Johannesburg Mayor Amos Masondo), the state responded with criminalizing statements, and 
arrests. This confrontation reached a high point during the WSSD. 

 
 
 
 
                                                 
21 See, for example, Patrick Bond’s Elite Transition. 



 12

4.  The World Commisson on Dams process in South Africa 
 
The World Commission on Dams, established in 1998, grew out of a logjam between dam 
construction firms and their opponents. Prominent amongst them is International Rivers 
Network and many social movements – for example the movement to stop dams in the 
Narmada, in middle India. This confrontation forced the international dams construction 
industry, the World Bank and other players to convene a commission which looked at the 
history of dam construction worldwide, the economic performance of dams, their social and 
environmental cost and (for the first time) the immense social dislocation caused to millions 
of people who had been removed, without compensation and sometimes at gun-point and with 
loss of life, to make space for dams. It also considered issues like corruption, huge cost 
overruns, and the distribution of benefits from large dams.22 
 
In the process, a large knowledge base was built up through case studies, and communities 
fighting large dams were brought together. Representatives from these movements were 
appointed as commissioners with equal status to representatives from the construction and 
financing industries. The history of large dam building was out in the open and a new, global 
platform had been created.  
 
The report developed new standards for participation of affected and interested parties (to use 
the EIA terminology) in decisions about water projects. In particular, the concepts of risk 
takers (investors and governments) and risk carriers (people removed to make place for dams, 
who more often than not were impoverished by the experience) were developed in some 
detail. Seven strategic priorities were outlined in a form that could be taken up by individual 
countries and adapted for their own situations.  
 
Then water minister Kader Asmal was its chairperson, and the WCD secretariat was housed 
in Cape Town. The South African case studies informed and mobilized communities at the 
Gariep dam, Vanderkloof dam and the Inanda dam. However, new histories are still coming 
to light under encouragement of the water caucus, for example in the Katberg. 
 
A great deal of work in this area was undertaken by the Cape Town NGO EMG. As a result, 
communities have been mobilized, have become familiar with the issues, and have made their 
own claims for reparation. Recently, in 2003, the reparation demands ran into a wall of  
unwillingness on the side of the ANC government to make full reparations. This is a problem 
shared with other victims of apartheid, for example Khulumani, and the dams affected have 
affiliated themselves to the broader reparations movement.  
 
The dams affected, or at least their representatives, became part of the water caucus, and the 
SA Initiative on WCD. This is a multistakeholder initiative in which SAWC members take 
part prominently, dealing with seven strategic priorities which have the capacity to affect 
thinking and agenda setting in all development decision making, particularly water – e.g. risk 
approach, participation as decision making, comprehensive options assessment, eco-systems 
and livelihoods, strengthening of precautionary principle etc. 
 
SAWC members have been supported and enabled to participate although the playing fields 
are not level. They have established good international contact with dams affected people 
internationally, for example attending the second Thailand meeting of dams affected at the 
end of 2003, and opposing the inclusion of large dams in funding mechanisms to prevent 
climate change. 
 

                                                 
22 See detailed history by Imhof, Wong and Boshard, Citizens Guide to the World Commission on 
Dams, IRN 
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An important outcome of the WCD is a notion of participation that understands it as 
participation in decision making, including monitoring that follows from it, as well as a strong 
notion (expressed in legal instruments like enforceable contracts) of “free and fully informed 
prior consent” for people removed to make space for dams. Additionally, those removed for 
dams, must be better off afterwards.  
 
Other guidelines contain the idea that existing dams must be reviewed in terms of 
performance, benefit sharing and environmental impact, including impact on eco-systems 
used for livelihoods downstream (e.g floodplain fisheries and agriculture).  A notion of 
“comprehensive options assessment” promotes the understanding that very early on in 
national planning processes, peoples needs and all alternative options (to dam building) must 
be taken into account. All in all, the WCD delivers a strong message of participatory 
democracy in the water sector.23 
 

5. The World Summit on Sustainable Development (WSSD)  
 
The WSSD took place in August 2002. The South African government won the bidding for 
hosting it, which added to its growing prominence on the international scene. The WSSD was 
a follow up of the 1992 Rio conference (officially the United Nations Conference on 
Environment and Development – UNCED).  That event was marked by vibrancy and 
hopefulness, and produced the groundbreaking Agenda 21 – a plan for global environmental 
governance. NGO groupings produced their own, more progressive, Earth Charter at the same 
time.  
 
The essence of Agenda 21 is the shared responsibilities between governments, international 
organizations, business and major groups like women, youth, trade unions, indigenous people, 
NGOs, scientists etc, to ensure the sustainable management of the planet. 
 
The WSSD had a very different tone. The United States, after the Cold War, had embarked on 
a policy of unilateral agreements based on the defence of its own interests (which include the 
continued and abundant use of fossil fuels), and international corporations had begun to attack 
basic principles like the precautionary principle, enshrined in Agenda 21.  
 
The Johannesburg plan of Action, which was agreed at the WSSD, focused on reaching the 
Millenium Development Goals, which include halving the number of people without access to 
water and sanitation. 
 
For South African civil society, the WSSD was a formative experience. Within the tradition 
of Agenda 21, civil society was a major player, and South African civil society was expected 
to act as host to international civil society. But who was South African civil society exactly? 
Opinions differed widely. In a two year battle24, control over preparations and the role of host 
shifted between three groups – a group of “greens” that had been working on global 
environmental governance before, to a formation of social movements brought together in the 
Indaba, to a grouping dominated by allies of the African National Congress (ANC) in 
government.  It revealed a deep split in civil society between those who wanted a civil society 
autonomous of the government, and with the right to criticize the government, and those who 
were loyal to the government and saw unity among the erstwhile liberation struggle partners 
as the supreme good. The SA NGO Coalition was paralysed by this split, as its ranks included 
organizations on both sides of the divide. 
 
The two South African sides involved international activists in their fight, and the majority of 
international activists chose the side of autonomous civil society by joining the (now famous) 
                                                 
23 With interesting implications for other sectors, like the energy sector. 
24 This history is analysed in detail in Munnik and Wilson 
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march organized by the Social Movements Indaba (SMI). Government reaction, during the 
WSSD, to the SMI and the Landless People’s Movement, including aggressive public 
warnings and a stun grenade attack on (an earlier) march, was decisive in alienating many 
intellectuals and activists from the ANC and motivating them to welcome the emerging South 
African social movements into the Global Justice Movement, as exemplified by the World 
Social Forum.   
 
The issue caucus idea emerged as a (short term) measure to bridge the divides between the 
different constituency based factions, so that the issues could be discussed. The example was 
the international fresh water caucus, which, along with other issue based caucuses, was 
responding to (attending, and providing a running commentary on) the UN events and other 
international water issues.25 
 
The WSSD secretariat adopted the idea of issue caucuses because 1) it implied voluntary or 
self-organisation by civil society, and 2) it respected existing networks – for example the 
health caucus was a pre-existing entity in another form, the trade caucus was built around a 
trade network etc…  The international practice of issue caucuses is quite a loose one with 
easy entry and exit (as long, of course, as the activist has the means to be part of the 
international meeting). A third reason had to do with the history of the WSSD at the time. 
Civil society was the tensions within civil society at the time. The issue caucuses provided 
spaces in which activists from both sides could meet without having to deal with the divisive 
issues related to control over the overall process and hosting of international civil society. 
This last reason led to an approach of inclusivity and tolerance within the water caucus. 
 
6. Legacy of the WSSD process – the caucus idea 
 
The practice of issue caucuses – in the sense applied above – grew in the global arena of 
sustainable development, which has provided fertile ground for participation of civil society 
in building a world culture of participatory policy making. In turn, these can be traced back to 
the UN conference in Rio in 1992, which produced Agenda 21. 
 
Section 3 “Strengthening the role of major groups” of Agenda 21 set out a system of 
participation for major groups in deliberations of the United Nations around Sustainable 
Development. The chapter on the involvement of Non Governmental Organisations (chapter 
27) can be taken as paradigmatic. It says: “Non governmental organizations play a vital role 
in the shaping and implementation of participatory democracy… NGOs possess well-
established and diverse experience, expertise and capacity in fields which will be of particular 
importance to the implementation and review of environmentally sound and socially 
responsible sustainable development.” Therefore, “… the United Nations system and 
Governments should initiate a process… to review formal procedures and mechanisms for the 
involvement of these organizations at all levels from policy-making and decision-making to 
implementation. …”  
 
This role has since evolved to include a strong monitoring element in addition to policy 
review and formulation. Evidence of this is the focus of civil society representatives on 
specific targets, timeframes and financial resources for implementation of international 
agreements. 
 
In this system, issue and major group caucuses fulfill an important function. “Issue caucus 
members work together to prepare coalition NGO position papers, and to lobby government 
delegates. Caucuses are also a place for members to network and share information and ideas 

                                                 
25Munnik and Wilson, p. 75  
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about approaches to sustainable development. Caucuses meet regularly during meetings of the 
CSD.”26 
 
The presence of  civil society activists has been instrumental in changing the tone of 
discussions between government delegations, acting as go-betweens between different 
governments (since civil society is organized globally rather than contained in national cages) 
and providing information that otherwise would not have been available (often in two main 
forms: testimony from affected people on the ground, and future scenarios based on research 
spelling out the implications of certain decisions). 
 
The water caucus can be said to have combined this caucus idea with its own experience of 
networking, and applied it to a national level. 
 
7. What does the water caucus do? And how? 
 
The water caucus had a number of meetings both as a caucus, and as a steering committee, 
sometimes with additional members invited. Exchange of information and updates took place 
through e-mail, with an additional system of “nodal points” printing out and posting 
documents to those members without e-mail. A process of mutual enrichment took place as 
issues from the various subgroups of the caucus came onto the table. From the start, emphasis 
was placed on making space for the sub-issues. The first steering committee was elected on 
the basis that it should represent all the sub-issues.  
 
They were:  

1. dams and their social and environmental impact  
2. privatization, cost recovery, water cut-offs and evictions 
3. rural issues – food security, productive use of water and local governance 
4. water as a human right and free basic water 
5. the integrity of eco-systems 
6. sanitation. 

  
As discussions continued on these topics, and in the atmosphere of a great deal of 
international exposure (the water caucus had an organized and extensive presence at the 
WSSD), the issues cohered into two campaigns: 

1. privatization, cost recovery and cut-offs 
2. dams reparations and threat of new dams 

 
In July 2003, a third campaign was added: 

3. rural and eco-system issues, including productive water and catchment 
management. 

 
At the same time, the caucus was busy defining itself as a vehicle. The steering committee 
developed an approach that differentiated between caucus principles – an individual or 
organization can only belong to the caucus if it subscribes to the principles- and positions and 
campaigns – which are open to voluntary sign-on. 
 
This meant that the caucus had unity and coherence from a defined set of principles or points 
of departure, and could for example, include or exclude new members on that basis. But it 
also meant that the caucus could serve as a recruiting ground for campaigns without the 
assumption that members had to support all campaigns. 
 
In summary, from its formation the caucus was already  
                                                 
26Hemmati, M. and Seliger, K. 2001: The Stakeholder Toolkit: A Resource for Women and NGOs, 
UNED Forum, London, p. 52.  
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1. a lobbying interface with government, focused on DWAF and the DWAF 
parliamentary portfolio committee. This thread continued in close attention being 
paid to policy developments, DWAF budgets, including Vote 34 – the DWAF budget 
discussion in the parliamentary portfolio committee in March 2003. Being familiar 
with water policy and attempting to influence such policy remained a part of caucus 
work. 

2. linked to a SADC wide water advocacy network, and with a strong focus (reflected in 
its membership) on resistance to dam building and assisting the victims of dam 
building. This strand continued in stronger form as NGOs and Affected People joined 
in a multistakeholder process to apply the WCD guidelines to South Africa. This 
related closely to the National Water Resource Strategy, one of the national policy 
focus points for the caucus as it involves both plans for building (16) more dams, and 
the emerging strategic arena of catchment management.  

3. involved in international discussions on water issues, some of these discussions being 
couched in human rights terms. This thread was followed through in the WSSD, 
where the SA Water Caucus played a leading role in developing the 10 Water 
Commandments with other, international water activists. Close links were developed 
with the international freshwater caucus, and members of the water caucus attended 
the influential Bonn meeting just before the WSSD, and the third world water forum 
afterwards. 
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PART II: RURAL REALITIES 
 
The rural representatives from Tzaneen, the Gariep and the Water for Food movement had 
been part of the Water Caucus from the very beginning. In addition to the issues of dam 
building and reparations, they focused their attention on local government and service 
delivery issues, particularly access to clean water, payment for water, free basic water, as well 
as productive water and catchment management. Rural representatives attended regional and 
international conferences, took responsibility for the water caucus at the WSSD, and 
presented positions to the DWAF portfolio committee.  
 
But what are the issues for these rural representatives on the ground? And how are they 
situated in the overall history and activities of the water caucus? 
 
Section 4: Thabina Valley, Tzaneen 
 
Mashile Phalane, rural representative in the Water Caucus, lives and works in Mosoroni, in 
the Thabina Valley which is part of the Thabina/Tours/Ritavi ex-bantustan area. At the head 
of the valley is the Thabina dam, built under the Bantustan era. Two water pipelines run from 
the Thabina dam, one along the Thabina valley itself, and another via Maake and Sunnyside. 
They come together at Lenyenye, administrative centre and “homeland elite suburb” of the 
area, which boasts its own sewerage works. From the Thabina valley pipeline, a branch line 
goes over the hill to Lephephane. 
 
A glance at the map27 of the study area (the southwestern corner of the Tzaneen district) 
reveals that the availability of water is not, or should not be, a problem. The town of Tzaneen, 
a well-off previously white rural municipality now extended to include former Bantustan 
areas, gets water from the Tzaneen dam. To the southwest, the Dap Naude and Ebenezer bulk 
supply systems supply bulk water to the Limpopo provincial capital, Polokwane (before: 
Pietersburg). Tzaneen itself is part of the Mopani District Municipality. 
 
It is an area with abundant water sources (for South Africa) and an ironic apartheid water 
legacy of free water, infrastructure and officials, but many complaints about the maintenance. 
As John Kings28 describes it: : 
  

“The Mopani District used to be called the Lowveld district. That is a good 
description. The western edge of district lies at foot of Drakensberg. Because 
of that, we get the wet winds coming from the Indian Ocean across the dry 
Lowveld and then they hit the Drakensberg. So the precipation here is pretty 
good, and that rain is the source of most of the river water which flows from 
West to East through the Lowveld. The rivers that do flow are nearly all 
permanent, which is unusual. Annual rainfall is around 940 mm, but when 
you get across to the east, to the border of Kruger Park, there is very, very 
low rainfall. The centre of the district is a citrus growing area. The 
groundwater area is divided roughly along the main road from Tzaneen to 
Bushbuckridge. To the South there is virtually no groundwater, to the north 
of it is very good groundwater, and this is where you have all of the citrus 
farms. You have some of the world’s largest tomato growing companies here. 
Further away people have to rely on dams for household water supply. There 

                                                 
27 Map DC33, Mopani District Municipality area, compiled by GIS Project Solutions for DWAF, Water 
Services Strategic Planning and Information Systems. 
28 Interview with John Kings, Managing director of Tsogang, who arrived in Tzaneen as general 
manager in 1996, but is now full board member as well. Tsogang grew out of the old RAC in Khotso 
House. When RAC collapsed,  Tsogang set up office in Tzaneen to keep projects running and secured 
funding from European Union. 
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were many bulk water schemes, even in homeland era people relied on bulk 
water schemes. After 1994 election a lot of communities had reticulated 
water supplies from the homeland system. This has been one of the many 
headaches in water service delivery – because the homeland water supply was 
free. And there was a certain amount of water infrastructure within the 
homeland governments. There are maintenance officers in a number of the 
big towns. If there were an engine breakdown, eventually – maybe in four to 
five months – somebody from the water department would fix the engine.  

 
“There are a large number of water officials in the district – pumpers for 
stand alone systems, especially. Then they became part of DWAF from 1994 
onwards. The water is still free. After 1994 somebody had to pay for the 
diesel. It was the community. But a lot of communities never paid for water. 
If you put in a new water scheme people would say: ‘those other villages 
have never paid for water… why should we?’ ” 

 
Living and working in Mosoroni brings home the realities of the rural water situation29. Water 
to Mashile’s home is fetched in two 20 liter buckets. The electricity is a pre-paid meter, cards 
for which can only be bought in town (Tzaneen). The road past the tribal authority office is 
not tarred, and difficult to negotiate when wet.  
 
Mashile is a founder members of the Batlhabine Rural Development Trust (BRDT) which 
raised funds and built a cultural village, raised money for building and extending schools. It 
organized bursaries for scholars. It lobbied for the brickworks that had been closed down, to 
be reopened. Mashile played a major role in extending electricity supply. Mashile wrote 
letters, did research, attended meetings found out that the mapping consultant had made a 
mistake on the map, which could be corrected quite easily if he spoke to the right person in 
Eskom. When this happened, electricity came to Thabina Valley… although it made the 
councilor jealous that it was Mashile, and not him, who had accomplished this. 
 
The next section is based on an interview with local women and one youth30, who know 
Mashile from working with him in the BRDT31, and from Mashile’s efforts to get the valley 
connected to Eskom’s electric grid. 
 
Mma Leolo’s situation is typical for people living in the valley. She fetches water twice a day 
from a spring in the mountain, with a 20 liter bucket which she carries on her head. It takes 
her one and a half hour each time. The 40 liters per day are used for cooking and washing (on 
washing day, once a week, the household has to go more often to fetch water). Her family 
used to live near to water, up in the mountains, but were resettled in the Thabina valley in 
1961. She remembers that in her youth there was enough clean water for growing food and 
swimming. 
 
Elizabeth Mailula has a standpipe in her yard which arrived just before the 1994 election. It is 
not reliable. The 6 people in the household use the water for dish washing, bathing children, 
cleaning and cooking. The water is not used for growing food or gardening, which has been 
forbidden by local agricultural extension officers.  
 

                                                 
29 The research time stayed for the week in Mashile’s rural home. 
30 Mma Leolo, Elisabeth Mailula, Melita Letswalo and Lawrence Mphe. 
31 An organization started by Mashile, but currently under pressure from the local chief, who had its 
furniture and computers removed to the tribal offices with the co-operation of some youths. There is a 
dispute between Mashile and these youths over the future direction of the organization.  
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Melita Letswalo also has access to a communal tap, about 200 meters away, which is better 
than river water which was an hour’s walk away. The family of 12 (10 children) use 100 litres 
per day. 
 
Lawrence Mphe’s family gets water from a communal tap, about 5 minutes’ walk away. The 
family of 5 uses 40 liters per day, but can easily get more. The problem is that the water is 
sometimes dirty.  
 
These residents are concerned because they get diarrhoea from the dirty water, although no-
one in their circle has died from it yet. They collect firewood to boil the water. They have an 
idea that “the community” must pay for chemicals to clean the water at the Thabina 
purification plant. They also have nowhere to voice their complaints. It is hard to find the 
councilors. And if you find them, although they promise to take up the problem, nothing ever 
happens. The local water committees, they say, ignore them too. They knew about the protest 
march staged by the youth of Lephephane (see further on), and they are unhappy that a notice 
warning people against drinking dirty water went up in Lenyenye, but that they – in Thabina 
Valley - were not warned at all. 
 
This feeling of marginalisation is worse on the other side of the mountain, in Lephephane. 
The Thabina valley pipeline (officially called the Mogoboya pipeline) extends over the hill to 
Lephephane, in the next valley, but the water more often than not does not reach there. 
 
Lephephane’s protest march on the purification plant 
 
In Lephephane we found a number of (unemployed) young people who had gathered in the 
shade of a tree, whiling away the time with a board game. They had a lot to say on water 
issues – and particularly on their march. As we progressed, more people joined the discussion 
until their leader – Daniel Molewa – arrived.  
 
Lephephane has got three water systems – all of them unsatisfactory.  
 

(1) There is a borehole with an electric pump (it was diesel up to 2000) that 
sometimes breaks and sometimes gets switched off by Eskom, when DWAF  
does not pay the electricity. A volunteer committee then puts pressure on the 
DWAF person to pay the bill. 

 
(2) There are springs in the mountains, which are far to walk to, are dangerous 

especially for women, and “get messed up by nasty people”32.  
 

(3) There is a pipeline from the Thabina dam, which does not have enough 
pressure to supply water. It was this problem that was targeted by the march. 
Around 400 people marched (in April/May 2003), mostly youth, to the tribal 
authority offices where a meeting was in progress. They presented their 
demands, but were not taken seriously. They marched on to the purification 
plant next to the dam.  They demanded that the pipeline that supplies 
Lenyenye be switched off, and water be pumped to Lephephane.  

 
Did the march achieve anything?33 
 
Certainly, says Molewa. Within weeks new water tanks (“Jojos”) were put up in Lephephane.  

                                                 
32 Villagers insisted that some people urinate into these springs. 
33 Personal communication from Mashile Phalane in January 2004 pointed out that the water system in 
Lephephane had been refurbished (the tank and the piping from the tank, as well as a change in 
pumping schedule) so that Lephephane now had a regular water supply. He ascribed it to the march.  
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For Molewa, water is a personal issue: 
 

“I call myself a dead person,” he says. “There were six of us who drank dirty 
water from a government tanker at a funeral (in 1996). We were taken to 
Letaba hospital. The others died. I was the only one to survive. Before that, I 
just drank beer with friends all day. But now I want to see things change.” 

 
That evening a meeting of the Lephephane Youth Committee takes place in a school hall. 
Molewa is alive, witty and bitter. He is a crowd pleaser as he exhorts the audience to boycott 
elections. Not just not vote, but to prevent the elections from using any school buildings or 
other public buildings in the area. Then, he says, the president himself will come from Cape 
Town to hear what the problems are.  He also demands that “our parents money, which built 
the Thabina dam” be given back, because “the dam is useless to us”. “We are angry, and we 
are thirsty.” Molewa blames the water problem on a plot by the Bagaga taxi association and 
their friends in the municipality to force Lephephane residents to use their taxis.  
 
Tzaneen municipality in black and white 
 
From the hills of Lephaphane we moved to the flats of Nkowankowa, also part of the 
Thabina/Tours/Ritavi area. Nkowankowa councilor Derek Mokanzi buys his water from a 
borehole. He goes with a 200 liter drum twice a week. There is a pipeline in Nkowankowa, 
but it is mostly empty.  Part of the problem, says the councilor, is people who have installed 
illegal connections. This reduces the pressure and the people at the end of the line don’t get 
water. He shows us what this looks like: a roughly made connection has created a little 
fountain gushing from the pipe. Further down the line, there will not be water. 
 
He looks forward to all the pipelines in the area being connected to each other, and full water 
supply for everybody in the area. He does not agree that some people can’t afford water – 
since there is a municipal indigence policy. The water meters are being installed to make sure 
that people do get their basic free water (because the water meters will allow measuring of the 
amount that must be supplied for free).  
 
Two interviews at the Tzaneen municipality illustrated some of the dynamics at local 
government level. The first interview was with Mr Henry Badenhorst, deputy town engineer, 
and the second with Mr Maake, civil engineering manager.  
 
Badenhorst is a frustrated man, and ready to leave the employ of the municipality. The local 
Integrated Development Plan (IDP) put water as a top priority, but now housing receives eight 
times as much funding as water. Why? He is aware of 4000 to 5000 illegal connections. (One 
of those belongs to the mayor of Mopani who lives in Thabina Valley.) Traditional leaders are 
a law unto themselves, and they do not want to undertake rational town planning, with smaller 
plots, which would make service provision easier. And then there is DWAF. With about 6000 
to 7000 employees in the province – doing what? It is they who have the skills, and the time, 
to do the illegal connections. That should be investigated. When DWAF hands over its 
functions to the municipality, it will be impossible to take these people on. And then there are 
the elite accounts, people who use far too much water, and don’t pay their accounts. Yet 
nothing is done about them… 
 
Fresh out of Badenhorst’s office, we are stopped by Maake, the civil engineering manager. 
“What has Badenhorst been telling you?” he wants to know. “I want to get all of that out of 
your heads. Come into my office and talk to me.” 
 
Maake sees negotiations around the legalisation of the illegal connections as the way forward. 
“You can’t just take them out. That would be saying that people must not have water.” 



 21

 
He explains that 19 pieces of equipment were stolen in one year, no matter that it was 
providing water to a school. “And those 19 pieces of equipment represents what you can 
install in a whole year. This has put us back a year. Its as if the community does not have 
ownership of the water infrastructure.” 
 
Our final question: should you not be prioritizing water over housing, as the IDP says? 
 
“I see you have been talking to Badenhorst. Tell me, how do you provide people with water 
when they are living under a tree?” 
 
Observations and conclusions34 
 
Access to clean and reliable water remains a problem for people in the valley, and people 
remember much better access to water before apartheid removed them. Even councilor 
Mokanzi has to buy water for his household.  
 
People have extensive knowledge of the water infrastructure (evidence from interviews, 
visual evidence from self-connections). But they may not know precisely what the 
possibilities are, and therefore rumours, expectations etc. become part of their discourse – and 
their motivation to act. It is striking that the infrastructure is so vulnerable to communities (or 
to some elements in communities), and that their safety is dependent on community views of 
ownership of these installations. 
 
Mashile comments: “The community must feel ownership about water, this is your water, you 
must be able to look after it. Like protecting it from thieves… that type of ownership. People 
at Leolo, if they were owning that pump, no one will break that pump. People don’t steal from 
houses because the neighbours are looking. Why is it different for water? If the neighbours 
are cross, they will leave people who come to steal.” 
 
This applies not only to crime but also to water services. People know each other’s business, 
visitors, etc. So, when you have a green patch in your homestead, everyone knows that you 
are using (purified) water for gardening – which you are not allowed. (That is you cannot use 
water for growing food!) 
 
People connect diarrhoea very directly with water services and quality, and have a very 
emotional view of that (“we are dying”). 
 
But much as people know what is going on in water provision – it takes up a large part of 
their time to secure access to daily water, and it is a favourite topic of discussion – they do not 
know what to do to solve their problems, or who to go to. Community members (for example 
our focus group) do not know how to participate in local democracy, or do not succeed at it. 
They show a quiet, almost helpless frustration. On the other side, a frustrated youth 
committee was able to mount a very direct protest action against other people receiving water: 
two reactions to unfairness. 
 
The Thabina Valley is very clearly the space of the chief. Our very research project, my 
presence there, and Mashile’s activities, were a questioning of chiefly authority. We were 
staying and working in Mashile’s house, built on land he had acquired through permission to 
occupy from the chief. In this tribal area the history of the BDRT made sense, namely that it 
could simply be taken over by the chief and some youths working with him, and that BDRT 
computers and desks could be moved to tribal office.  
                                                 
34 At the end of fieldwork in each area, the researcher and the rural representative analysed the results 
of the interviews together. 
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But legally the valley is part of the space of the municipality, which has responsibility for 
service delivery. Inside the municipality there are more questions than answers. As in other 
local governments in South Africa, there is an unhelpful black-white dynamic at work. There 
is friction and suspicion between the disillusioned white manager and the inexperienced new 
black manager. They realize the extreme vulnerability of the water infrastructure. They are 
also anticipating the hand-over of more infrastructure from DWAF. But what is the role of 
DWAF locally? Is it true that DWAF staff is making the self-connections? And then there is 
the impression that there are special privileges for elites – the elites who also benefited from 
the former Bantustan era. Why was the notice warning people not to drink water only 
displayed in Lenyenye?  
 
The mayor of Mopani has a self-connection, meaning that in practice self-connections are 
acceptable at the highest political office. Some local councilors are full of hope, and have a 
vision of an interconnected water system that supplies the whole area. Others are threatened 
by civil society activism – as both NGO manager John King and Mashile Phalane pointed out. 
Councilors still need to develop capacity, but how long will it take? 
 
In the case of Lephephane, people feel marginalized, and got a positive reaction from going 
on a protest march. They plan to do it again, and with high unemployment and little to do 
each do, there are many potential recruits for the Lephephane Youth Committee.   
 
In this situation, a big part of Mashile’s activity is understanding and cutting through 
bureaucratic obstacles – both in water and energy. What the history of the march at 
Lephephane shows, says Mashile, is that pressure politics work: the march at Lephephane led 
to improvements very quickly. Mashile immediately relates it to the national level: “Eddie 
(Cottle)’s disruption of the minister’s speech at the WaterDome, as part of the WSSD, meant 
that he was invited several times to see the ministers”.  
 
Section 5: Verwoerd’s Dam 
 
Our attention now shifts to the huge body of water roughly in the middle of the country – 
where the provinces of the Northern Cape, Eastern Cape and Free State meet.   
 
It is the site – a narrow gorge between mountains flanking the Orange River – that made the 
Verwoerd Dam possible. The site is so narrow that a dam crest of only 914 m holds back 5 
673,8 million cubic metres of water over a submerged area of 360 square kilometers.35  
 
The first idea of building a dam there probably goes back to Dr Lewis, in 1928, who 
conceived the idea of building a tunnel to the Great Fish River Valley which, with additional 
water, could develop into a thriving irrigation area for diverse crops36. 
 
Field surveys and drillings, undertaken since 1944, culminated in a technical report presented 
to government in 1948. From there the dam became inextricably involved in the apartheid 
history of South Africa. The project was started in 1961 (the year of the Sharpeville uprising 
which was brutally repressed, but which also caused a loss of confidence in the Nationalist 
Party government at home and abroad, which the Verwoerd Dam project aimed to bolster 
again), and completed in 1971. Ironically Verwoerd, known to many as the architect of 
apartheid, was assassinated in parliament in 1966, before the completion of the dam. 
 
The dam, through the Orange Fish Tunnel, provides water for irrigation in the Great Fish 
River and the Sundays River Valley as well as the city of Port Elizabeth. More than 80% of 
                                                 
35 DWAF, 1987: Taming A River Giant, glossy pamphlet. 
36 DWAF, 1987: Taming A River Giant, glossy pamphlet.  
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the water is destined for agriculture37. The dam has also stabilized water supply for agriculture 
along the Orange River. Where before water supply in the river was unpredictable and flood 
damage was an ever-present possibility, farmers can now safely build pumping stations to 
convey water to sprinkler systems38. These (overwhelmingly if not exclusively white 
commercial) farmers are organized in the influential Upper Orange Irrigation Farmers 
Association.    
 
In addition, hydro-electrical power is generated by Eskom at both the Gariep and Vanderkloof 
Dams. Tourist potential is quite underdeveloped at the moment – with the exception of an 
annual international gliding championships – although a number of localized efforts have 
been tried but not worked very well. The village of Gariep (previously called Oranjekrag) is 
constructed almost entirely out of asbestos, which may present an obstacle to tourism 
development.39. 
 
The Gariep Dam (its name changed after 1994) is bordered by three provinces – the Eastern 
Cape, Free State and Northern Cape, and the various edges of the dam are under control of 
separate provincial nature conservation departments, with varying facilities for “nature 
tourism”. The dam has good sailing, and around 50 yachts are anchored in its harbour. The 
dam management provides some assistance – like use of heavy equipment – to the struggling 
Norvalspont municipality40. 
 
The Gariep Dam entered water caucus history in 1998, when the World Commission on Dams 
was established in Cape Town (see discussion of WCD earlier on). The Gariep Dam was 
chosen as pilot study for the WCD, and the activists who are now part of the water caucus 
became involved in tracing people affected by the construction of the dam in the sixties and 
seventies.  
 
Three people who would become part of the water caucus – Mirriam Kibi, Vukile Manzana 
and Mthetho Chenge – were working at the Colesberg ANC office at the time. They 
volunteered to trace the affected people, and assisted them to go to the WCD hearings.  
 
At the hearings, the dams affected people tabled their demands, which were: 

- an apology for the bad treatment of people in the past 
- a memorial stone (or a way of dealing with the problem of loosing contact with the 

ancestors when the dam washed away or caused their bones to get lost), and 
- reparations. Reparations would be for the various things lost to the dam when it filled 

up and people had to move away in a hurry. These things include furniture, livestock, 
jobs, accommodation and the opportunity to grow their own food. 

 
After the report was completed, the activists established an NGO, GAVADWEN (Gariep and 
Vanderkloof Dams Affected and Environmental Network) to continue with the work. So 
while these three rural reps are not themselves directly affected, they work on behalf of 
people who are41. Many of those people are now pensioners, although their children still live 
with the results of that history of loss. This history started when the water started backing up 
from the completed Verwoerd Dam wall in 1971, and flooding the valleys behind it.  
 
Khubekile: Feeling hurt, upset, offended and angry… 
 

                                                 
37Interview with Dolf Cochrane, Gariep Dam Manager, July 2003  
38 Interview with Dolf Cochrane, Gariep Dam Manager, July 2003 
39Personal observation.  
40 Interview with Dolf Cochrane, Gariep Dam Manager, July 2003 
41 Interview with Mirriam Kibi, Vukile Manzana and Mthetho Chenge, July 2003. 
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It is hard to translate the exact meaning of Khubekile from the Xhosa into English. It means 
something like “feeling hurt, upset, offended and angry…” It was the name Sarah Mbalula 
gave to the son to whom she had given birth next to the road, soon after they had to flee the 
farm on which they had worked, because it was filling up with water backing up from the 
Verwoerd Dam wall. They had left behind their worldly possessions – beds, cupboards and 
other furniture, access to water, grazing for their own animals, including cows they could 
milk.  
 
Her story echoes those of many others42, who add to it the lament that the bones of their 
ancestors have been washed away by the dam water, and they have lost the all-important link 
with them. This loss explains the bad luck they experienced after the rising dam water chased 
them away.  
 
Some families – the Phongolo, Menemene and Kweti43 - who had been on farms covered by 
the dam now live in the township outside Venterstad, a small town near the Gariep dam. They 
recall their lives on the farm with some nostalgia. Although wages were low, they were able 
to build up some assets, grow their own food and keep their own livestock. Most of these 
were lost when they had to leave the farms in a hurry. There was no place to go, except the 
narrow strip of land (“the corridor”) between the road and the farm fences. There they lived 
for many months, trying to find work on other farms, and a place to stay. They lost most of 
their livestock, some to the water and others to lack of grazing. Many of them settled in the 
location, but up to 1 700 people were scattered far and wide44. 
 
All the stories are marked by the same feeling – it was apartheid times, and black people’s 
lives and possessions did not count. No plans were made to accommodate them, and indeed 
they were not even warned of the water coming. While white graves were dug up and 
reburied, black graves were simply washed away by the water. The dams affected see the 
injustice as coming as much from their farmer employees at the time, as from the apartheid 
government.  
 
A memorial stone with the names of the ancestors who were covered by the water was erected 
on the Gariep Dam wall, and unveiled (in April 2003) by minister Ronnie Kasrils in an 
emotional ceremony. However, the real ceremony with proper rituals to reconnect with the 
ancestors is still to take place. 
 
The other demands – in particular financial reparations – have not been met. It seems that the 
DWAF is restricted by a general reluctance in the ANC government to give financial 
compensation for injustice suffered in the past. As a result, GAVADWEN has joined the 
reparations movement organized by Jubilee, which has strong links to the Water Caucus.  
 
While this process is stalled, other possibilities are being investigated – like service provision, 
tourism and agriculture. But while this may present opportunities for the descendants of the 
dams affected, it will not help the dams affected themselves, who are mostly pensioners now. 
  
Water services and local government 
 
A series of issues to do with service delivery and interaction with local government – the 
Umsobomvu municipality (previously Colesberg, Noupoort and Norvalspont/Kwa-

                                                 
42Interview in Colesberg with Mirriam Kibi, Vukile Manzana, Sarah Mbalula, Mthetho Chenge, 
Charles Asiya and Geelbooi Mbeka  
43Interview at Venterstad location with Fanie and Samuel Phongolo, Pasman Menemene, Elsie Kweti, 
Emily Makasi, Lisa Poni, Sina Kweti, July 2003.  
44 Mirriam Kibi. 
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Masizakhe) – also occupy the agenda of the water caucus members in this area. What are their 
basic water issues?45 
 

1. Provision of drinking water to the people. 
2. Implementation of declared policies as a priority, such as free basic water, which is 

not being given to people according to government’s policies 
3. Monitoring (or management) of water services, e.g. reading of meter boxes. There is 

widespread evidence that meters are not being read properly.  
4. There are restrictions in summer on watering gardens at specific times. 
5. Water cut-offs is an issue. The municipality is not looking at why people don’t pay. 

“It comes back to the indigence policy, it does not really have data on people who are 
poor on indigent, and everybody is cut off. They go with a list, if ten houses in that 
street are not paying, they just cut off.”  

6. Information, contact and accountability are important issues. The council does not 
establish what is going on. You become reluctant to pay while your meters are not 
being read. 

 
It is interesting to note that all three the rural representatives are active in local and provincial 
ANC, SANCO, ANC youth and ANC women’s league politics, have served as local 
councilors and may well do so again46.  
 
In interviews with the municipality we discovered that there is a pre-existing allocation of 10 
000 liter per household per month free (a policy which is so old that nobody remembers when 
it started, but long before the 2000 local government election free basic water promise). The 
municipality has a basic charge of R36.59 per month for households in “sub-economic 
housing”, and a progressive block tariff for households: 
 

0- 10 kL  R0.00 
11- 60 kL  R1.90/kL 
61 – 120 kL  R2.30/kL 
121 – 180 kL  R2.65/kL 
above 181 kL  R3.15/kL. 

 
For business there is a flat rate of R2.65/kL with no free portion. 

 
An equitable share is received from central government. Part of this is spent on poor 
households, and part of it is used to deal with financial arrears on service accounts. The 
electricity portion does not result in free electricity, since “negotiations with Eskom on this 
point are still ongoing”.  
 
A general issue is around irrigation: the (white, commercial) farmers are getting access for 
irrigation, and less water is used by ordinary people who want to do irrigation – small black 
farmers don’t have irrigation, but there are small farmers with livestock. Water and land 
should be made available, because there are no black people who own farms. Small farmers 
are only given a piece of land to graze their cattle for a short time. There is no real land for 
cropping. 
 
The municipality showed a similar black/white tension within municipal management as 
Tzaneen, but due to its complexity it will not be presented here. 
 
Section 6: Tshepo Khumbane and the Water for Food movement 
 
                                                 
45 Focus group discussion with Mirriam Kibi, Vukile Manzana and Mthetho Chenge, July 2003. 
46 Focus group discussion with Mirriam Kibi, Vukile Manzana and Mthetho Chenge, July 2003. 
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Mma Tshepo Khumbane is a well known figure in rural development and agriculture circles. 
She has served on the board of the South African Broadcasting Corporation (SABC), the 
board of Mvula Trust, and the Agricultural Board. That was her first frustrating experience 
with transformation in South Africa. Officials overwhelmed her with paper work and the 
possibilities for real transformations were very limited.47 She has had wide international 
experience, including visits to Nicaragua and Australia. 
 
Tshepo had joined EDA in 1982, after frustration had built up with her work as social worker 
in the then Lebowa Bantustan. Observing malnutrition and poverty in her clients, she left the 
office and started food gardening in a variety of locations. This in turn led her to join in 
actions to redistribute resources, in particular access to water for women’s food gardens, 
access to sanitation, to health services and the way women were treated in patriarchal tribal 
power structures. She also played a major role in supporting (hiding, transporting) and 
educating youth activists in the 1980s.48  
 
In the various places she made her home (she has now settled on a smallholding outside 
Cullinan where the interviews for this report took place) she has used a method of 
permaculture49, trench gardening and rainwater harvesting to promote food sufficiency 
regardless of a family’s access to cash.  
 
Tshepo Khumbane argues that commercial agriculture cannot feed poor South Africans, 
however much food it produces, because poor South Africans don’t have the money to buy 
that food. This is a global problem. So, poor South Africans have to be self-sufficient, which 
means having access to the resources to be self-sufficient. But it goes wider than this, 
reflecting the idea of Perlas that civil society has visionary and moral authority.50 
 
In Vote 34 presentation, and in meeting to the minister, she was assisted by water researcher 
Marna de Lange. Their presentation spelled out a vision: 
 
“In the Water for Food Movement’s vision of the future, active households in communities 
are taking responsibility for their own livelihoods, starting with food as a priority to liberate 
the minds and rebuild the family as the primary institution for the resocialisation of the 
youth… 
 
“The Water for Food movement stimulates co-operation and inter-personal support within 
communities so that community values and norms can regenerate.  
 
“The process helps eliminate self-pity, idleness and negative perceptions in the powerless 
section of communities. Children need to be raised in villages where people care. Rebuilt 
families can influence crime reduction through directly becoming conscious of their own 
power by slowly building small assets from very little means. Focusing on food security, the 
challenges will flow beyond household into community awareness issues. Local government, 
chiefs and other leaders are invited to tackle the problems of food security and environmental 
degradation as a priority, not dictating terms but helping communities, irrespective of political 
affiliation, to take the process into their own hands because everyone will be feeling the need 
to take action.” 

                                                 
47Personal communication and observation as the author worked with Tshepo Khumbane in EDA at the 
time.  
48An EDA History is being written up by some of its founding members.  
49Bill Mollison’s system of permaculture is very clearly laid out in published form. Mma Tshepo has a 
homegrown version which reaches back to traditional agriculture (mixed planting of beans, pumpkins, 
maize etc.) as well as deep trenching to enrich nutrients and change structure of the soil.  
50 Perlas, N., 2000: Shaping Globalization. Civil Society, Cultural Power and Threefolding, Novalis 
Press, Cape Town. 
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The actual methodology includes organic gardening, waste management, food storage and 
processing, community awareness, youth resocialisation, time management and record 
keeping of production, self-reflection and vision building workshops and food festivals. To 
illustrate how the vision has been taken up and indicate what the obstacles may be, Mma 
Tshepo took the researchers to visit two rural women. 
 
Martha Hlaka 
 
Martha Hlaka51 had been Mma Tshepo’s neighbour in Ekangala, part of the old Bantustan 
Kwandebele. She accompanied Tshepo to a permaculture training session at Jane Furse, in 
Sekhukhune, and in 1992 started using these methods in her own garden. She has a full 
vegetable garden producing beans, pumpkins, spinach, cabbage, other vegetables and fruit in 
season.  
 
Martha, who stays alone and survives on a pension, pays a flat rate of R20 per month for 
water, which comes through a tap in her yard. The local government has tried to increase it to 
R86.00 per month, “but people refused. The councilors are too marginalized to come here.” 
She used to harvest rainwater from the road, but constructors changed the road and now she 
harvests no water. 
 
Do her neighbours follow her example? No, she says. They are too lazy. Digging furrows in 
this hard soil is hard work. 
 
Onverwacht 
 
Kietie Mashobane and her daughter Patricia Machobani own a large plot of land that runs 
down to the river in the small settlement of Onverwacht, founded by their ancestors, freed 
slaves who earned the land through their participation in the Anglo-Boer War which ended in 
1902. 
 
They recall the women’s food garden that they started with the support of Mma Tshepo. 
Every woman had her own piece of garden, and kept chickens at her homestead. There was 
enough vegetable produce to give away. But the garden was “privatized” by one influential 
member of the community, and the project collapsed. The solar pump was stolen from the 
borehole, and the solar panels from the streetlight.  
 
Water is not a big problem here. There are 15 boreholes, and a river. Larger forces are at play 
in this community, the two women explain as they stare across empty fields to a farm that was 
given back to the community as a result of a land reform claim. The farm now seems to 
belong to one person only, and nobody seems able to do anything about it… 
 
Uptake and obstacles 
 
The availability of water plays only a small (though potentially crucial) part in the obstacles 
to autonomous food production in rural areas. In the two cases above, there is no thoughtful 
institutional support towards food self-sufficiency. There is a disturbing level of local 
strongman politics, and a serious lack of control or accountability to protect the strongman’s 
victims. 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
51 Interview with Martha Hlaka. 
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PART III:  CONCLUSIONS AND ANALYSIS 
 
Section 7: Conclusions from rural representatives - does the water caucus help you? 
How? 
  
In this section, we reproduce the answers of the rural representatives to the following 
questions as directly as possible. The questions were: Do you find that the water caucus helps 
you as a rural rep, representing rural interests? How? And how can the water caucus help you 
do these things better?  
 
Mashile:  
 
“Yes, it helps me because through it, I can: 

1. share experiences and information with other communities. 
2. build up knowledge of water policy and legislation 
3. engage with the minister and the parliamentary portfolio committee,  
4. develop an understanding of how can we present ourselves in the water sector. 

 
“As the field work shows, people in my area do not know where to take their water problems. 
So while things can be done in the water caucus, people around here do not even know about 
the water caucus. One of the real issues here, is people are illiterate, they don’t even write 
down when you speak to them, they don’t even take notes. We only talk and finish there, 
there is no follow-up. It is also not easy to call a meeting, because the chief can just cancel the 
meeting.   
 
“Broader awareness includes the problems of other communities, which I came to know 
through the water caucus. For example, in places like Khayelitsha, when they come to switch 
off the water, the property is attached too. Which makes me think what will happen here if 
they switch the water off and attach the property? 
 
“The other thing you’ll see is that we have similar problems to other rural areas, similar to the 
problems the Water for Food movement is dealing with. When we understand that my 
problem is others’ problem too, the question arises how can we link up to fight, if it is the 
system, to fight the system.  
 
“And the reasoning capacity, the thinking capacity we develop in the water caucus. If you 
don’t know how to argue, you just become a yebo baas52. The water caucus gave us 
documents – the budget Vote, the policy papers. I have seen the issue of the transfer from 
DWAF to the municipality in Vote 34.  Now, when I go to Mr Maake, I say “do you know 
about this? I’m talking of something which I read, I understand it… so therefore it’s forming 
the basis of argument.  
 
“It is useful to interact with the portfolio committee, which I have now done twice. As a rural 
rep, firstly you start to create relationship like with chief Nhleko53 and other people, on the 
portfolio committee who are from this area. You try to analyse the opposition, to identify 
those who can support you in the water committee. We will lobby them so that Tzaneen can 
return to the IDP, which puts water as a higher priority than housing. We can lobby the 
portfolio committee to take our complaints to the parliament, to support us in the parliament. 
We want parliament to know how the equitable share is being used by municipalities.” 
 
International exposure at the WSSD 
 
                                                 
52 South Africa slang for “yes boss” or “yes-man”. 
53 A locally based member of parliament  
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Mashile, along with two other people attended the WSSD with support from the Group for 
Environmental Monitoring, and NGO in the Water Caucus. What did it mean? 
 
According to Mashile: “I went to Sandton, NASREC and the Water Dome. I even went to 
meet Mma Tshepo’s group. Our group was at the Water Dome at the time of Eddie’s 
demonstration. We did not participate, though it was a good idea. Kasrils called the 
demonstrators thugs, and that affected our relationship with him. Because, according to 
Ronnie Kasrils, he was not looking for any further negotiations with the RDSN. So when we 
went to the parliament, they said to the APF representative ‘you are causing trouble here’. 
 
“I was also part of the group that produced the Ten Water Commandments. As a result of the 
international debates, we understand worldwide and we have agreed with the rest of civil 
society, that access to water and sanitation is a human right. Water is our priority. It doesn’t 
matter if others say its not a priority… everyone agrees here is the priority. Therefore, if I go 
to Maake, and I say: do you know, we want water? He will take us into consideration now. It 
helps us a lot. 
 
“You can also look at cost recovery and privatization. We reject privatisation. In other areas, 
municipalities are very rich. Somehow our municipality is supposed to … actually water is 
not really so expensive here, as compared to other areas… and we can drink the tap water and 
we don’t get sick. Even you can see we can manage in our area, rather than privatize, to say 
there is a flat rate per month, that’s all.  
 
“It gives me confidence to say what I am  talking is right… it gives me confidence and 
strength to fight… 
 
“The Kyoto meeting (although Mashile did not attend it) is one of the avenues to meet the 
world, other international NGOs, especially the international freshwater forum, and to 
understand if they support what we see. And to see other social movements around the world 
on water issues, to reach compromises, to agree on the facts. Because they are international, 
they can influence our government or our local government. It’s like here in Bathlabine. We 
must not work in isolation. That is why we are in the water caucus and our needs are being 
heard there. It seems international events like Kyoto play an important role. When minister 
hears about Bathlabine in Kyoto, he’ll come back and see where is this Bathlabine?” 
 
How the water caucus can improve 
 
“The first thing is shared information. People in rural areas don’t know where to go, they 
don’t have information. The water caucus may be able to help us on training these young 
people in an understanding of water issues. Because you can see sometimes with lack of 
training or skills we take the wrong decisions. We are going to mess at the water purification 
plant rather than understand the situation, and engage very well on this issue.  
 
“So on training, the water caucus can play a very important role. This will strengthen the 
CBOs like us in other areas, not only water, like in energy or another issue. Although our 
basic thing is water, it can expand to train other people in other areas, because if I manage to 
lobby on water why don’t I lobby on electricity? If I know the channel of water, why don’t I 
look at the channels of electricity? If I learn how to negotiate with the (water) portfolio 
committee, I already know how to negotiate with the portfolio committee on minerals.  
 
“The water caucus is a loose structure, and it must not be very loose. We must not take long 
to meet. The water caucus must not be Cape Town and Johannesburg based. It must 
represented from the local level. Local people must be able to have meetings here, where 
there is a need, where there is a problem.  
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“And the other thing is we must not have only one rural representative there. We must have a 
lot of people going there, not only Mashile. All the people in the CBOs, especially those 
working in water, must have an opportunity to attend the water caucus. 
 
Dominance 
 
“There is a lot of dominance in the water caucus. What I mean some people dominate, like 
Earthlife or somebody else. Rather that dominance must be from the rural areas, or must be in 
the sectoral or focus groups. If that focus group is on dams, that dams committee must be 
stronger. But not in the meeting, individual dominance in the water caucus, we don’t want 
that. No. Its urban-based. There is no understanding of cost recovery or what problems we 
encounter here. Its Western Cape and Johannesburg.  
 
“There should be a rural water caucus – or Limpopo water caucus.  As a branch. Because all 
the people in Limpopo. They are all crying about the same thing: access to water.    
 
“The water caucus has a very good impact, because its meeting the minister and the portfolio 
committee. Badenhorst only agreed to be interviewed by us because we said we met the 
portfolio committee. Sometimes we are unable to get a DWAF meeting because these people 
have their own agendas. The water caucus has given me that status”.  
 
Gariep 
 
Mirriam, Vukile and Mthetho have all been local councilors, and are part of the ANC and 
SANCO structures in Colesberg. They are not directly dams affected – they have been 
supporting the dams affected since the research phase in 1998.  The next step was the dams 
hearing in Cape Town, in 2000, where there were people from all over, at the Waterfront. 
Then there was a symposium in Midrand, July 2001 – where the forum was established for 
the South African Initiative. Nawisa was being established at the same time.  
 
Mirriam:  
 
“The issue of dams has been taken up by the water caucus. The water caucus has established 
specific task teams that deal with water management, water resources, cut-offs, dams, 
reparations. The water caucus brought information to us, as representatives of the dams 
affected people. And made it possible for us to access these meetings so that our voices can be 
heard. That is very important. Also very important was the symposium in Midrand, where the 
SA Initiative on the WCD was established. The water caucus sends NGO representatives to 
the meetings of that initiative, where they support the representatives of the dams affected 
people.”  
 
Vukile:  
 
“Others in the water caucus feel affected. In the symposium, when affected people aired their 
stories in front of people, a lot of the people were upset by the story. Also on the water caucus 
platform, more things related to affected people are discussed, and we do get support from the 
water caucus.”  
 
Mirriam:  
 
“We also get advice. When you meet other people who are also affected, you get advice on 
how to approach the issue. That information assisted us a lot.”  
 
Vukile:  
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“The water caucus has said that it cannot be used as an organization to forward the demands 
of other organizations. (Member) organisations should initiate their own demands, and then 
the water caucus can support it. Like us, we should go for reparations, and then the water 
caucus will support it. The water caucus is a place to get documentation and discuss policies. 
Initially, one was lost in terms of these policies. As time goes and we are linked with these 
discussions, that is when we grow to understand these issues and align ourselves with the 
water caucus. Initially our focus was just based on dams, and then reparations. In the water 
caucus we were able to link more things under the umbrella of the dams-affected. 
 
A platform to make our demands known to the World. 
 
Vukile:  
 
“Let me try to say…the WSSD was a platform for us to make our demands known to the 
world.  To point at the consequences that have been suffered by the people during the time 
that the dams were constructed. Also the demands that people are always echoing to say – we 
want reparations, we want this to be done… So those are heard by the international world. So 
it strengthens our campaign for reparations.  
 
“When I attended the World Summit my thinking was based on the local community. But 
afterwards you realize you don’t have to fight for local issues only, but you also have to look 
at other people who are affected, like in China, Uganda, Nigeria. It has made me feel strong. 
We got advice from other people and we can go for the problem and challenge it.  
Kyoto was the same. Because you went there with a narrow mind because you went there 
thinking “here I will voice out the feeling of the affected people in South Africa”. But when 
one gets there, the whole world is having the very same problem so that when we sit down 
and discuss these issues, we discover that the needs of the people in South Africa are the very 
same needs of people internationally. So you felt that other people are having the same 
problems, so how best can we take them forward, how strong can we be to take them forward. 
One felt very strong in meeting people, from the Philipines and others. I always felt SA 
history is stronger than other histories, but when I met other people I saw no, they are also 
having serious issues around the building of the dams.”  
 
Mthetho, who has not yet attended any international meetings is in a position to judge their 
effect locally. His comment:  
 
“It is the same as HIV/Aids pandemic. … many countries are facing the same problem. You 
go there and try and lobby for their campaigns. It’s the right thing, So they should not be a 
group of people with no power to challenge the government. But if there are many people 
sharing experiences… for example the people who were removed when Lesotho Highlands 
dam was constructed. You understand the process of how people are removed. You realize 
that people should be part of the process, should be agreed. Those people also lost their loved 
ones, their graves. So, extracting from those experiences, one develops a very clear vision as 
to what actually should happen – the people of Inanda, people of Gariep, people of 
Vanderkloof… To go overseas and to world summits, is just to get international support and 
experiences on how to tackle issues. I have not gone there, but I am sharing those 
experiences.” 
 
But sharing these experiences and insights with the dams affected people they work with, is 
hard. Mthetho: “It is very difficult, especially with people who have only one desire – 
namely: “I hope this programme can work very soon, to meet my demands, that my problems 
can be resolved, I am unemployed and I have suffered these losses.”  People see the process 
of meetings as just a waste of time. This is why we planned the seven strategies. We try to get 
funds to meet all seven strategies. We want to do that still. That will ease our work of meeting 
them and solving their direct issues.”  
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How can the water caucus work better? 
 
Vukile:  
 
“Demonstrations. If the organizations can make demonstrations, because it is only through 
demonstrations that people are taken seriously. Because when we are deliberating with the 
minister, we do not get proper responses, with time frames to do things – there should be 
pressure on written undertakings from the minister, with the timeframes. 
 
“Maybe as the water caucus grows, it will get more funds. We have to be administered and 
co-ordinated properly, and also give support to the provinces.”  
 
Mthetho:  
“There should be fulltime co-ordination. Permanent administrative offices will mean that is 
provincialised.”  
 
Vukile:  
 
“The water caucus is discussing with the minister on national basis. But in provinces there is 
no knowledge of developments on the national level. So if one wants to challenge it, one 
should go the provincial legislator or MEC of agriculture, he’ll  tell you no, we have no links 
with you, we don’t have to talk to you. So we have to give that freedom to people to work in 
the provinces. Let’s spread this to the MECs.  
 
Mirriam:  
 
“We need to be involved in the catchment management authorities. We don’t have structures 
for that.”  
 
What does Mma Tshepo make of the water caucus? 
 
It is clear that Mma Tshepo uses many opportunities for influence and interaction outside the 
water caucus. Mma Tshepo has taken the International Water Management Institute (IWMI) 
to a number of places where she had mobilized people to do water harvesting and food 
gardening. Tshepo also has contacts with various policy people at DWAF, the Gauteng 
department of agriculture, the Working for Water programme and other departments. A large 
number of extension officers have recently come to see her home garden, and she expects 
policy changes to come soon. Tshepo’s future tasks are two-fold – to convince government 
through documentation and policy change, and to motivate target groups to use this method 
for food security. 
 
Tshepo’s verdict: “The water caucus is useful for watching policy developments, and 
comparing notes on what is happening on the ground. But the water caucus needs integration 
with other areas – such as agriculture and health, but also mining, which affects the quality of 
the water and people who depend on that water.” 
 
Section 8: Caucus self-evaluation 
 
From the above, we can conclude that the water caucus’s very existence resulted in 

- knowledge of and familiarity with policy debates, the documents in which they are 
expressed, as well as the arenas in which they are discussed 

- sharing of information and concerns, building of solidarity and understanding, as well 
as the insight that other South Africans have similar issues 
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- these processes developed into strategic priorities and then campaigns to achieve 
change in specific areas. 

 
International exposure resulted in: 

- building of solidarity on an international level 
- an understanding that internationally many communities face the same issues 
- confidence about internationally acceptable standards – e.g. “water is a human right” 

 
A focus group self-evaluation in the water caucus agreed: 
 

“The water caucus has done well to lay the foundations, build the networks 
and the profile, the knowledge and capacity to achieve policy influence, and 
now has to move forward and actually achieve influence.  

 
“The caucus has achieved certain internal goals. We have brought together a 
number of issue groups from around the country. At Kalk Bay we had seven 
issue groups. They have shuffled around, but they have now ended up in the 
three campaign areas. We have achieved networking, we have achieved 
solidarity, for example pointing out to the minister that if he is attacking some 
of our comrades he is attacking the whole water caucus and that it is one of 
our preconditions for interaction with him that he respects activists and 
activist space, to the point that the APF comrade with us was able to say that 
they are being intimidated in certain meetings and that the minister must take 
action to stop it. Then information and experiences were shared. For example, 
the sanitation situation in Alex was discussed in a very detailed way to 
understand what is going on.  

 
“A large number of policy documents were copied and distributed, discussed 
and analysed. The budget was analysed. So people have built up knowledge 
of policy processes and the political dynamics, getting to know the officials, 
who you get to influence and who you don’t – although as it has been pointed 
out, on a national, not a provincial and local level. Externally we have also 
built up a profile with DWAF, as you can see from the meeting with the 
minister. They take us quite seriously to the point where there were eleven 
departmental officials in the meeting who had to listen to specifics and who 
had to be ready to answer our questions on the spot, which I think we should 
not underestimate. Its quite a lobbying achievement to have such a clear 
channel to the minister, who responded to seven or eight specific requests, 
promising to fix it and giving dates on the calendar where he was going to fix 
it.  

 
“We also participated in international debates, where people have built up 
knowledge, contacts, confidence and profile. The water caucus led the 
discussion at the WSSD and came up with the ten water commandments, 
which showed a type of leadership form this caucus to international activists, 
and also showed that we have a good understanding of the international 
debate and we are able to act in the international debate and that our 
contributions are appreciated. In many of the interviews the response was that 
this has led to increased confidence, so that now when you are confronting a 
South African official on whatever level, you can say, for example, that water 
is a human right, that you know why you say it and you know that 
internationally, civil society agrees with you. That in many arenas people 
who make these decisions have heard these debates, even if they do not agree 
with them. So you come from a strong position. However, for rural and urban 
areas, the interaction with local government is a very big question.” 
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Overall, there is a great need for channels of direct engagement – but this 
implies tension between community based structures, civil society 
representation and the dynamics of local councilors. In Colesberg, we have 
seen how local councilors come back into activist roles. The inevitable 
question is about whether local interests are well represented, or not, within 
political structures, of ANC, like local councilors, or through civil society – 
as a type of shortcut to power? This is the big question of the democratization 
process – are we building a participatory democracy? Not just a people’s 
parliament, but a people’s local government? How much can the Water 
Caucus really contribute to this? Is the shortcut to power useful if there is not 
power (e.g. DWAF as regulator) from national over local? Many of the 
important questions – like the application of the free water policy locally, the 
equitable share, privatization – are national issues that are playing themselves 
out locally.” 

 
Prominence of rural issues 
 
How prominent have the issues of the rural areas been in the work of the water caucus? 
 
The issues of free basic water and services are the subject of ongoing research and a campaign 
within the water caucus. This campaign may have an urban bias – but that is really because 
urban communities are much more active in fighting for their rights than rural ones.  
 
The dams issue – reparations for the past and looking to the future through the 
multistakeholder initiative on the WCD – has been in the forefront of water caucus attention. 
There has been an apology for the dams affected, and a memorial for the ancestors drowned 
by the dam. But on the issue of reparations, the water sector has run into a national decision to 
limit reparations for almost all categories of victims of apartheid. Joining forces with a bigger 
reparations movement has been the water caucus response to that. 
 
Dealing with local government remains a big challenge. The caucus is testing the limits of 
what the national department can do and is prepared to do as regulator. Engagement with 
parliament – particularly through portfolio committee members drawn from the rural areas – 
looks like a promising route. Of course, this route is very sensitive to the dynamics inside 
parliament and the ruling party, and particularly how much internal democracy is allowed in 
the ruling party.  
 
A large number of proposals have come from the water caucus on how to improve the water 
sector – for example on progressive stepped block tariffs, cost subsidization from big to small 
water users, and water conservation. Measures to support poor households to use water for 
food and other productive purposes have been lobbied for, but must still be put in place.  
 
Overall, the water caucus has paid a great deal of attention to rural water issues. The criticism 
that civil society organizations are too shallow and too urban to attend to rural issues54, 
certainly does not apply to the water caucus.  
 
The evidence has been presented that the water caucus proved itself to be a space in which 
various South African water sector issues were shared, commonly analysed, and placed within 
a broader picture55. The result for rural representatives has been a growth in breadth and depth 
of vision, and a growth in solidarity.  

                                                 
54 Friedman, op cit. 
55 See sections on the water sector and discourse in the new SA below for a view of “the broader 
picture” 
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Interesting cross-pollination processes have taken place because the caucus has been equally 
concerned with global justice issues and international events, policy and implementation in 
the South African water sector, and events as they unfold on the ground. It is a central 
argument in this paper that involvement of the caucus on all three levels has strengthened it. 
The caucus has immersed itself in the global justice debates in the water sector (water as a 
human right and intense opposition to the commodification of water through privatization, for 
example), in the dynamics of the water sector nationally, and in local battles (for example 
around free basic water and cut-offs) although it is at local level that most caucus members 
see the biggest challenges ahead.  
 
Global justice is made up of local justice issues56. While the World Social Forum is debating 
the possible shapes that local governance and local economies could take, it is clear that local 
actors will take what they need from global debates and apply it locally often in very creative 
ways. 
 
Rural representatives have pointed out tensions in the operation of the caucus – dominance of 
individuals, of a focus on urban issues – and the need to extend activities to a provincial level, 
on the way to the local. In the Western Cape, a provincial water caucus has been established. 
In the background to many of these issues is the question of resources, which is a question 
facing most networks.  
 
Section 9: The Water Caucus in the Policy Cycle 
 
A practical/theoretical concern in the background of this study is the conception of “policy 
advocacy” as concerned with a complete, reiterative and overlapping policy cycle that is 
much broader than that of the public opinion and white paper/legislation parts of the policy 
cycle. It includes institutions (capacity, transformation, budgets), programmes and projects, as 
well as monitoring of policy effects on the ground.57  
 
The six phases suggests six arenas of contest. Here is a checklist of how the water caucus has 
fared in these six phases/arenas:  
 

1. Public opinion. The water caucus and its members have engaged in fierce and 
detailed debates in the national media. The water debate in South Africa is alive and 
well. Actions of water caucus members – especially in the anti-privatisation camp – 
have received extensive media attention. Its members have established a profile of 
well informed and involved analysts. Connections with global civil society debates 
have been useful in this respect. 

2. Policy debates. The water caucus has engaged in policy processes on the basis of a 
thorough reading with documents such as the policy review (of water services) and 
the National Water Resources Strategy. One could argue that the areas adjacent to 
water policy strictly speaking now deserve attention – particularly local government, 
agriculture and health. Mining and industrial use also have a major impact on water 
availability and quality. The presence of a number of well versed policy analysts in 
the caucus and people in close contact with developments on the ground has been a 
strong advantage. But has the caucus succeeded in persuading government in 
changing any policies? That is the big question. For example, there are different 
views on how the Free Water policy came about (in 2000). For some, it was simply 
an election promise. For others, it was the result of pressure from the Water for All 
Campaign (from SAMWU and the RDSN). Some analysts suggest that it was an 
emergency measure, since cost recovery rates were so low in some place that the 

                                                 
56 See J. Cock for the importance of the local to the global justice movement. p.  
57 Dye, T.R., op cit..  



 36

department was facing defeat on its policy anyway. If the last is the case, it suggests 
that here policy changed because of resistance on the ground – people not paying and 
not accepting that they should pay, or not being able to pay.58 

3. Legislation. This is closely linked to the previous phase. Here it would be interesting 
to see whether legal challenges – for example on cut-offs vs. the constitutional right 
to water, or the way that municipalities charge for water, or use the Equitable Share – 
are useful interventions in the sector. So far, it has not happened in the way that, for 
example, the Treatment Action Campaign has used the courts59. This is also the area 
in which to explore the role of DWAF as a national regulator. 

4. Institutions and budgets. Institutions and budgets in the water sector are 
increasingly coming under scrutiny of the water caucus. Research has been 
undertaken on the implementation of free basic water policy, and on municipal tariff 
structures. This research has been presented to the parliamentary portfolio committee. 
Again, it has not yet been possible to judge what the effect was.  

5. Implementation. The caucus has not presented alternative models of implementation 
as extensively as could have been expected from its make-up.  The large NGO Mvula, 
that is actively involved in implementation and modeling of water development, has 
not played a prominent role in the caucus that it could have. This could be because of 
tensions with more social movement oriented NGOs, for example the RDSN, or 
because of Mvula’s own choices on where to focus its efforts. Or it could be that 
Mvula finds a direct approach to DWAF, uncomplicated by water caucus issues, more 
fruitful. 

6. Monitoring. Monitoring of developments on the ground has been an ongoing activity 
for the water caucus. In every meeting with the minister and his officials, a list of 
local concerns is placed on the table, and in most cases does receive attention.
  

 
The overall impression is that the water caucus has integrated its interventions – with one 
important exception – in the various phases of the policy cycle. It illustrates that in the water 
sector, “a large, diverse and active civil society can supplement elections, by developing 
additional mechanisms for popular participation in governance”60.  
 
This view of the policy cycle is much more appropriate than the narrow view that policy is 
“just about reading policy papers”. 
 
Section 10: The SA Water Caucus and discursive struggles in the water sector  
 
The water caucus in the SA water sector 
 
The water caucus is explicitly based in one sector – making it at the same time restricted to 
water related issues as well as trying to encompass all water related issues. 
 
The water sector occupies an interesting place in South African civil society dynamics. As a 
sector, it is officially organized into two main domains – water resources and water services – 
with ancillary domains (agriculture, for example, uses 50% of water and in the shape of 
irrigation dominated the department’s history until 195661, and the links between water 
services, sanitation and health are very close to the point that it is unclear which department 
should take the lead in sanitation).  
 

                                                 
58 The question of the impact of policy debates and campaigns on government decisions certainly 
deserves more analytical attention. 
59 See discussion by Greenstein of TAC activist-legislative tactics, pp 43-47 
60 Greenstein p. 15 
61LAPC Water Law Grouping, 1995: Submission to DWAF regarding Water Law, LAPC. 
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The water sector is institutionally extremely complex, resulting in a focus on the principle of 
co-operative governance between different tiers of government. Local government, conceived 
of as “developmental local government” in legislation, is the service provider, while the 
national department first added water services to its duties (for first 10 years) and is now in 
the process of “handing over” to local government. The national department has a role as 
“regulator”, but it is unclear how powerful this is (witness civil society arguments about the 
need for DWAF to intervene in the non-provision of free water at local government level). 
Part of the complexity is a legacy from apartheid days in which several Bantustans had 
separate departments and municipal water provision was not only separated along racial lines 
(with radical differences in quality of service) but also complicated by Water Boards, and 
intensely politicized, especially in urban areas, in the 1980s through boycotts of payments for 
services. Water Boards are still powerful, and as parastatals present potential for tactical 
alliances in the struggle to keep water in public hands. 
 
The private sector has always played an important role in the water sector as constructors of 
dams, providers of boreholes, pumps etc, but a new dimension was added with the 
participation of big international water companies in water services. This resulted in fierce 
resistance62 from some urban communities and their various allies, prominent in the water 
caucus.   
 
Water is a scarce resource, and the country has a history of drought and conflict over water. 
Control over water was one of the determinants in spatial settlement during colonization and 
apartheid, as close study of maps – including the Tzaneen area - will reveal63. In the apartheid 
Bantustans, water was used as a tool to reward co-operation and punish opposition, in the 
context of the racially-based welfare state run by the apartheid government. Free water was 
provided to some Bantustan areas, a legacy that caused considerable confusion and conflict 
when, after 1994, cost recovery principles began to be implemented as part of new water 
projects.   
 
In the new South Africa, the water sector serves as a model of service delivery by the new 
government, which has earned the new government high international status for its 
progressive legislation, extension of supply to millions of people, and implementation of 
“international best practice”.  The first white paper (policy paper) of the new South Africa 
was on water, in 1994. The World Commission on Dams had the first water minister in 
democratic South Africa, Kader Asmal, as chairperson, and was headquartered in Cape Town. 
At the Water Dome, as part of the WSSD, South African politicians and officials played a 
major role as hosts of the international water sector.  
 
But there are many contradictions. Moving from the apartheid welfare state to a neoliberal 
liberation government64 has had ironic consequences. While access to water has been 
extended to millions, cost recovery principles have put these out of reach of millions of poor 
South Africans.  The figures on provision of water services have been seriously questioned by 
analysts in the sector65. In May and June 2003, this led to a dramatic war of words between 
civil society researchers (and members of the water caucus) and the minister of water affairs, 
referred to at the start of this report. Water cut-offs in various cities and towns have led to 
mobilization of social movements like the SECC, Orange Farm Crisis Committee (also 
members of the water caucus). And a free basic water (and electricity) policy has been a bone 
of contention, ever since a campaign for free water, the local government election promise of 
2000… 

                                                 
62 See Bond, McDonald, Ruiters and Greeff, 2001, for arguments and counter-arguments on 
privatization in the water sector. 
63 Tobias Schmitz, personal communication 
64 As argued in Patrick Bond’s Elite Transition 
65Stephen Greenberg, Nicolas Dieltiens, RDSN  
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Discursive struggles 
 
These contradictions are reflected, smoothed over and normalized by government, and 
ruptured and opened up again and again in the debates around the new SA discourses. 
Looking at discursive struggles in the water sector can deepen overall understanding of new 
South African discourse. 
 
The South African water sector has been an arena of intense debates, which in turn can be 
understood as sectoral expressions of (building blocks for) the overall discourse of the new 
South African state. The new-old state has reached an accommodation between old and new 
South African elements, and this accommodation can be read off66 the complex of discourses 
in which the new South African government presents itself and its actions. As Ran Greenstein 
puts it: 
 
“ This realignment of forces is grounded in a new discourse of power, which comprises three 
principal components: 

I. the lexicon of buzzwords like “reconstruction, development, empowerment, equity, 
capacity building, participation, consultation, stakeholders, role-players, etc… 

II. the language of respectability – in the eyes of global powers, - emphasis on continuity, 
stability, adhering to procedures….legitimating new policies by drawing on real or 
contrived international models. 

III. technocratic and politically neutral discourse – macro-economics, outcomes based 
education, science and technology, military procurement and modernization67 

 
Based on general experience and specifically the water sector, a fourth strand should be added 
here:  
 

IV.    An insistence on ANC ownership of the struggle legacy and the historic mission of 
the ANC in government to transform South Africa. This discourse contains Marxist 
language (class analysis) and other markers of progressive and socialist politics, as well 
as a strong centralist tendency. Internationally, it is useful in positioning South Africa as a 
leading spokesperson for developing nations, for example in the Non Aligned 
Movement.68  

 
How does the water caucus fit into these discursive struggles? 
 
The Water caucus as a discursive formation 
 
With its focus on advocacy, policy influence, and information exchange, it can be argued that 
the water caucus exists largely because of and as a formation of discursive practices.69 It is 
through the arrangement of meetings, issuing of declarations, report backs on international 
conferences, analysis of policy papers, submissions to parliamentary portfolio committees, 
press releases of solidarity and support and discussions with politicians and officials – as well 
                                                 
66 See Fairclough, op cit. 
67 This description is from Greenstein, 2003, p. 18 & 19 
68I have added this stream to Greenstein’s classification, fundamentally because of experience in the 
water sector, including the critique of the ANC government as “talking left, acting right”, e.g. Patrick 
Bond in various works. In addition, traces of this discourse stream are implied in Greenstein’s work, 
e.g. p. 1 “supporters of the government like to see themselves as a vanguard representing the black 
population (elite and masses alike) who had been denied political rights by the apartheid regime, and 
are now moving to assume their full role in the new political dispensation”, as well as p. 33 which 
refers to “…the legacy of a centralist political discourse, which glorified national unity (and reviled 
internal dissent) as a sacred principle of the struggle.”   
69 See, for example, Mumby & Clair, Organizational Discourse  
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as symbolic events such as protests that get reported in the mass media - that the water caucus 
exists70. Among the prominent results of these processes, the water caucus has produced or 
played a major role in producing, for example: 

• The founding Kalk Bay declaration 
• WSSD civil society’s “10 Water Commandments” 
• A series of submissions to “Vote 34” to the Water Portfolio Committee 
• Negotiations over the agenda for a meeting between water caucus representatives and 

the minister 
 

The water caucus can be said to engage in discursive struggle, that is “shaping social, political 
and cultural agendas through contestations over meanings”71. This focuses attention on a 
dimension of power that is often neglected but very relevant to civil society – the actual 
conduct of politics and the role of civil society in it: “discursive power, (which is concerned 
with) shaping social, political and cultural agendas through contestations over meanings.  
 
Discursive struggles are possible because within an institution – or a domain like the water 
sector – alternative sets of discursive and ideological norms are available. One discourse may 
be dominant or hegemonic – that is determining what can and should be said – although 
mostly dominant discourses are constantly challenged by opposing discourses that seek to 
redefine power relations, subject positions and narratives.72 
 
An example of this type of contest can be seen in the negotiations for the agenda for meeting 
with minister Kasrils for meeting referred to at the start of this paper73. This “agenda setting 
exercise” (though not on the scale of agenda setting in the policy process) reveals interesting 
dynamics. First, the agenda was workshopped in a water caucus meeting where the contents 
and tactics of each point were prepared. The DWAF sent back an agenda with proposals to 
change, some on the basis of mandate (that the concerns fall outside DWAF powers) others in 
interest of time, others on the basis of (lack of) urgency, some on the basis of lack of clarity. 
The final agenda set the stage for the meeting – and determined which officials from the 
department would be present.  
 
 It is tempting to speculate why DWAF – among all the government departments in the new 
South Africa – has the best developed interface with civil society. Is it because of its 
aspiration to international recognition, which has certainly been forthcoming? Does it relate to 
the staffing of DWAF after 1994, and to the 1994 white paper formulation process? One of  
the components of the discourse of the new South Africa (component I, above) includes 
participation as one of its cornerstones, and it is regularly stated in policy documents that 
participation is a key aspect of governance.  
 
Finally, does the water caucus then engage the DWAF in discursive struggle – and if so how?  
 
The water caucus has itself developed a number of discourses that govern its positions and 
interventions.  The Water Caucus (and some of its members more than others) engages 
government in debates about the legacy of the struggle (component IV). The topic is 
transformation, and the issue is whether government is moving fast or far enough, and with 
the right instruments, to transform the legacy of apartheid in the water sector. The minister’s 
sarcastic attack on water caucus members as “the true revolutionaries” is intended to defend 

                                                 
70 Boden quoted by Mumby & Clair in Van Dijk, Discourse as Interaction in Society. 
71 Greenstein, State, Civil Society and the Reconfiguration of Power in Post-Apartheid South Africa p. 
1. Greenstein argues that discursive power has been a neglected dimension in studies of transition in 
South Africa. 
72 See Norman Fairclough, p. 40 to 42, in Language, ideology and power, Critical discourse analysis: 
papers in the critical study of language. 
73 This discussion based on e-mail from DWAF to water caucus. 
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and establish sole ANC ownership of the ideals of the struggle – and therefore to interpret the 
struggle. One of the bitterest reproaches against the ANC is that “conditions today are worst 
than under apartheid” – a remark that was actually made by an Orange Farm representative to 
members of the parliamentary portfolio committee on water, and was met by them with 
outrage. Some caucus members take up the socialist and anti-capitalist strands of struggle 
discourse – in practice, if not always in rhetoric, long since abandoned by the ANC.  
 
The caucus also engages on the terrain of human rights and progressive governance – 
questioning participation and processes, the implementation of constitutionally guaranteed 
rights, like the rights to a healthy and clean environment, water and sanitation, as well as the 
targets set out in the RDP (component I).  
 
The water caucus criticism of “international best practice” elements in water policy puts 
pressure on the “technical and neutral” (III) components of ANC discourse, for example by 
questioning cost recovery principles. 
 
Governance debates have been strengthened by the WSSD to include an emphasis on civil 
society as a means of  participation for local issues. This is part of government’s discourse on 
being a modern state (component I), in which stakeholder processes inform democratic 
decisions. Government is also open to advice from civil society based on its experiences on 
the ground and contact with communities74. This opens the way for civil society as means of 
people’s participation in participatory democracy through sectoral involvement – in the water 
sector (bolstered by WCD as well as portfolio committee). 
 
Finally, civil society sees itself as part of global justice movement, which finds its most 
important expression in social movements. This is not an easy discourse for the SA 
government to accommodate, because it tends to expose tensions between “the liberation 
movement in power” (IV) and the “stable economy to invest in” (II). 
 
For civil society, the discourse of rights75 (or justice) is of fundamental importance. It links 
the global, national and local. It provides a profound justification for ongoing efforts to move 
South Africa from a representative democracy (with centralized power exercised by party 
political leaders and government officials) to a participatory democracy (in which 
stakeholders, particularly directly affected groups with justice-centred activists from civil 
society shape sectoral policies and implementation). It anchors the governance claim that 
global civil expressed in the Earth Charter, adopted in Rio de Janeiro in 1992 parallel to the 
UNCED: “We wish to remind the world’s political and corporate leaders that the authority of 
the state and the powers of the private corporations are grants extended to these institutions by 
the sovereign people, by civil society, to serve the collective human interest.”76 
 
While the Water Caucus would not claim that it has achieved such influence, it has built a 
platform from which civil society is able to address those with power over water.  
 

                                                 
74The advocacy role Robert Chambers suggests  
75 Within civil society, the rights discourse is criticized for its accommodation of the formal 
(repressive) structures of society, foremost among them the (unequal, contract-based) legal structure. 
But this accommodation is exactly the source of  its tactical strength. 
76 Earth Charter 
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